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Dear learner,

I extend my heartfelt greetings and profound enthusiasm as I warmly wel-
come you to Sreenarayanaguru Open University. Established in September 
2020 as a state-led endeavour to promote higher education through open 
and distance learning modes, our institution was shaped by the guiding 
principle that access and quality are the cornerstones of equity. We have 
firmly resolved to uphold the highest standards of education, setting the 
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strike a quality balance, ensuring students are equipped for both personal 
growth and professional excellence. The University embraces the wide-
ly acclaimed “blended format,” a practical framework that harmonious-
ly integrates Self-Learning Materials, Classroom Counseling, and Virtual 
modes, fostering a dynamic and enriching experience for both learners 
and instructors.

The university aims to offer you an engaging and thought-provoking ed-
ucational journey. The MA English programme by the University offers 
a detailed exploration of literature, linguistics, and language studies. We 
provide rigorous curriculum in literary analysis, linguistic theories, and  
applied language skills. The Self-Learning Material has been meticulously 
crafted, incorporating relevant examples to facilitate better comprehen-
sion. 

Rest assured, the university’s student support services will be at your dis-
posal throughout your academic journey, readily available to address any 
concerns or grievances you may encounter. We encourage you to reach 
out to us freely regarding any matter about your academic programme. It 
is our sincere wish that you achieve the utmost success.
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Major Themes and 
Concerns

Unit 1 : Identity, Power and Postcolonial Literature
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2 SGOU - MA English - SLM - Postcolonial Studies

Unit 1

Postcolonialism is a field of study that seeks to delve into the human experiences 
that have been marginalised or overshadowed by more dominant groups or narratives. 
It aims to uncover the ways in which a person’s nationality and race can shape their 
perceived value and worth within the context of dominant societies. Moreover, it delves 
into the historical and ongoing control exerted by powerful global forces over certain 
regions, whether through direct colonisation or indirect influence. By examining these 
power dynamics, postcolonial studies also seek to highlight the various ways in which 
marginalised groups have resisted and challenged dominant representations. Ultimately, 
its purpose is to shed light on the struggles faced by the oppressed and to amplify the 
voices of those who have long been silenced and marginalised.

Postcolonial studies not only look at colonialism’s effects in former colonies but also 
examine issues within postcolonial nations, like the struggles of minorities, tribes, and 
women. Even though “post” doesn’t mean all colonialism has stopped, postcolonial 
studies isn’t just about literature anymore. There are different approaches to it, such as 
Marxism, Culturalism, and Poststructuralism. However, overall, the focus remains on 
the challenges faced by formerly colonised people, as well as their stories and histories, 
which help to challenge the public’s views about them.

Learning Outcomes

Background

Upon completion of the unit, the learners will be able to: 

	f comprehend the historical evolution of the concept of diaspora
	f analyse the complex processes of assimilation and appropriation within 
the context of colonialism and postcolonial studies

	f critically assess the dynamics of Orientalism and subaltern studies
	f analyse the challenges and consequences of decolonisation

Identity, Power and 
Postcolonial Literature
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SGOU - MA English - SLM - Postcolonial Studies 3

Discussion
1.1.1 Diaspora

The idea of diaspora, which has roots in ancient history, 
can be found in various religious texts such as the Bible 
and the Quran. It typically refers to the dispersion of Jewish 
communities from their homeland in Palestine and Egypt, 
a significant event that occurred when the Assyrians and 
Pharaohs forced them to leave. This historical context has 
shaped the term “diaspora” to be closely linked with the 
Jewish people and their experiences of displacement.

Throughout history, the concept of “diaspora” has 
undergone significant changes and expanded its meaning. The 
term itself originates from the Greek word “diaspeiro,” which 
translates to “I scatter.” This word was used to describe the 
movement of a population from its original location, whether 
it to be due to external forces or by their own choice. Initially, 
“diaspora” specifically referred to the forced or voluntary 
displacement of individuals from their homeland, with a 
notable example being the Jewish people leaving ancient 
Palestine. However, the phenomenon of diaspora extended 
far beyond ancient times, with Jews being prominent victims. 
Prior to the Christian era, the term “diasporic” was primarily 
associated with the Jewish diaspora.

The term is currently employed to encompass a wide array 
of individuals, such as exiles, expatriates, immigrants, and 
writers, who have chosen to reside in foreign countries, far 
removed from their original homes. As Europe underwent 
the transformative period of industrialisation and scientific 
advancement, the unavoidable consequences of imperialism 
and colonisation emerged. During the 19th century, the 
British and French, in particular, embarked on an extensive 
colonisation campaign, effectively establishing their 
dominance across various regions of the world. Consequently, 

	f Diaspora Origins

	f Diaspora Evolution

Keywords

Diaspora, Assimilation, Appropriation, Hybridity, Orientalism, Subaltern, Race Relations, 
Aboriginal Writing.

	f Modern Diaspora
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4 SGOU - MA English - SLM - Postcolonial Studies

numerous individuals hailing from the colonised territories 
of Asia and Africa were forcibly relocated to multiple 
destinations as indentured labourers. Currently, the term 
diaspora encompasses both the physical act of leaving one’s 
homeland and the process of establishing roots in a new 
society. James Clifford, a historian, argues that both the 
experience of displacement and the sense of belonging are 
fundamental to understanding diaspora communities. 

The forms of dislocation, which are closely connected to 
colonialism and its aftermath, have become the focal point of 
postcolonial thought and literature. In her paper on postcolonial 
theory, Rajeshwari Sunder Rajan acknowledges that diaspora 
has had a profound impact on the demographics, cultures, 
knowledge systems, and politics of the post-colonial world. 
She emphasises that diaspora is not a singular phenomenon 
but rather encompasses various diverse aspects. Today, 
the diaspora has evolved into a multidisciplinary field that 
explores the history of slavery, colonisation, and indentured 
labour, as well as the financial and livelihood aspects of 
displaced individuals. It also examines their experiences 
of homelessness, their notions of home and nation, and the 
cultural and multicultural dimensions of the diaspora.

The study of diaspora in postcolonial contexts is crucial 
in unravelling the complexities of displacement, identity, 
and cultural adaptation in the wake of colonial and imperial 
legacies. It offers a nuanced understanding of the ways 
in which diasporic communities navigate and negotiate 
their belonging and cultural identity in diverse and often 
challenging environments.

1.1.2 Assimilation
Assimilation, as observed in the fields of anthropology 

and sociology, pertains to the intricate process by which 
individuals or collectives with diverse ethnic backgrounds 
are integrated into the prevailing culture of a given society. 
This assimilative process necessitates the adoption of 
predominant cultural characteristics to such an extent that 
the assimilated group becomes virtually indistinguishable 
from the rest of society’s members. In essence, assimilation 
represents the most profound manifestation of acculturation. 
It is worth noting that while assimilation can occur either 
through coercion or by personal choice, it is uncommon for a 
marginalised community to abandon its pre-existing cultural 
customs and traditions entirely.

	f Cultural integration

	f Postcolonial             
Diaspora

	f Postcolonial          
Diaspora study
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SGOU - MA English - SLM - Postcolonial Studies 5

Assimilation is a crucial element of colonial and postcolonial 
history. Several colonial empires attempted to integrate their 
cultural, political, and economic structures in the colonies. 
Many European colonial powers attempted to assimilate the 
native populations into the European culture. Often, these 
processes of assimilation utilised coercion, including language 
extermination. Assimilation policies banned speaking in 
Indigenous languages, maintenance of indigenous cultural 
heritages, and the assertion of  traditional lifestyles. The 
adverse effects of assimilation policies continue to be evident 
in many postcolonial societies that have witnessed the collapse 
of their indigenous cultures.

Education played a crucial role in the process of assimilation, 
as it served as one of the main mechanisms employed by 
colonisers. Their establishment of schools and educational 
systems had a specific agenda, which involved instructing 
students in European languages, history, and values. In doing 
so, they sought to undermine indigenous knowledge and 
cultures, belittling their significance. The ultimate objective 
of this education system was to mould a new generation of 
individuals who would not only align themselves with the 
coloniser’s culture but also distance themselves from their 
own cultural identities.

The concept of assimilation is intricately linked with the 
notion of cultural hegemony, which the renowned Italian 
theorist Antonio Gramsci brilliantly elucidated. Cultural 
hegemony, in essence, entails the supremacy of a specific 
culture or worldview over others, and this ascendancy is 
typically achieved through voluntary acceptance rather than 
forceful imposition. In the context of postcolonial societies, 
it is often observed that the culture of the coloniser assumes 
a position of dominance, exerting a profound influence on 
societal conventions, establishments, and individual identities.

In postcolonial studies, assimilation is still an important 
topic, especially in situations where cultural marginalisation, 
economic inequality, and social inequality are remnants of the 
colonial past. Discussions on cultural variety and assimilation 
in the modern world are made more difficult by arguments 
pertaining to multiculturalism, globalisation, and identity 
politics.

1.1.3 Appropriation
In the context of postcolonial studies, appropriation refers 

to the process by which colonised societies adopt and adapt 

	f Education’s role in 
assimilation

	f Dominance of the 
coloniser’s culture

	f Modern challenges

	f Colonial assimilation

SG
O
U



6 SGOU - MA English - SLM - Postcolonial Studies

elements of the culture of their former colonisers. These 
elements can include language, literature, film, theatre, and 
even philosophical concepts such as rationalism and logic. By 
appropriating these cultural elements, postcolonial societies 
seek to shape and define their own social and cultural identities.

Appropriation in postcolonial studies is a multi-faceted 
and complex phenomenon. It involves the examination of 
power dynamics, resistance, and negotiation within the 
context of colonial and postcolonial societies. The process of 
appropriation is not merely a passive adoption of the coloniser’s 
culture but rather a dynamic interaction that reflects the agency 
and resilience of the colonised people. This process involves 
reclaiming and reinterpreting these elements in ways that 
align with the values, beliefs, and aspirations of the colonised 
society. Through appropriation, postcolonial societies seek to 
assert their agency and autonomy, challenging the hegemonic 
dominance of colonial culture.

 Furthermore, appropriation in postcolonial studies can also 
be seen as a means of hybridity and syncretism. It involves 
the fusion of different cultural elements, resulting in new and 
dynamic forms of cultural expression. This process reflects 
the resilience and adaptability of postcolonial societies as they 
navigate the complexities of their cultural heritage while also 
embracing the influences of the colonisers.

Additionally, the act of appropriation in postcolonial 
studies can be a form of resistance and subversion. By 
appropriating and recontextualising the cultural elements of 
the colonisers, postcolonial societies can challenge and disrupt 
the colonial narratives and power structures. This can lead to 
the empowerment of marginalised voices and the reclamation 
of cultural autonomy. For instance, when authors like Salman 
Rushdie or Caryl Phillips use the English language, English 
cultural practices, and England’s landscape in their fiction to 
criticise and examine its flaws, shortcomings, and politics, we 
witness postcolonial appropriation in action.

Appropriation in postcolonial studies is a rich and 
multifaceted process that reflects the complexities of cultural 
interactions within the context of colonialism and its aftermath. 
It involves the active reconfiguration, transformation, and 
negotiation of cultural elements, highlighting the agency, 
resilience, and creativity of postcolonial societies in shaping 
their own social and cultural identities.

	f Cultural identity 
shaping

	f Resistance and          
resilience

	f Cultural fusion

	f Resistance through 
Cultural Appropria-
tion

	f Postcolonial Appro-
priation
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SGOU - MA English - SLM - Postcolonial Studies 7

1.1.4 Hybridity
Hybridity, within the realm of postcolonial theory, 

encompasses the amalgamation or fusion of diverse cultural 
components, identities, or customs that emerge from the legacy 
of colonialism or the interactions among various cultures. It’s a 
concept that challenges the notion of pure, fixed identities and 
recognises the fluid and complex nature of cultural formations.

Hybridity is the result of colonised individuals integrating, 
modifying, or challenging aspects of the coloniser’s culture, 
leading to the creation of novel cultural expressions that 
blend influences from both parties. This blending can be 
observed across different facets of society, including language, 
spirituality, cuisine, artistic expressions, musical styles, fashion 
trends, and societal norms.

For instance, in the Caribbean, creole languages developed 
as a result of the mixing of African, European, and Indigenous 
languages during the colonial period. This gave rise to unique 
linguistic forms that embody the fusion of diverse cultural 
influences. These languages not only serve as a symbol of 
resilience and survival but also as a means of communication 
and identity for the communities that speak them.

Similarly, in literature, authors like Salman Rushdie and 
Derek Walcott explore hybrid identities and cultural landscapes 
in their works, reflecting the complexities of postcolonial 
societies. Through their writings, they explore the ways in 
which individuals navigate between multiple cultural traditions, 
grappling with issues of belonging, alienation, and the impact 
of colonial legacies on their sense of self. Their literary 
works provide a nuanced understanding of the challenges and 
opportunities presented by hybridity, highlighting the ways 
in which it shapes individual and collective identities in a 
postcolonial world.

The concept of hybridity is a complex and multi-faceted 
phenomenon that has been a significant outcome of colonial 
encounters. It represents the ways in which different cultures 
interact, merge, and evolve as a result of colonisation. The 
creation of new cultural forms through the incorporation 
of elements from both the coloniser and the colonised has 
had a profound impact on various aspects of society. The 
manifestations of hybridity in language, religion, food, art, 
music, fashion, and social customs have not only enriched the 
cultural landscape but have also provided a means of resistance 
and adaptation for the colonised people.

	f Postcolonial Hybridity

	f Cultural blending

	f Unique linguistic 
forms

	f Literary exploration

	f Cultural fusion
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8 SGOU - MA English - SLM - Postcolonial Studies

The phenomenon of hybridity in colonial contexts is a 
dynamic and transformative process that continues to shape 
the cultural expressions and lived experiences of diverse 
communities. Its impact can be seen in the diversity of 
languages, arts, customs, and ideologies that have emerged as 
a result of colonial encounters. Understanding and appreciating 
the complexities of hybridity is essential for acknowledging the 
resilience and creativity of colonised peoples and for fostering 
a more inclusive and empathetic approach to cultural diversity.

1.1.5 Orientalism
Published in 1978, Orientalism has had a profound impact 

on the field of Postcolonial studies and has sparked significant 
controversy. Said’s redefinition of the term “Orientalism” as a 
collection of misguided beliefs that shape Western perceptions 
of the Middle East has been widely discussed and debated. 
Said’s work has challenged traditional thinking and shed light 
on the power dynamics at play in the relationship between the 
West and the East.

The concept of Orientalism involves the scholarly exploration 
of the Eastern world by individuals from the Western hemisphere. 
The term “Orient” originates from Latin, meaning East, while 
“Occident” signifies the West. Those who delve into the study 
of the East are commonly known as Orientalists. The perception 
of what constitutes “the Orient” can vary among individuals, 
with Americans typically associating it with nations such as 
Japan and China, while Western Europeans, particularly the 
British and French, extend this definition to encompass their 
former Eastern colonies.

In the introduction of Orientalism, Said defines “Orientalism” 
in a few ways. Several of these are well-known and frequently 
cited:

	f “A way of coming to terms with the Orient that is based 
on the Orient’s special place in European Western ex-
perience”

	f “A style of thought based upon an ontological and epis-
temological distinction made between the Orient and 
(most of the time) “the Occident””

	f “A Western style for dominating, restructuring and hav-
ing authority over the Orient”

	f “A distribution of geopolitical awareness into aesthetic, 
scholarly, economic, sociological, historical and philo-
logical texts”

	f Cultural evolution

	f Orientalism

	f Concept of           
Orientalism
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SGOU - MA English - SLM - Postcolonial Studies 9

Said contends that for oriental studies to exist as a field of 
academic inquiry in the 19th century, the West had to build or 
invent the East. He goes on to say that the romantic idea of the 
Orient and the reality of the East are in opposition to each other 
because of the West. Racism and bigotry are directed against 
Asia and the Middle East. Their image is one of being outdated, 
unchanging, and oblivious to their own history and culture. 
The West filled the hole by giving them a past, a culture, and a 
bright future. This paradigm serves as the foundation for both 
the study of the Orient and European political imperialism in 
the East. According to Said, “Orientalism” says more about 
the West’s dominance over the Orient than it does about the 
Orient itself. As the West seized control of the scholarship, it 
also seized political and economic power.

1.1.6 Subaltern 
Antonio Gramsci introduced the term “subaltern,” which 

denotes individuals of lower social status, to describe the 
working-class individuals in the Soviet Union who were under 
the control of the ruling elite. These subaltern classes encompass 
peasants, labourers, and marginalised groups who lack influence 
in society. Gramsci focused on the historical narratives of these 
subaltern groups.

A group of historians called the Subaltern Studies Group 
sought to further the methodical examination of subaltern 
issues in South Asian Studies, and their efforts led to the 
word being used in postcolonial studies. In 1985, Gayatri 
Spivak published Can the Subaltern Speak?, a criticism of 
the work of the Subaltern Studies Group that exposed and 
questioned the group’s condescending mindset and gave rise 
to a greater awareness of the “subaltern” idea. Using Derridean 
deconstructive tactics, Spivak highlights the various kinds of 
subject formations and “othering,” in contrast to the stereotypes 
seen in Said’s Orientalism and other works of a similar nature 
that take colonial oppression as a monolithic phenomenon.

A key aspect of subalternity is the lack of voice, or the inability 
to speak and be heard in the dominant discourse. Rather than 
being given the chance to voice their own opinions, subaltern 
groups are frequently spoken for or represented by others, 
usually those in positions of authority. In order to challenge 
the prevailing narratives produced by colonial and imperial 
powers, subaltern studies seek to reinterpret history from the 
perspective of these marginalised populations. This involves 
bringing to light the experiences and voices of those who have 
previously been marginalised. The idea delves into the social 

	f Western Construc-
tion

	f Marginalised groups

	f Marginalised Voices

	f Historical narratives
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10 SGOU - MA English - SLM - Postcolonial Studies

and cultural factors that support these groups’ subjugation as 
well. It looks at how institutionalised prejudice and cultural 
hegemony contribute to the continuation of inequality in 
colonial and postcolonial cultures.

Thus, in postcolonial studies, the term “subaltern” designates 
those groups that, as a result of their systematic marginalisation 
and oppression under colonial and postcolonial socio-political 
frameworks, are denied voice and representation in prevailing 
discourses. By questioning conventional narratives and 
emphasising the complexity of power dynamics in postcolonial 
contexts, the area of subaltern studies aims to elevate these 
marginalised viewpoints.

1.1.7 Race relations
In postcolonial studies, race relations refer to the interactions, 

dynamics, and power structures between different racial and 
ethnic groups within societies that have experienced colonialism 
and its aftermath. These relations are shaped by historical 
legacies of colonial domination, racial hierarchies, and systems 
of oppression, and they continue to influence social, political, 
economic, and cultural dynamics in postcolonial contexts.

Postcolonialism is indebted to the scholarship of Edward 
Said, particularly for his seminal work Orientalism. Said’s 
contributions, however, were influenced by the writings of anti-
colonial and nationalist thinkers like Frantz Fanon and Albert 
Memmi, whose works delve into the concept of ‘othering.’ 
Fanon, for instance, elucidates how race influences the 
dynamics between colonisers and the colonised, demonstrating 
how individuals under colonial domination internalise notions 
of racial inferiority vis-à-vis white Europeans. He articulates 
how psychological mechanisms of colonisation, such as the 
imposition of the coloniser’s language, culture, religion, and 
educational systems, contribute to the colonised perceiving 
themselves as culturally inferior. This internalisation facilitates 
the colonisers’ justification and perpetuation of their rule.

Postcolonialism underscores the persistence of racial 
binaries even after the formal end of colonial governance. 
It highlights the enduring impact of racialised ‘othering’ on 
various facets of contemporary discourse, including national 
security, nuclear politics, nationalism, culture, immigration, 
international aid, and the struggle for Indigenous rights. This 
perspective underscores the ongoing relevance of race in 
shaping power dynamics and societal structures beyond the 
colonial period.

	f Challenging domi-
nant discourses

	f Postcolonial race 
dynamics

	f Influences on Post-
colonialism

	f Continued racial 
binaries
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1.1.8 The Problems and Consequences of 
Decolonisation 

Decolonisation is the process by which a nation formerly 
controlled by another becomes politically independent. 
Decolonisation may take several forms, namely the attainment 
of independence, incorporation with another state, or creation of 
a “free association” status. Decolonisation took place through 
peaceful negotiations, aggressive revolts or non-violent protests. 
The process of decolonisation has had a profound impact on the 
world. Some of the problems and consequences associated with 
decolonisation are described below:

The process of decolonisation frequently resulted in political 
turmoil within newly liberated countries. This turmoil was a 
direct consequence of the swift shift from colonial domination 
to autonomous rule, leading to conflicts over power, inadequate 
governmental frameworks, and, in some cases, internal armed 
conflicts. One notable example of this phenomenon is the 
prevalence of political instability across Africa following 
independence.

The arbitrary borders drawn by colonial powers often did 
not reflect ethnic, tribal, or religious realities on the ground. 
At times, decolonisation made these tensions worse, resulting 
in territorial disputes and border disputes. One of the greatest 
migrations in history, as well as wars, such as the Indo-Pakistani 
Wars and current tensions over the disputed state of Kashmir, 
were caused by the 1947 division of British India into India 
and Pakistan. The borders that the British colonial authorities 
quickly drew did not take into consideration the differences 
in religion and ethnicity, which led to continuous conflicts 
and bloodshed. These tensions continue to impact the region  
even today, with ongoing conflicts and territorial disputes still 
remaining unresolved. The legacy of colonial borders continues 
to shape the political landscape in South Asia, highlighting the 
complex challenges of decolonisation.

African countries encountered significant economic hurdles 
following the end of colonial rule, primarily because of the 
lasting effects of exploitation by colonial powers and the 
insufficient infrastructure necessary for self-sufficient growth 
and progress. This combination of factors greatly hindered 
their ability to thrive and prosper in the post-colonial era. The 
newly independent countries faced numerous challenges in 
establishing stable governments and economies. Many of them 
also struggled with internal conflicts and ethnic tensions. These 

	f Decolonisation

	f Postcolonial eco-
nomic struggles

	f Postcolonial turmoil

	f Border consequences
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12 SGOU - MA English - SLM - Postcolonial Studies

issues continue to impact their development and progress. To 
this day, many post-colonial nations are grappling with the 
legacy of colonialism and its lasting effects on their societies. 
The effects of colonialism are still felt in the social, political, and 
economic structures of these nations. As a result, many of these 
nations struggle to achieve true independence and autonomy.

Colonial powers frequently utilised strategies of divide and 
rule, which heightened existing ethnic, tribal, and religious 
conflicts within their colonies. Unfortunately, the process of 
decolonisation often did not effectively address these deep-
seated social divisions, resulting in ongoing turmoil and 
unrest. The devastating Rwandan Genocide of 1994 serves 
as a poignant illustration of how historical colonial policies 
of division and control played a significant role in fostering 
societal fragmentation and ultimately contributing to tragic 
violence.

Even after formal independence, former colonial powers 
often maintained significant economic and political influence 
over their former colonies. This phenomenon, known as 
neocolonialism, hindered the ability of newly independent 
nations to chart their course and achieve true sovereignty. 
It contributed to ongoing economic disparities and social 
instability within many postcolonial countries. Neocolonialism 
is often manifested through exploitative economic policies, 
unequal trade relationships, and political interference. These 
factors perpetuated dependency on former colonial powers 
and hindered the development of self-sustaining economies in 
postcolonial nations.

Colonialism suppressed native cultures in many former 
colonies, by enforcing colonial languages and traditions. 
Efforts to revive and restore indigenous traditions have led 
to confrontations after independence. Australia serves as an 
example of this since, under the Stolen Generations programme, 
Indigenous children were taken against their will from their 
families in an effort to integrate them into European society. 
Reconciliation attempts have been ongoing as a result of the 
intergenerational damage this has caused.

1.1.9 Aboriginal Writing
Aboriginal writings represent a vast and varied collection 

of literary works created by Indigenous people from various 
regions across the globe, such as Indigenous Australians, 
Native Americans, First Nations communities in Canada, Maori 
in New Zealand, and many more. These writings reflect the 

	f Divide and Rule 
legacy

	f Neocolonial influ-
ence

	f Cultural revivalSG
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unique perspectives, traditions, and experiences of Indigenous 
cultures, offering valuable insights into their histories, beliefs, 
and ways of life. Through storytelling, poetry, songs, and other 
forms of expression, Indigenous writers have contributed to a 
rich and diverse literary tradition that continues to inspire and 
educate readers worldwide.

Many Aboriginal cultures have a strong oral tradition, where 
knowledge, stories, myths, and histories are passed down 
through generations via spoken word. These oral traditions often 
serve as a means of preserving cultural identity, values, and 
spiritual beliefs. For example, Dreamtime stories in Indigenous 
Australian cultures convey creation myths, ancestral journeys, 
and connections to the land.

In recent decades, there has been a notable shift among 
Indigenous writers towards utilising written forms of literature 
as a means of sharing their stories and perspectives on a 
broader scale. This shift represents a significant departure from 
traditional oral storytelling practices, as Indigenous authors 
embrace written mediums to convey their narratives to a wider 
audience. Within the realm of Aboriginal literature, a diverse 
array of genres has emerged, ranging from novels and poetry 
to plays, essays, and memoirs. This diversity reflects the 
multifaceted nature of Indigenous experiences and allows for a 
nuanced exploration of various themes and issues.

In the novel That Deadman Dance by Indigenous Australian 
writer Kim Scott, the themes of cultural identity and colonialism 
are explored against the backdrop of early colonial Australia. 
The clash between Indigenous and European cultures and the 
complexities of identity and belonging in a rapidly changing 
world are central to the narrative. Similarly, Carpentaria 
by Alexis Wright delves into Indigenous perspectives on 
land, spirituality, and resistance against colonial oppression, 
offering a powerful critique of the impacts of colonisation 
on Aboriginal communities. Oodgeroo Noonuccal’s poetry, 
particularly in works like “We Are Going,” addresses racism 
and social injustice, capturing the experiences of dispossession 
and displacement faced by Indigenous Australians. Similarly, 
Thomas King, a Native American writer, uses humour and 
satire in novels like Green Grass and Running Water to address 
issues of colonialism and Indigenous rights.

Aboriginal writers’ writings are crucial in the ongoing 
efforts to revive and celebrate their culture, as they help 
preserve and rejuvenate Indigenous languages, traditions, and 

	f Indigenous literature

	f Oral tradition

	f Literary evolution

	f Indigenous literatureSG
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knowledge. Indigenous authors use literature to take control 
of their own stories, pushing back against long-standing 
colonial misrepresentations and stereotypes. By reclaiming 
their narratives, Indigenous writers are not only contributing 
to a cultural revival but also promoting a sense of pride, 
empowerment, and self-determination within Indigenous 
communities.

The incorporation of traditional storytelling techniques and 
oral histories into written forms of literature preserves Indigenous 
knowledge systems and cultural practices for posterity. 
Through literature, Indigenous writers assert their presence and 
visibility within wider society, challenging dominant narratives 
and advocating for Indigenous rights and recognition on local, 
national, and international platforms. This cultural resurgence 
not only strengthens Indigenous communities but also fosters 
greater understanding, appreciation, and respect for Aboriginal 
cultures and histories among non-Indigenous audiences.

	f Cultural revival

	f Cultural preservation

Summarised Overview

The concept of diaspora, originating from ancient history and deeply intertwined with 
the Jewish experience, has evolved to encompass a wide range of displaced individuals, 
including immigrants, exiles, and expatriates. As colonialism spread, the diaspora became 
associated with forced displacement, particularly through processes like imperialism and 
indentured labour. Postcolonial thought and literature have focused on the dislocations 
caused by colonialism, leading to discussions on assimilation, appropriation, hybridity, 
and Orientalism. Assimilation, often coercive, was a key aspect of colonialism, shaping 
the cultural landscape of colonised societies. Appropriation, on the other hand, involves 
postcolonial societies adopting and adapting elements of their colonisers’ culture, 
often as a form of resistance and subversion. Hybridity emerges as a result of cultural 
encounters and represents the blending of diverse cultural elements, challenging notions 
of fixed identities. Orientalism, as articulated by Edward Said, examines how Western 
perceptions shape the study of the East, highlighting power dynamics in colonial 
relationships. Subaltern studies delve into the experiences of marginalised groups, 
challenging dominant narratives. Historical legacies, racial hierarchies, and systems 
of oppression influence race relations in postcolonial societies. Decolonisation, while 
granting political independence, often resulted in political turmoil, economic challenges, 
and unresolved social divisions. Aboriginal writing, rooted in oral tradition, preserves 
Indigenous cultures and challenges colonial misrepresentations, contributing to cultural 
revival and empowerment. Through literature, Indigenous writers reclaim their narratives, 
promoting understanding and recognition of Indigenous cultures and histories.
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Assignments

1.	 Explain the historical origins and evolution of the concept of diaspora, focusing 
on its initial association with the dispersion of Jewish communities from ancient 
Palestine and Egypt. How has the meaning of diaspora expanded over time, and 
what factors have contributed to this evolution?

2.	 Discuss the impact of colonialism on the concept of diaspora, particularly in re-
lation to forced displacement and the experiences of individuals from colonised 
territories. How did processes like imperialism and indentured labour contribute to 
the formation of diasporic communities, and how has this influenced postcolonial 
thought and literature?

3.	 Compare and contrast the concepts of assimilation and appropriation in the con-
text of colonial and postcolonial societies. How do these processes differ in terms 
of their goals, mechanisms, and outcomes? Provide examples to illustrate your 
points.

4.	 Analyse the concept of Orientalism as articulated by Edward Said, examining its 
historical roots, key characteristics, and implications for Western perceptions of 
the East. How does Orientalism contribute to the construction of power dynamics 
in colonial relationships, and what critiques have been raised against this concept?

5.	 Evaluate the concept of subalternity in postcolonial studies, focusing on its sig-
nificance for understanding the experiences of marginalised groups challenging 
dominant narratives.

6.	 Discuss the challenges and consequences associated with decolonisationn, partic-
ularly in relation to political instability, territorial disputes, economic disparities, 
and cultural revival. How has colonialism’s historical legacies continued to shape 
postcolonial societies, and what efforts have been made to address these challeng-
es?

7.	 Examine the role of Aboriginal writing in preserving Indigenous cultures, chal-
lenging colonial misrepresentations, and promoting cultural revival and empow-
erment. How do Indigenous authors use literature to reclaim their narratives and 
assert their presence within wider society? Provide examples from Indigenous lit-
erary works to support your analysis.SG
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Space for Learner Engagement for Objective Questions
Learners are encouraged to develop objective questions based on the content in the 

paragraph as a sign of their comprehension of the content. The Learners may reflect on the 
recap bullets and relate their understanding with the narrative in order to frame objective 
questions from the given text. The University expects that 1 - 2 questions are developed for 
each paragraph. The space given below can be used for listing the questions.
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Poetry 

Unit 1 : Poetry (Detailed)  
	 “Married Man’s Song” - Al Purdy
	 “The Sea is History” - Derek Walcott 
 	 “All One Race” - Oodgeroo Noonucal                                                                                                                    
Unit 2 : Poetry (Non-detailed)
	 “Were I to Choose”   - Gabriel Okara 
	 “Surely God was a Lover” - John Shaw Neilson 
	 “On An Asian Poet Fallen among American Translators” -
	                                                                                   Yasmine Gooneratne	

Block Content
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Unit 1

Learning Outcomes

Background

Upon completion of the unit, the learners will be able to: 

	f reflect on the emotional impact of the poems
	f examine the cultural and social contexts that influenced the poems
	f compare and contrast the themes in the poems
	f identify and interpret the key symbols in the poems

In this unit, we will learn three poems. The first one is Al Purdy’s “Married Man’s 
Song,” a lyrical masterpiece that vividly portrays the joys and challenges of married life. 
Through Purdy’s evocative language and keen insights, we will uncover the intricate 
dynamics of relationships and the complexities of love and commitment.

Next is Derek Walcott’s “The Sea is History,” a poetic voyage into the depths of 
Caribbean heritage and the enduring legacy of colonisation. Walcott’s powerful imagery 
and profound symbolism transport us to a realm where the sea holds untold stories of 
struggle, resilience, and the quest for identity.

Finally, we will discuss Oodgeroo Noonuccal’s “All One Race,” a rallying cry for 
unity and equality that transcends racial divides and celebrates the shared humanity of 
all people. Through Noonuccal’s passionate verses, we will explore themes of diversity, 
inclusion, and the universal desire for harmony in our world.

Poetry 
(Detailed)

Keywords

Marriage, Intimacy, Relationship, History, Biblical allusions, Unity, Racial divisionsSG
O
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Discussion

2.1.1 Married Man’s Song - Al Purdy
Alfred Wellington Purdy, 

a prominent Canadian free 
verse poet of the 20th century, 
left a lasting legacy through 
his extensive literary career 
spanning fifty-six years. 
Hailed as Canada’s English 
“unofficial poet laureate,” 
Purdy authored thirty-
nine poetry books, a novel, 
memoirs, and correspondence 
volumes. Born in Wooler, 
Ontario, he ventured into 
various professions before 
establishing himself as a

 writer and poet in the 1960s. Purdy’s writing sanctuary was at  
Roblin Lake in Ontario, where he crafted much of his work. 
Despite acclaim, some critics, like James Pollock, voiced 
dissent. Purdy’s influence extended beyond Canada, earning 
admiration from authors like Charles Bukowski. His final 
collection, Beyond Remembering, was released posthumously 
in 2000, cementing his literary legacy.

2.1.1.1 Summary 
Stanza 1
When he makes love to the young girl
what does the middle-aged long-married
man say to himself and the girl?
- that lovers live and desk clerks perish?

The poem opens with a long married, middle aged man in 
an intimate moment with a young girl. The stanza raises the 
question of what he tells himself and her during their affair: 
whether about the excitement of lovers’ lives or the mundane, 
monotonous existence of those with routine jobs.

	f Canadian poet lau-
reate, prolific writer, 
posthumous acclaim, 
diverse works

	f Extramarital affair

Fig. 2.1.1 Alfred Wellington 
Purdy
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Stanza 2
When neons flash the girl into light and shadow
the room vanishes and all those others
guests who checked out long ago
are smiling
and only the darkness of her may be touched
only the whiteness looked at
she stands above him as a stone goddess
weeping tears and honey
she is half his age and far older
and how can a man tell his wife this?

The scene is set with neon lights illuminating the girl, 
creating a play of light and shadow around her. The room 
fades away from the man’s awareness, along with any other 
people who may have been present. The “guests” refer to past 
experiences or memories of other people who are no longer 
relevant or present. They seem content. Her presence, both 
physically tangible and emotionally captivating, evokes a 
sense of reverence and awe, casting her as a goddess-like 
figure weeping tears of both sorrow and sweetness. Despite 
her youthfulness juxtaposed with a perceived wisdom beyond 
her years, the man grappling with these intense emotions 
faces the unspoken dilemma of how to convey such profound 
experiences to his wife, hinting at the complexity and depth 
of human desires and relationships.

Stanza 3
Later they’ll meet in all politeness
not quite strangers but never friends
and hands touched elsewhere may shake together
with brush of fingers and casual eyes
and the cleanser cleans to magic whiteness
and love survives in the worst cologne
(but not girls’ bodies that turn black leather)
for all believe in the admen’s lies

The stanza suggests a future encounter characterised by 
politeness between two individuals who are not entirely 
strangers but have never formed a deep friendship. Despite 
this lack of close connection, their hands, which have touched 
other places previously, may come together in a handshake, 
accompanied by casual glances and the brushing of fingers. 

	f Man struggles with 
emotions in affairs 
under neon lights’ 
glow.

	f Superficial gestures 
hide deeper emo-
tions; advertising 
fabricates false 
ideals. SG
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The use of a cleanser to achieve a pristine white appearance 
symbolises a superficial attempt to mask imperfections or 
realities. The mention of love surviving in the worst cologne 
implies that genuine feelings can persist even in less-than-
ideal circumstances or environments. However, the line 
“but not girls’ bodies that turn black leather” suggests a 
contrast, indicating that certain things, such as the physical 
transformation of girls’ bodies, cannot be disguised or 
changed. The last line reflects on the pervasive influence of 
advertising and the false promises perpetuated by advertisers, 
suggesting that many people believe in these fabricated ideals 
and narratives.

Stanza 4
In rare cases among the legions of married men
such moments of shining have never happened
and whether to praise such men for their steadfast virtue
or condemn them as fools for living without magic
answer can hardly be given

The speaker acknowledges that among the many married 
men, there are rare instances where moments of brilliance and 
passion have never occurred. These moments of shining refer 
to extraordinary experiences or intense emotions that may 
be lacking in some marriages. The speaker poses a dilemma 
regarding how to perceive and judge such men who have not 
experienced these exceptional moments. Should these men be 
praised for their unwavering commitment and loyalty to their 
marriages, seen as virtues of steadfastness? Or should they be 
criticised as foolish for living without the enchantment and 
excitement that such moments of magic bring? The speaker 
acknowledges that there is no clear or definitive answer 
to this question, as it depends on various perspectives and 
interpretations.

Stanza 5
There are rooms for rent in the outer planets
and neons blaze in Floral Sask
we live with death but it’s life we die with
in the blossoming earth where springs the rose
In house and highway in town and country
what’s given is paid for blood, and gifts are sold
that stars’ white fingers unscrew the light bulbs
the bill is due and the desk clerk wakes

	f Contemplates on 
marriages lacking 
brilliance
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outside our door the steps are quiet
light comes and goes from a ghostly sun
where only the darkness may be remembered
and the rest is gone

The speaker suggests that there are places to stay even 
on distant planets, possibly hinting at the vast and strange 
possibilities in life or the universe. Neon lights are shining 
brightly in Floral Sask, which could symbolise modernity and 
artificiality. The paradox of living in the presence of death but 
ultimately dying with the essence of life is highlighted. Life 
continues to flourish, and new beginnings, like roses, emerge 
from the earth. This line connects all settings, both urban and 
rural, indicating that the themes are universal. Every gift or 
blessing comes with a cost, sometimes paid through suffering 
or sacrifice. Stars (or fate) take away light or hope, symbolising 
the loss or end of something illuminating. There is a reckoning 
or moment of accountability, represented by the awakening of 
the desk clerk. The quiet steps outside suggest an impending 
presence or judgment. Light fluctuates, giving a spectral or 
eerie feeling, possibly indicating instability or the transient 
nature of life. The darkness might be the only lasting memory, 
overshadowing the moments of light. Everything else fades 
away, emphasising the fleeting nature of life and experiences.

2.1.1.2 Analysis 
Al Purdy’s “Married Man’s Song” explores the inner conflict 

of a long-married, middle-aged man as he engages in an affair 
with a young girl. Through vivid imagery and reflective 
questioning, the poem explores themes of desire, guilt, and the 
search for meaning in the monotony of a settled life.

Purdy uses vivid imagery to convey the characters emotional 
and psychological states. Neon lights symbolise modernity 
and artificiality, contrasting with the girl’s natural and genuine 
emotions. The girl’s presence, described in almost divine terms, 
underscores the profound impact she has on the man, elevating 
her to a status beyond mere physical attraction. The reference 
to “guests” as past experiences suggests the fleeting nature of 
such moments and the transient nature of life.

The major themes in the poem are: 

Infidelity and Internal Conflict: The poem explores the 
man’s internal conflict as he engages in an affair. This duality 
of emotions – excitement and guilt – reflects the broader human 
struggle between desire and duty.

	f  Life’s transient 
beauty and complex-
ities

	f The inner conflict of 
a married man amid 
affair, desire, guilt

	f Contrasts modernity 
and genuine emo-
tions in relationships

	f Desire versus duty, 
guilt versus excite-
ment
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Transience of Life: The poem underscores the ephemeral nature 
of life and experiences. The imagery of light and darkness 
symbolises the fleeting moments of joy and the lasting impact 
of darker, more profound emotions.

Routine vs. Passion: Purdy contrasts the mundane routine of 
married life with the passionate, although temporary, excitement 
of an affair. This juxtaposition raises questions about the true 
essence of fulfilment in human relationships.

The tone of the poem is contemplative and reflective, 
with a tinge of melancholy. The mood shifts from the initial 
excitement of the affair to a deeper and sad reflection on the 
consequences and realities of such actions.

2.1.2 The Sea is History - Sir Derek Walcott

Sir Derek Walcott (1930-2017) 
was a renowned Saint Lucian 
poet and playwright who was 
celebrated for his literary 
contributions, which earned him 
the 1992 Nobel Prize in Literature. 
His acclaimed works include the 
epic poem Omeros (1990), often 
considered his magnum opus. 
Walcott’s career was marked 
by numerous accolades, such as 
an Obie Award for “Dream on 
Monkey Mountain,” a MacArthur 
Fellowship, and the T.S. Eliot 
Prize for “White Egrets” (2010). 

Born in Castries, Saint Lucia, to a family of mixed English, 
Dutch, and African descent, Walcott was influenced by his 
mother’s love for the arts. He published his first poem at 14 
and self-published his initial collections with his mother’s 
support. After studying in Jamaica, he moved to Trinidad, 
where he founded the Trinidad Theatre Workshop. His works 
often explore the Caribbean’s colonial history and cultural 
identity. Walcott’s later years included teaching positions in 
the U.S. and receiving awards for his lifetime achievements. 
His writing is characterised by its integration of Caribbean 
themes with a deep appreciation for English literature, 
reflecting a unique postcolonial perspective.

	f Life’s transience 
through  the imagery 
of light and darkness  

	f Contrasts routine 
marriage with pas-
sionate affair

	f Contemplative tone, 
shifting from excite-
ment to melancholic 
reflection on conse-
quences

	f Nobel, Caribbean, 
playwright, poet, 
laureate

Fig. 2.1.2 Sir Derek Walcott
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2.1.2.1 Summary 
Stanza 1
Where are your monuments, your battles, martyrs?
Where is your tribal memory? Sirs,
in that grey vault. The sea. The sea
has locked them up. The sea is History.

The poem begins with a question about the physical evidence 
of history, such as monuments, battles, and martyrs. The 
speaker suggests that these historical memories are contained 
within the sea, implying that the ocean holds the true and untold 
history, especially of the Caribbean and its people.

Stanza 2
First, there was the heaving oil,
heavy as chaos;
then, like a light at the end of a tunnel,
the lantern of a caravel,
and that was Genesis.

This stanza describes the beginning of history from the 
perspective of the sea. The “heaving oil” represents the chaotic, 
primordial state of the world. The appearance of the caravel (a 
type of ship) symbolises the arrival of European explorers and 
the beginning of recorded history in the Caribbean, referred to 
as “Genesis.”

Stanza 3
Then there were the packed cries,
the shit, the moaning:
Exodus.

This stanza refers to the transatlantic slave trade, where 
enslaved Africans were transported in inhumane conditions 
across the sea. The term “Exodus” alludes to the biblical story 
of the Israelites’ departure from Egypt, drawing a parallel to 
the forced migration and suffering of enslaved people.

Stanza 4
Bone soldered by coral to bone,
mosaics
mantled by the benediction of the shark’s shadow,
that was the Ark of the Covenant.

	f History hidden in the 
Caribbean seas

	f Sea’s chaos
	f Caravel’s arrival
	f Caribbean              

“Genesis” start

	f Brutal transatlantic 
slave tradeSG
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This stanza illustrates the underwater graves of those who 
died during the Middle Passage, their bones becoming part of 
the sea’s ecosystem. The “Ark of the Covenant” is a biblical 
reference, suggesting that these submerged remains are sacred 
relics of history.

Stanza 5
Then came from the plucked wires
of sunlight on the sea floor
the plangent harps of the Babylonian bondage,
as the white cowries clustered like manacles
on the drowned women,
and those were the ivory bracelets
of the Song of Solomon,
but the ocean kept turning blank pages
looking for History.

This stanza continues the theme of historical suffering, 
comparing the underwater scene to the “Babylonian bondage.” 
The cowries on the drowned women symbolise shackles, 
contrasting their beauty with the tragedy. The ocean is 
described as searching through blank pages, symbolising the 
elusive nature of recorded history.

Stanza 6
Then came the men with eyes heavy as anchors
who sank without tombs,
brigands who barbecued cattle,
leaving their charred ribs like palm leaves on the shore,
then the foaming, rabid maw
of the tidal wave swallowing Port Royal,
and that was Jonah,
but where is your Renaissance?

This stanza describes a series of historical and natural 
calamities. It begins with men, burdened and defeated, who 
die unmarked and  are forgotten. It references violent brigands 
who slaughtered cattle, leaving behind only the scorched 
remains. A powerful tidal wave, likened to a foaming, rabid 

	f Sacred relics under 
water

	f Historical suffering

	f Questioning the ab-
sence of RenaissanceSG
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beast, engulfs Port Royal, reminiscent of the biblical story of 
Jonah. The speaker questions where the Renaissance, a symbol 
of rebirth and cultural flourishing, is amidst these scenes of 
destruction and loss. 

Stanza 7
Sir, it is locked in them sea-sands
out there past the reef’s moiling shelf,
where the men-o’-war floated down;
strop on these goggles, I’ll guide you there myself.

In these lines, the speaker invites someone to explore the 
hidden treasures and secrets buried in the sea sands beyond 
the turbulent reef. The imagery of “men-o’-war” (warships) 
suggests historical remnants lying beneath the ocean. The 
speaker offers to personally guide the listener to these 
submerged wonders, emphasising the importance and intrigue 
of what lies beneath the surface.

Stanza 8
It’s all subtle and submarine,
through colonnades of coral,
past the gothic windows of sea-fans
to where the crusty grouper, onyx-eyed,
blinks, weighted by its jewels, like a bald queen;

The stanza vividly describes an underwater scene filled with 
intricate and beautiful marine life. It portrays a serene and 
detailed journey through coral structures and sea fans, likened 
to Gothic windows. The focus then shifts to a grouper fish 
adorned with jewels and appearing regal, akin to a bald queen, 
creating a sense of majesty and weight.

Stanza 9
and these groined caves with barnacles
pitted like stone
are our cathedrals,
and the furnace before the hurricanes:
Gomorrah. Bones ground by windmills
into marl and cornmeal,

The stanza reflects on natural groined caves, likening them 
to cathedrals adorned with barnacles, symbolising sanctity and 
resilience. These caves serve as a sanctuary before hurricanes, 

	f Guiding exploration

	f Underwater scene 
with the majesty and 
beauty of marine life

	f Natural caves as 
sacred sanctuaries
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evoking the biblical destruction of Gomorrah. The imagery of 
bones ground by windmills into marl and cornmeal underscores 
the transformative and cyclical forces of nature, blending 
themes of destruction and creation.

Stanza 10
and that was Lamentations—
that was just Lamentations,
it was not History;

This brief stanza suggests that what has been described so 
far—marked by suffering and destruction—is more akin to the 
biblical “Lamentations,” a book of mourning, than a recognised 
history.

Stanza 11
then came, like scum on the river’s drying lip,
the brown reeds of villages
mantling and congealing into towns,

This stanza describes the formation of villages and towns, 
emerging from humble and often overlooked beginnings, 
metaphorically likened to scum forming on a drying river.

Stanza 12
and at evening, the midges’ choirs,
and above them, the spires
lancing the side of God
as His son set, and that was the New Testament.

This stanza evokes a serene evening scene where the sound 
of midges’ choirs fills the air. Above, church spires rise, 
symbolically piercing the heavens and touching the divine 
as the sun sets. This imagery suggests a profound connection 
between nature and spirituality, equating the sunset with the 
New Testament, representing a moment of divine revelation or 
a new covenant.

Stanza 13
Then came the white sisters clapping
to the waves’ progress,
and that was Emancipation—

	f Suffering is akin to 
biblical lamenta-
tions, not history.

	f Villages and towns 
rise humbly from 
overlooked origins.

	f Spiritual revelation
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The stanza depicts a moment of celebration and freedom, 
symbolised by the arrival of “white sisters” who applaud the 
movement of the waves. This scene represents Emancipation, 
likely alluding to the abolition of slavery and the liberation 
of oppressed people. The imagery of clapping to the waves 
suggests a harmonious and joyous acknowledgement of the 
journey towards freedom and the progress made.

Stanza 14
jubilation, O jubilation—
vanishing swiftly
as the sea’s lace dries in the sun,

The initial joy of Emancipation is fleeting, disappearing 
quickly like the delicate patterns of sea foam drying under the 
sun. This indicates that the promises of freedom were not fully 
realised. It evokes a sense of temporary happiness, emphasising 
the transient nature of joyous moments.

Stanza 15
but that was not History,
that was only faith,
and then each rock broke into its own nation;

The stanza asserts that while Emancipation was significant, 
it was driven by faith and hope rather than historical reality. 
Following this period, the Caribbean islands began to form 
their own distinct national identities.

Stanza 16
then came the synod of flies,
then came the secretarial heron,
then came the bullfrog bellowing for a vote,

The excerpt uses vivid imagery and metaphor to describe 
a chaotic and perhaps absurd sequence of events. The “synod 
of flies” suggests a gathering or council of insignificant 
yet numerous participants. The “secretarial heron” implies 
an official or bureaucratic presence, likely with an air of 
detachment or aloofness. The “bullfrog bellowing for a vote” 
portrays a loud, assertive call for action or decision-making 
amidst the disorder. Together, these lines paint a picture of 
disorganised, perhaps foolish, proceedings in a setting where 

	f Celebrates Emanci-
pation

	f The brief joy of 
Emancipation fades 
swiftly.

	f Emancipation driv-
en by faith, shaping 
Caribbean identities

	f Chaotic imagery, 
absurd events, and 
diverse characters’ 
asserting authority
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various voices and characters seek to assert their influence or 
authority.

Stanza 17
fireflies with bright ideas
and bats like jetting ambassadors
and the mantis, like khaki police,

In these lines, the poet describes three different insects with 
vivid imagery. Fireflies are depicted as having “bright ideas,” 
suggesting their glowing lights are like sparks of inspiration. 
Bats are compared to “jetting ambassadors,” emphasising 
their swift and purposeful flight. The praying mantis is likened 
to “khaki police,” portraying its vigilant and commanding 
presence. This poetic imagery brings each creature to life with 
distinct characteristics and roles.

Stanza 18
and the furred caterpillars of judges
examining each case closely,
and then in the dark ears of ferns

The line describes a scene where judges, symbolised as 
“furred caterpillars,” carefully scrutinise or examine each case 
they encounter. This imagery suggests a sense of meticulousness 
and attention to detail typical of legal or judicial processes. 
The use of “furred” adds a tactile and sensory element, perhaps 
implying a certain softness or gentleness in their approach. 
The phrase “examining each case closely” emphasises the 
thoroughness of their analysis.

Stanza 19
and in the salt chuckle of rocks
with their sea pools, there was the sound
like a rumour without any echo
of History, really beginning.

The speaker describes the atmosphere near rocks along the 
saltwater shore. The imagery evokes a vivid scene of waves 
gently lapping against the rocks, creating sea pools. The 
phrase“salt chuckle of rocks” suggests a playful and rhythmic 
sound as the waves interact with the rocky shoreline. The 
speaker compares this sound to a “rumour without any echo 
of history,” implying a soft, continuous murmur that does 

	f Describes the unique 
characteristics of 
insects

	f Judges, as “furred 
caterpillars,” scru-
tinise cases meticu-
lously.
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not reverberate or fade away. Walcott concludes the poem by 
suggesting that he can hear the faint sounds of history’s true 
beginnings.

2.2.2.2 Analysis
Derek Walcott’s poem “The Sea is History” explores the 

complex relationship between history, memory, and identity, 
particularly in the context of the Caribbean. The poem is an 
exploration of the theme of how the history of the Caribbean, 
shaped by colonialism, slavery, and natural disasters, is 
preserved and obscured by the sea. The major themes in the 
poem include, 

The poem opens with a rhetorical enquiry about the location 
of historical monuments, battles, and martyrs, questioning the 
physical and cultural remnants of history. Walcott immediately 
establishes the sea as the repository of these memories, 
suggesting that the ocean holds the true, although submerged 
and forgotten, history of the Caribbean. This sets the tone for 
the poem’s exploration of the past through vivid and evocative 
imagery.

Walcott draws parallels between the biblical narrative and 
the history of the Caribbean. The stanza referring to “Genesis” 
marks the arrival of European explorers, symbolised by the 
caravel’s lantern. This moment signifies the beginning of a 
documented history marked by colonisation. The subsequent 
“Exodus” refers to the transatlantic slave trade, where the 
suffering and inhumane conditions of enslaved Africans are 
depicted through their “packed cries” and “moaning.”

The poem continues to use biblical allusions with the 
“Ark of the Covenant,” which here represents the underwater 
graves of enslaved people. The imagery of bones fused with 
coral emphasises the permanence and sacredness of these 
submerged relics. The reference to “Babylonian bondage” 
further underscores the themes of displacement and suffering, 
comparing the experience of enslaved Africans to the Israelites’ 
captivity in Babylon.

As the poem progresses, it describes the ocean’s search for 
history through “blank pages.” This metaphor underscores the 
absence of recorded history and the overlooked narratives of 
the Caribbean. The “men with eyes heavy as anchors” and 
the destruction of Port Royal (likened to the story of Jonah) 
emphasise the theme of forgotten histories and the transitory 
nature of human endeavours.

	f Caribbean history
	f Memory 
	f Identity
	f Sea’s role

	f Questions history’s 
tangible remnants, 
turning to the sea

	f Links Caribbean his-
tory, biblical themes, 
colonisation and 
slavery

	f Biblical imagery 
portrays slavery’s 
permanence and 
sacred suffering.

	f Ocean seeks history 
through blank pages.

	f Forgotten narratives 
emerge

SG
O
U



32 SGOU - MA English - SLM - Postcolonial Studies

Walcott questions the absence of a cultural renaissance in 
the Caribbean, contrasting the region’s submerged history with 
European achievements. The “cathedrals” made of coral and 
underwater caves symbolise the hidden and unacknowledged 
grandeur of the Caribbean’s past. These natural formations 
serve as metaphors for the region’s rich but concealed history.

The poem moves to the period of Emancipation, portrayed 
through the “white sisters clapping.” While there is initial 
jubilation, it quickly fades, symbolising the fleeting nature 
of freedom’s promises. Walcott suggests that true history and 
nationhood began to take shape only after this period, as the 
islands started to form distinct national identities. The imagery 
of animals representing various social roles shows the chaotic 
and evolving nature of post-colonial Caribbean societies.

In the final stanzas, Walcott brings together the themes 
of history, memory, and nature. The “rumour without any 
echo” signifies the unacknowledged and silent history of the 
Caribbean, preserved in the natural world rather than in written 
records. The poem concludes with the assertion that true history 
is beginning to emerge only now, implying a future where the 
Caribbean’s past is fully recognised and understood.

2.1.3 All One Race - Oodgeroo Noonucal

Oodgeroo Noonuccal, formerly known as Kathleen Jean 
Mary Ruska, was a poet whose life and work left a lasting 
impact on Aboriginal rights, literature, and education in 
Australia. As a poet, artist, writer, and political activist, she used 
her voice and talents to advocate for social justice and equality. 

	f Contrasts  Caribbe-
an’s submerged gran-
deur with European 
achievements

	f The fleeting freedom 
of Post-Emancipa-
tion

	f Nature preserves the 
Caribbean’s silent 
history.

Fig. 2.1.3 Oodgeroo Noonucal
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Her journey began during World War II when she joined the 
Australian Women’s Army Service, an experience that exposed 
her to diverse perspectives and laid the foundation for her later 
activism. In the 1960s, she emerged as a prominent political 
figure, campaigning for Aboriginal rights and citizenship. Her 
poetry, starting with “We Are Going” in 1964, captured the 
struggles and aspirations of Indigenous Australians, earning 
her recognition as Australia’s highest-selling poet alongside 
C. J. Dennis. Despite some critics questioning her authenticity 
or labelling her work as propaganda, Oodgeroo embraced her 
role as a civil writer and used her platform to promote pride 
in Aboriginal heritage and advocate for social change. Her 
commitment to education led her to establish the Noonuccal-
Nughie Education and Cultural Centre on North Stradbroke 
Island, where she taught thousands of children about Aboriginal 
culture and the balance of nature. Through her activism, 
writing, and cultural contributions, Oodgeroo Noonuccal left 
a legacy of resilience, empowerment, and a vision for a more 
inclusive and equitable society.

2.1.3.1 Summary
Stanza 1
Black tribe, yellow tribe, red, white or brown,
From where the sun jumps up to where it goes down,
Herrs and pukka-sahibs, demoiselles and squaws,
All one family, so why make wars?
They’re not interested in brumby runs,
We don’t hanker after Midnight Suns;
I’m for all humankind, not colour gibes;
I’m international, and never mind tribes.

The poet begins by mentioning different ethnic groups, 
represented by colors: black, yellow, red, white, or brown, 
spanning across regions from sunrise to sunset. Various titles 
and terms are used to describe people of different backgrounds, 
such as “Herrs and pukka-sahibs” (referring to European 
gentlemen) and “demoiselles and squaws” (referring to 
French and Native American women). The poet questions the 
necessity of wars between these diverse groups, emphasising 
the unity of humanity as one family. The speaker dismisses 
the idea of pursuing distinct aspirations or territories based 
on racial or cultural divisions, mentioning “brumby runs” 
(wild horse territories in Australia) and “Midnight Suns” (a 
reference to Arctic regions). The poet declares solidarity with 

	f Activist and poet, 
championed Aborigi-
nal rights

	f Unity in diversity
	f Global human soli-
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all of humanity, rejecting discrimination based on skin colour 
and asserting an international perspective that transcends tribal 
distinction.

Stanza 2
Black, white or brown race, yellow race or red,
From the torrid equator to the ice-fields spread,
Monsieurs and senors, lubras and fraus,
All one family, so why family rows?
We’re not interested in their igloos,
They’re not mad about kangaroos;
I’m international, never mind place;
I’m for humanity, all one race.

The speaker mentions racial groups, including black, white, 
brown, yellow, and red, as well as geographical extremes from 
the equator to icy regions. Various titles and terms are used 
to represent different nationalities and ethnicities, such as 
“Monsieurs and senors” (French and Spanish gentlemen) and 
“lubras and fraus” (aboriginal Australian women and German 
women).

The poet questions the need for conflicts within the human 
family, emphasising our shared ancestry. The speaker dismisses 
stereotypes and differences based on cultural preferences, 
mentioning igloos (associated with Inuit culture) and kangaroos 
(native to Australia).

The poet expresses a global perspective, disregarding 
borders or specific locations, and advocates for unity and 
equality among all people as part of the human race.

2.1.3.1 Analysis
“All One Race” by Oodgeroo Noonuccal presents a 

message of unity, inclusivity, and the rejection of racial and 
cultural divisions. The poem as a whole serves as a powerful 
plea for understanding, and promotes solidarity among all 
human beings, regardless of differences in race, ethnicity, or 
background.

The structure of the poem conveys its central message of 
unity and inclusivity. Divided into two balanced stanzas of eight 
lines each, the poem follows a parallel structure that lists racial 
groups and cultural identifiers, emphasising the global diversity 
of humanity. Repetition, such as the recurring question “Why 
make wars?” and the assertion of being “international” and for 

	f Celebrates human 
diversity, unity, and 
equality

	f Unity plea rejects 
racial divisions.

	f Structured unity
	f Global diversity
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“all humankind,” reinforce the theme of rejecting division and 
conflict based on race or cultural differences. Vivid imagery 
and metaphorical language evoke a sense of geographical and 
cultural extremes, while rhetorical questions engage the reader 
in critical reflection. 

In the first stanza, the poet begins by acknowledging the 
diversity of human beings, represented by colours and cultural 
terms. The mention of various racial groups from different 
regions of the world underscores humanity’s global scope. 
Through rhetorical questions and dismissive statements about 
wars and racial stereotypes, the poet challenges the reader 
to question the basis of division and conflict. References to 
specific cultural elements like “brumby runs” and “Midnight 
Suns” serve as metaphors to highlight the superficiality of 
racial distinctions.

The second stanza builds upon this theme of unity and 
diversity, extending the message to include geographical and 
linguistic diversity. The poet emphasises the interconnectedness 
of humanity, regardless of race or nationality. By mentioning 
extreme climates and cultural titles, the poem celebrates the 
richness of human experiences across different landscapes and 
societies. The repeated question about family rows reinforces 
the idea of harmony and mutual respect within the human 
family.

Throughout the poem, the poet’s voice remains resolute in 
advocating for an “international” perspective that transcends 
tribal or national identities. The rejection of “colour gibes” and 
the assertion of solidarity with “all humankind” present the 
poet’s commitment to inclusivity and equality.

	f Questions racial 
divisions and  chal-
lenges stereotypes

	f Celebrates unity, di-
versity and  harmony 
in humanity

	f  Champions global 
unity

	f Rejects racial dis-
crimination

“Married Man’s Song” by Al Purdy, “The Sea is History” by Derek Walcott, and “All 
One Race” by Oodgeroo Noonuccal are profound explorations of human experience 
through the lenses of marriage, history, and unity, respectively. Al Purdy’s poem explores 
the intimate and everyday experiences of a married man, portraying the emotional 
landscape and complexities of long-term relationships with authenticity and vividness. 
In “The Sea is History,” Derek Walcott uses rich imagery and biblical allusions to 
examine the Caribbean’s hidden and often overlooked history, preserved in the depths of 
the sea, highlighting the suffering, displacement, and elusive nature of recorded history 
in the region. Oodgeroo Noonuccal’s “All One Race” is a powerful call for unity and 
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Assignments
1.	 Analyse the themes of intimacy and domestic life in Al Purdy’s “Married Man’s 

Song.”
2.	 Discuss the use of free verse in “Married Man’s Song” by Al Purdy.
3.	 Explore the significance of the sea as a metaphor in Derek Walcott’s “The Sea 

is History.”
4.	 Discuss the theme of forgotten history in “The Sea is History.”
5.	 Analyse the use of cultural and racial imagery in “All One Race.”
6.	 Evaluate the poet’s vision of an “international” perspective. How does “All One 

Race” challenge the reader to reconsider their views on race and humanity?

Suggested Reading
1.	 Purdy, Al. The Collected Poems of Al Purdy. McClelland & Stewart, 2000.
2.	 Walcott, Derek. Collected Poems, 1948-1984. Farrar, 1986.
3.	 Shoemaker, Adam. Black Words White Page: Aboriginal Literature 1929-

1988. Queensland UP, 1989.

Reference
1.	 Whyte, Jonathon. Inside the Poem: Essays on the Poetry of Al Purdy. Guer-

nica Editions, 2001.
2.	 Baugh, Edward. Derek Walcott. Cambridge UP, 2006.
3.	 Noonuccal, Oodgeroo. The Dawn is at Hand. Jacaranda Press, 1966.

inclusivity, rejecting racial and cultural divisions while celebrating the global diversity 
of humanity. Through rhetorical questions and vivid metaphors, Noonuccal advocates 
for solidarity, harmony, and mutual respect within the human family, promoting a vision 
of inclusivity and equality that transcends national and tribal identities. Together, these 
poems offer a resonant exploration of personal, historical, and social themes, emphasising 
the universality of human experiences.
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Space for Learner Engagement for Objective Questions
Learners are encouraged to develop objective questions based on the content in the 

paragraph as a sign of their comprehension of the content. The Learners may reflect on the 
recap bullets and relate their understanding with the narrative in order to frame objective 
questions from the given text. The University expects that 1 - 2 questions are developed for 
each paragraph. The space given below can be used for listing the questions.
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Poetry 
(Non-detailed)

Unit 2

Learning Outcomes

Background

Upon completion of the unit, the learners will be able to: 
	f gain an understanding of the cultural and literary contexts of the poets
	f identify key themes and motifs in each poem
	f analyse the structure, tone, and narrative voice in each poem
	f formulate interpretations and arguments supported by textual evidence, 

fostering independent critical analysis

In this unit, we will examine the poem “Were I to Choose” by Gabriel Okara, a 
pioneering Nigerian poet whose words resonate with depth and insight. This poem takes 
us on a reflective exploration of identity, mortality, and the longing for agency. Through 
vivid biblical imagery and symbolic language, Okara invites us to ponder the clash 
between African and Western cultures and the timeless quest for meaning and purpose 
in life.

Next, we will turn to “Surely God was a Lover,” a poem by John Shaw Neilson, 
an Australian poet celebrated for his lyrical prowess and deep connection to nature. In 
this poem, Neilson portrays God as a passionate creator, infusing natural elements with 
human-like emotions and gestures of love. Through tender imagery and divine allegories, 
Neilson invites us to marvel at the beauty of creation and the transformative power of 
love.

Lastly, we will deal with “On An Asian Poet Fallen among American Translators” 
by Yasmine Gooneratne, a thought-provoking exploration of cultural influence, artistic 
expression, and the complexities of global interaction. Through powerful imagery 
and critical reflection, Gooneratne critiques cultural hegemony and advocates for the 
celebration of diverse voices in the literary landscape.

Keywords

Identity, Mortality, Human experience, Divine love, Creation, Nature, Cultural influence, 
Artistic Integrity, Identity
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2.2.1 Were I to Choose - Gabriel Okara 
Gabriel Imomotimi Okara, a pioneering Nigerian poet 

and novelist from Bayelsa State, Nigeria, is recognised as 
Anglophone Africa’s first modernist poet. Known for works 
like The Voice (1964) and award-winning poetry in The 
Fisherman’s Invocation (1978), Okara’s literary journey 
melded African themes and imagery. His contributions were 
foundational to modern African poetry, marking a significant 
shift in Nigerian literature. Born into an Ijọ chief’s family, 
Okara’s early career included work as a printer and bookbinder, 
and he later became a prominent figure in Nigerian literary 
circles. His writing explored the clash between African and 
Western cultures, exemplified in “Piano and Drums” and 
“Once Upon a Time.” Despite losing unpublished works 
during the Nigerian Civil War, his impact endured, leading 
to the Gabriel Okara Literary Festival and renewed scholarly 
interest in his legacy.

2.2.1.1 Summary
Stanza 1
When Adam broke the stone
and red streams raged down to
gather in the womb,
an angel calmed the storm;

In the poem, when Adam broke the stone, red streams 
flowed fiercely, eventually gathering in a womb. However, an 
angel intervened to calm the ensuing storm.

Stanza 2
And I, the breath mewed
in Cain, unblinking gaze
at the world without
from the brink of an age

The speaker, embodying the breath within Cain, observes 
the world with unwavering attention at a momentous juncture 
in time. This verse invites reflection on themes of identity, 
perception, and the significance of important moments in 
personal or historical contexts.

	f Pioneer of Nigerian 
modernist poetry

Discussion
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Stanza 3
That draws from the groping lips
a breast-muted cry
to thread the years.
(O were I to choose)

The lines describe a moment where a cry, possibly one of pain 
or longing, is stifled or muted by a breast. This cry, emanating 
from lips that are searching or grasping for something, carries 
with it the weight of experience and emotion. The phrase 
“to thread the years” suggests that this cry is woven into the 
fabric of time, becoming a part of the speaker’s history and 
journey. The parenthetical statement “O were I to choose” 
reflects a sense of longing or desire for agency or control over 
the situation, indicating that the speaker wishes they had the 
power to make decisions or change their circumstances.

Stanza 4
And now the close of one
and thirty turns, the world
of bones is Babel, and
the different tongues within
are flames the head
continually burning.

As thirty-one years draw to a close, the world within is 
akin to the ancient Tower of Babel, where myriad voices and 
perspectives converge, creating a cacophony of ideas and 
beliefs. Within this internal realm, the diversity of thoughts 
and experiences resembles flames, constantly burning and 
illuminating the complexities of the human mind.

Stanza 5
And O of this dark halo
were the tired head free.

In these lines, the imagery of a dark halo surrounds a weary 
individual, suggesting a burden or struggle. The desire for 
freedom is expressed, indicating a longing to escape or find 
relief from weariness. This evokes a sense of introspection 
and a yearning for liberation from inner darkness.
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Stanza 6
And when the harmattan
of days has parched the throat
and skin and sucked the fever
of the head away

The lines depict enduring hardships (“harmattan”), leading 
to parched throats and skin, yet relieving the fever of distress 
from the head. They illustrate the toll of challenges and the 
eventual alleviation of suffering.

Stanza 7
Then the massive dark
descends and flesh and bone
are razed. And (O were I to choose) I’d cheat the worms
and silence seek in stone.

The lines express a wish to avoid decay after death by 
choosing silence in stone over being consumed by worms. The 
speaker desires immortality and a lasting presence beyond 
flesh and bone, symbolised by seeking refuge in the stillness 
of stone.

2.2.1.2 Analysis
“Were I to Choose” by Gabriel Okara is a contemplative 

and reflective poem that explores profound themes of identity, 
mortality, and the human experience. Through vivid imagery 
and symbolic language, Okara crafts a thought-provoking 
reflection on the complexities of existence and the timeless 
quest for meaning and purpose.

The poem opens with a reference to Adam breaking the 
stone, causing red streams to flow fiercely and gather in a 
womb, only to be calmed by an angel. This biblical imagery 
sets the stage for a narrative that intertwines personal reflection 
with universal themes. The speaker, embodying the breath 
within Cain, observes the world with an unwavering gaze at a 
significant moment in time. This moment serves as a juncture 
where the personal and historical contexts converge, inviting 
the reader to reflect on the significance of important moments 
in life.

The third stanza introduces an image of a breast-muted 
cry, symbolising suppressed emotions or longings. The cry, 
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emanating from groping lips, carries the weight of experience 
and time, becoming a thread woven into the fabric of the 
speaker’s journey. The parenthetical statement “O were I 
to choose” reflects a sense of longing or desire for agency, 
suggesting that the speaker wishes for control over their 
circumstances or decisions.

As the poem progresses, Okara explores the complexities of 
human communication and understanding. The world within, 
likened to the ancient Tower of Babel, is a cacophony of 
voices and perspectives, symbolised by different tongues that 
resemble flames. This imagery evokes the constant burning 
of ideas and beliefs within the human mind, highlighting the 
diversity and depth of human thought.

The fifth stanza introduces the image of a dark halo 
surrounding a weary individual, symbolising a burden or 
struggle. The desire for freedom and relief from weariness is 
palpable, adding a layer of introspection and yearning to the 
poem. This theme of seeking liberation from inner darkness 
resonates throughout the work, mirroring universal human 
experiences of longing for clarity and peace.

The poem further explores the toll of life’s hardships, 
depicted through the metaphor of the harmattan parching 
throats and skin. Despite the physical toll, the harmattan also 
alleviates the fever of distress from the head, symbolising the 
ebb and flow of challenges and relief in life.

The final stanza encapsulates the poem’s overarching 
theme of mortality and the desire for immortality. The speaker 
expresses a wish to cheat decay after death, opting for silence 
in stone after being consumed by worms. This desire for 
permanence and a lasting presence beyond flesh and bone 
reflects a universal human longing for transcendence and 
legacy.

2.2.2 Surely God was a Lover - John 
Shaw Neilson

John Shaw Neilson was an Australian poet renowned for 
his lyrical prowess and deep connection to nature. Born in 
Penola, South Australia, Neilson’s early life was marked by 
manual labour and limited formal education. Despite these 
challenges, his innate talent for poetry emerged early, winning 
him accolades at literary competitions. Neilson’s poetic 
journey saw significant recognition with the publication of his 
collections, including Heart of Spring and Ballad and Lyrical 

	f Poetic genius, nature 
enthusiast and liter-
ary legacy
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Poems, which presented his mastery of English lyrics. His 
contributions to Australian literature were celebrated through 
bronze sculptures, monuments, and literary awards, ensuring 
his legacy endures as a cherished legacy in Australian literary 
history.

2.2.2.1 Summary
Surely God was a lover when He bade the day begin
Soft as a woman’s eyelid — white as a woman’s skin.

Surely God was a lover, with a lover’s faults and fears,
When He made the sea as bitter as a wilful woman’s tears.

Surely God was a lover, with the madness love will bring:
He wrought while His love was singing, and put her soul in 
the Spring.

Surely God was a lover, by a woman’s wile controlled,
When He made the Summer a woman thirsty and unconsoled.

Surely God was a lover when He made the trees so fair:
In every leaf is a glory caught from a woman’s hair.

Surely God was a lover — see, in the flowers He grows,
His love’s eyes in the violet — her sweetness in the rose.

“Surely God was a Lover” by John Shaw Neilson is a 
poem that portrays God as a lover, imbuing natural elements 
with human-like attributes and emotions. The poet reflects on 
how God’s actions in creating the world and its beauty are 
reminiscent of a lover’s gestures and sentiments.

The poem begins by likening God’s act of initiating the 
day to a lover’s gentle touch, soft and tender like a woman’s 
eyelid or skin. The imagery suggests an intimate and loving 
relationship between God and the world He created.

As the poem progresses, Neilson portrays God with flaws 
and vulnerabilities similar to those of a lover. The bitterness 
of the sea is compared to a woman’s tears, implying a sense 
of sadness or turmoil in God’s creation. The madness of love 
is referenced, indicating that God’s creative process was 
influenced by intense emotion and passion.

The poet further explores the theme of love’s influence on 
creation by attributing human-like emotions to the changing 

	f Portrays God roman-
tically with nature

	f God’s dawn, a gentle 
lover’s caress

	f Portrays God as a 
flawed, emotional 
lover.
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seasons. Summer is depicted as thirsty and unfulfilled, 
reflecting a sense of longing or yearning akin to a lover’s 
desire. The beauty of trees and flowers is described as being 
inspired by a woman’s grace and charm, emphasising the 
connection between God’s love and the natural world.

2.2.2.1 Analysis
“Surely God was a Lover” by John Shaw Neilson explores 

the concept of God as a passionate creator, infusing natural 
elements with human-like characteristics and emotions. The 
poem unfolds in a series of stanzas, each portraying God’s 
actions in creating the world and its beauty through the lens of 
love and intimacy.

The opening lines of the poem establish the central theme 
of God as a lover, describing His initiation of the day as soft 
and tender, akin to a woman’s gentle touch. This imagery sets 
the tone for the rest of the poem, where God’s creative acts are 
compared to gestures of love and affection.

Throughout the poem, Neilson uses vivid imagery to draw 
parallels between elements of nature and human emotions. For 
instance, God’s making the sea bitter is likened to a lover’s 
tears, suggesting a sense of sadness or emotional depth in the 
natural world. This comparison humanises God’s creation, 
portraying it as dynamic and reflective of complex feelings.

The poet also explores love’s influence on the changing 
seasons. Summer is depicted as thirsty and unfulfilled, 
mirroring a lover’s longing or desire. This personification of 
the seasons adds depth to the poem’s exploration of God’s 
emotional connection to His creation.

One of the most striking metaphors in the poem is the 
description of trees and flowers as bearing traces of a woman’s 
beauty. This symbolic link between nature and femininity 
emphasises the idea of God as a passionate lover, infusing His 
creation with elements of grace and charm.

The title of the poem, “Surely God was a Lover,” 
incorporates its central thesis. Neilson presents God not as 
a distant and aloof deity but as an intimate and emotional 
being deeply invested in the beauty and intricacies of His 
creation. The poem celebrates the divine essence of love and 
its transformative power in shaping the world.

	f Seasons symbolise 
love, longing, and 
nature’s connection 
with beauty. 

	f Depicts God as a 
passionate creator

	f Portrays God as a 
tender lover

	f Uses nature imagery 
to evoke emotions

	f God’s emotional ties 
to creation

	f Nature mirrors femi-
nine beauty, echoing 
God’s passionate 
creation.

	f God as an intimate, 
loving creator
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2.2.3 On An Asian Poet Fallen among Amer-
ican Translators - Yasmine Gooneratne

Yasmine Gooneratne was a Sri Lankan poet, novelist, 
academician, and critic whose works vividly captured the heart 
of Sri Lankan society, with all its complexities. Born in Sri 
Lanka, she was educated at home and later completed her PhD 
at Cambridge University. She became an Australian resident 
and often wrote about themes of identity, belonging, and the 
enduring effects of colonialism. Her poetry, deeply rooted in 
her Sri Lankan heritage, reflected both personal stories and 
shared cultural experiences. Gooneratne’s poems were known 
for their lyrical quality and rich imagery, exploring the feeling 
of being caught between worlds. Over the years, her writing 
established her as a vital voice in contemporary literature, 
leaving a lasting impact on how we understand Sri Lankan 
history and culture.

2.2.3.1 Summary
Stanza 1
Two hundred years.
Time enough to build an empire
or build a nation
but a span too brief it seems
for the building of craft or courtesy,
shaping
of skills.

The poem opens with a reference to two hundred years, a 
significant duration that could be used to achieve great feats 
like building an empire or a nation. However, the poet suggests 
that this period is too short when it comes to nurturing and 
developing artistic skills, craft, and courtesy, especially in the 
realm of poetry and translation.

Stanza 2
That Puritan grimace
to begin with –
death in the heart and in the loins
where poetry takes birth
and breath
a gaping emptiness
under layer on layer
of tenuous talent, brash
gestures, a spreading
taste for the macabre.

	f Sri Lankan poet, 
novelist, academi-
cian, and critic

	f Two centuries are 
not enough for art’s 
mastery.
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The lines describe the initial impression of a Puritan’s stern 
expression, suggesting a sense of severity or seriousness. 
The mention of “death in the heart” and the birth of poetry in 
the loins signifies the juxtaposition of intense emotions and 
creative inspiration. There’s an underlying emptiness beneath 
layers of talent and bold expressions, hinting at a struggle or 
conflict within the individual. The reference to a “spreading 
taste for the macabre” implies a growing fascination with 
darker themes or subjects. 

Stanza 3
There is death in your touch
America.
Hold no cigarette to our lips
Do not light up your
maudlin dreams
with cryings out of our names
“Do you hear me? Are you there?”
We are not there, never have been
nor ever shall. Take
your hand off our shoulders
our names from your computerized prize lists
and your leprous fingers off
our poetry.

The poem addresses America in a direct and accusatory 
tone, personifying it as a force that brings death and decay. 
The speaker rejects any association or influence from America, 
symbolised by not accepting a cigarette, which represents 
harmful habits and illusions. The imagery of “maudlin 
dreams” suggests sentimental and self-indulgent fantasies that 
America tries to impose. The speaker asserts their absence 
and disconnection from America’s influence, rejecting any 
attempts to claim them or their work.

Stanza 4
No wonder Eliot ran away from you
and Pound went crazy
Turning away from your deserts
Frost found a small satisfaction
then fell silent.

The mention of Eliot running away and Pound going 
crazy implies that notable figures struggled with or reacted 

	f Portrays a Puritan’s 
seriousness, emo-
tional intensity, and 
creative turmoil

	f Eliot and Pound 
react negatively.

	f Frost finds satisfac-
tion

	f Discusses gathering 
samphire, longing 
for change, and rem-
iniscing

	f Critiques of Amer-
ica’s harmful influ-
ence and self-indul-
gent fantasies
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negatively to this entity or situation. Frost, on the other hand, 
found a small satisfaction before falling silent, indicating 
that he may have experienced some relief or resolution but 
ultimately chose not to engage further.

Stanza 5
Here and there
is “one who gathers samphire – dreadful trade”
Lingering on the shores of childhood
some wait,
hoping the tide will turn
bringing in more than driftwood
and broken stones.
Others try to save
something of the past
searching diligently among shards and rubble
for possible images.

The stanza begins with a reference to a person gathering 
samphire, a task deemed dreadful due to its association with 
danger or difficulty. The speaker reflects on individuals who 
linger on the shores of childhood, waiting in hope for a change 
in fortunes symbolised by the turning tide. 

Another group mentioned is those who actively seek to 
salvage elements of the past, searching amidst the shards and 
rubble of memories for possible glimpses of lost images. 

Stanza 6
America
empty of grace
graveyard of art
monster
living on lazar-house know-how
and hot-house pretensions
America, new found land
long lost, it seems,
to poetry

These lines paint a picture of America as a place devoid 
of grace and beauty, likening it to a graveyard of art. It 
portrays America as a monstrous entity surviving on medical 
advancements and false appearances. Despite being a new 
land, it has lost touch with poetry and artistic expression, 
symbolising a deeper cultural and spiritual emptiness.

	f America is depict-
ed as a graceless, 
artistic graveyard, 
embracing false 
advancements.
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2.2.3.2 Analysis
The poem “On An Asian Poet Fallen among American 

Translators” by Yasmine Gooneratne explores the complex 
dynamics of cultural influence and artistic expression. Through 
a critical lens, the poem navigates the clash between Eastern 
and Western cultures, particularly presenting the challenges 
faced by foreign poets in an American literary landscape. 
The reference to “two hundred years” in the opening stanza 
symbolises a significant timeframe, suggesting the long-
standing presence of cultural exchanges and interactions. 
However, the poem implies that this duration has not been 
sufficient for nurturing deep artistic sensibilities or fostering a 
genuine understanding of foreign voices within the American 
literary sphere.

Gooneratne’s critique extends to the perceived influence of 
Puritan values on American society and its impact on artistic 
development. The mention of a “Puritan grimace” evokes a 
sense of severity and restraint, hinting at the stifling effect of 
social norms on creative freedom. The poem portrays America 
as a place where artistic expression may be constrained by 
prevailing tastes for the macabre and a growing emptiness 
beneath layers of talent. This critique reflects broader concerns 
about cultural hegemony and the imposition of dominant 
cultural values on diverse artistic voices.

Directly addressing America, the poem rejects the 
imposition of American values and aesthetic standards on 
foreign poets. The speaker’s refusal to accept a cigarette 
symbolises a rejection of harmful habits and illusions 
perpetuated by American cultural influences. The poem asserts 
the importance of cultural autonomy and the preservation of 
artistic integrity, advocating for a space where foreign poets 
can express themselves authentically without conforming to 
external expectations or norms.

The references to literary figures like Eliot, Pound, and Frost 
further illustrate the challenges faced by artists navigating 
unfamiliar cultural territories. The poem acknowledges the 
struggles of renowned poets who may have grappled with 
cultural alienation or the pressures of assimilating into a 
foreign literary landscape. This exploration of cultural identity 
and artistic authenticity resonates with broader discussions 
about the complexities of cultural exchange and the impact of 
globalisation on creative expression.

	f Complex cultural 
dynamics explored 

	f Critiques of Amer-
ican social norms 
stifling creative 
freedom

	f Rejects American 
influence, advocating 
for cultural autono-
my

	f  Artists’ challenges 
in cultural territories
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Summarised Overview
“Were I to Choose” by Gabriel Okara is a contemplative poem that explores themes of 

identity, mortality, and the human experience, using vivid biblical and symbolic imagery 
to reflect on the complexities of existence and the quest for meaning. “Surely God was a 
Lover” by John Shaw Neilson portrays God as a passionate creator, likening His creation 
to a lover’s gestures, with nature depicted through tender and emotionally rich imagery, 
emphasising the divine essence of love. “On An Asian Poet Fallen among American 
Translators” by Yasmine Gooneratne critiques America’s cultural hegemony and artistic 
superficiality, using vivid imagery and symbolism to lament the country’s departure from 
its artistic roots and advocating for the celebration of diverse voices in the global literary 
community.

Assignments

1.	 Discuss the significance of biblical references in Gabriel Okara’s “Were I to 
Choose” and how they contribute to the poem’s themes of identity and mortality.

2.	 Analyse the portrayal of God as a lover in John Shaw Neilson’s “Surely God was 
a Lover.”

3.	 How does Yasmine Gooneratne address the themes of cultural identity and artistic 
autonomy in “On an Asian Poet Fallen among American Translators”?

4.	 Consider the role of seasonal imagery in “Surely God was a Lover.”
5.	 Discuss the critique of American cultural influence in Yasmine Gooneratne’s 

“Onan Asian Poet Fallen among American Translators.”

Through vivid imagery and powerful symbolism, such as 
“graveyard of art” and “monster,” the poem evokes a sense of 
loss and lamentation over America’s perceived departure from 
its artistic essence. It critiques America as a cultural entity that 
may have strayed from its artistic roots, emphasising the need 
to preserve and celebrate diverse voices and perspectives in the 
global literary community.

	f Laments America’s 
cultural shift

	f Emphasises artistic 
preservation
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Reference
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Space for Learner Engagement for Objective Questions
Learners are encouraged to develop objective questions based on the content in the 

paragraph as a sign of their comprehension of the content. The Learners may reflect on the 
recap bullets and relate their understanding with the narrative in order to frame objective 
questions from the given text. The University expects that 1 - 2 questions are developed for 
each paragraph. The space given below can be used for listing the questions.
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“Introduction to Orientalism” 
(Sections I and II) 

                          - Edward Said

Unit 1

Learning Obectives

Background

Upon completion of the unit, the learner will be able to: 

	f understand how Orientalism has historically constructed a binary opposition 
between the “Orient” and the “Occident”

	f recognise the role of Western colonialism in shaping and maintaining Orien-
talist discourse to justify imperial dominance over Eastern societies

	f analyse the ways in which literature, art, and academic scholarship have 
contributed to the creation and perpetuation of Orientalist representations

	f critically assess the impact of Orientalism on contemporary political and 
cultural relations between Western and Eastern societies

Edward Said’s Orientalism (1978) is a seminal work in post-colonial studies that 
critiques the Western world’s historically patronising perceptions and depictions of the 
East, specifically the Middle East, Asia, and North Africa. Said argues that “Orientalism” 
is not just a field of academic study but a constructed framework through which the 
West interprets and dominates the Orient, perpetuating a narrative that portrays Eastern 
societies as exotic, backward, uncivilised, and inherently different from the West. This 
construction, he asserts, serves to justify colonial and imperial ambitions, positioning the 
West as superior and the East as inferior.

Said’s analysis reveals that Orientalism is deeply rooted in the cultural and political 
power dynamics between the colonisers and the colonised. By examining literature, art, 
historical accounts, and scholarly works, he demonstrates how Orientalist discourse has 
permeated Western thought, reinforcing stereotypes and shaping policies that impact the 
real lives of people in the East. Through this lens, Said encourages readers to recognise 
and challenge these ingrained biases and to understand the implications of power in the 
production of knowledge about other cultures. Orientalism thus remains a critical text for 
understanding the complex interplay between culture, power, and representation.
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Discussion

Keywords
Orient, Occident, Discourse, Dominance, Representation

3.1.1 Summary
3.1.1.1 Section I

  
Fig. 3.1.1. Cover page of Orientalism by Edward Said

Edward Said’s “Introduction to Orientalism” is a seminal 
work that explores the intricate dynamics of Orientalism as a 
discourse and a concept. In Section I, Said lays the foundation by 
delineating Orientalism as a Western construction that has been 
historically used to define, dominate, and represent the East, 
particularly the Middle East and Asia. He argues that Orientalism 
is not merely an academic discipline or a field of study but a 
deeply entrenched system of thought woven into the fabric of 
Western consciousness and power structures. Said contends that 
Orientalism is not a neutral scholarly pursuit but rather a form of 
cultural and intellectual imperialism through which the West has 
exerted control over the Orient, shaping its narrative to suit its 
own interests.

	f Orientalism as a sys-
tem of thought
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Said inquires into the historical origins of Orientalism, 
tracing its roots to the colonial expansion of European powers 
during the 18th and 19th centuries. He elucidates how the 
West constructed a dichotomy between itself and the Orient, 
portraying the latter as exotic, irrational, and inferior. This 
binary opposition served to reinforce Western superiority 
and justify colonial domination. Said highlights the role of 
various institutions, such as academia, literature, and art, in 
perpetuating Orientalist stereotypes and narratives. He argues 
that these representations are not objective reflections of reality 
but rather ideological constructs designed to maintain Western 
hegemony.

3.1.1.2 Detailed Summary  - Section I
The lament of the French journalist over the destruction 

of Beirut’s downtown area during the 1975-1976 civil war 
captures a nostalgic vision of the Orient as romanticised 
by European figures like Chateaubriand and Nerval. For 
Europeans, particularly the French, the Orient represented a 
mythical and exotic realm filled with enchanting landscapes 
and profound experiences. This perception, deeply embedded 
in European consciousness, overlooked the realities and 
sufferings of the local populations who lived there. Instead, the 
journalist’s viewpoint reflects a Eurocentric lens that prioritises 
the romanticised and aesthetic value of the Orient over its 
contemporary human suffering.

The concept of the Orient as primarily a European invention 
is significant. Historically, the Orient has been perceived by 
Europeans as a land of mystery, allure, and adventure, often 
shaped by literature and art. This conceptualisation served 
not only to fulfil European fantasies but also to establish a 
contrasting identity to Europe itself. The Orient, therefore, was 
not merely a geographical region but an imaginative construct 
that provided Europe with a foil against which it defined its 
civilisation, culture, and identity. The Orient’s role as Europe’s 
oldest colonies, the cradle of its civilisations, and its cultural 
competitor reinforced its position as a profound and recurring 
image of the ‘Other.’

This imaginative and romantic portrayal of the Orient, 
however, is far from purely fanciful. It has been materially and 
culturally integrated into European civilisation through what 
Edward Said identifies as Orientalism—a systematic discourse 
that encompasses institutions, scholarship, imagery, doctrines, 
and colonial practices. Orientalism, in Said’s analysis, is a 

	f Orient as exotic, irra-
tional, and inferior

	f The Orient repre-
sented a mythical 
and exotic realm.

	f The Orient is pri-
marily a European 
invention. SG
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mode of discourse that has been instrumental in the West’s 
domination and restructuring of the Orient. It has provided a 
framework through which the Orient is studied, represented, 
and controlled, manifesting in both academic and imaginative 
forms. This discourse has profound implications, as it shapes 
perceptions, legitimises authority, and influences policies 
towards the Orient.

The American perspective on the Orient, according to Said, 
is markedly different, shaped more by associations with the 
Far East, such as China and Japan. The historical and cultural 
ties between Europe and the Orient, particularly for countries 
like France and Britain, have led to a more entrenched and 
elaborate tradition of Orientalism. This tradition encompasses 
a vast array of cultural, political, and scholarly practices that 
have historically positioned the Orient as an object of European 
dominance and fascination. In contrast, American involvement 
in the Orient, particularly post-World War II, has been driven 
more by geopolitical and economic interests than a deep-seated 
cultural engagement.

Said’s broader definition of Orientalism extends beyond 
academic boundaries to include a pervasive style of thought that 
distinguishes between the Orient and the Occident. This binary 
distinction has underpinned a wide array of writings and theories 
about the Orient, perpetuating stereotypes and generalisations. 
The interplay between academic and imaginative Orientalism 
has been a continuous and regulated exchange, shaping and 
reinforcing each other. Since the late eighteenth century, this 
interaction has solidified Orientalism as a significant discourse 
that extends beyond mere scholarly study to influence political, 
social, and cultural realms.

In the context of Beirut’s devastation, the French journalist’s 
regret underscores the enduring impact of Orientalist discourse. 
It highlights how deeply ingrained and influential these 
romanticised notions are, often overshadowing the lived 
realities and struggles of the people in the Orient. Orientalism, 
as described by Said, is a powerful and persistent discourse that 
has shaped Western attitudes and policies towards the Orient, 
revealing much about the dynamics of power, representation, 
and cultural hegemony. This framework provides a critical 
lens through which to understand historical and contemporary 
interactions between the West and the Orient, emphasising the 
need to recognise and challenge these entrenched narratives.

	f Orientalism as a 
discourse

	f The Orient as an 
object of European 
fascination

	f Stereotypes and gen-
eralisations

	f Orientalism shaped 
Western attitudes SG

O
U



SGOU - MA English - SLM - Postcolonial Studies 57

3.1.1.3  Section II
In Section II, Said scrutinises the methodology of Orientalist 

scholarship, revealing its inherent biases and prejudices. 
He contends that Orientalism is not a disinterested pursuit 
of knowledge but a political project aimed at consolidating 
Western power. Said critiques the Orientalist approach to 
studying the East, which he describes as reductionist and 
essentialist. Orientalists, according to Said, often exoticise 
and homogenise diverse Eastern cultures, flattening them into 
simplistic caricatures. He argues that Orientalist scholarship 
tends to ignore or marginalise indigenous voices, perpetuating 
a one-sided narrative that reinforces Western dominance.

Said also discusses the role of language in shaping Orientalist 
discourse. He argues that Western representations of the East 
are steeped in linguistic biases, with terms like “barbaric,” 
“mystical,” and “primitive” used to depict Eastern societies in 
a negative light. Language, for Said, is not a neutral tool but a 
mechanism of power that reinforces Orientalist ideologies. Said 
critiques the selective use of evidence by Orientalist scholars, 
who cherry-pick information to fit preconceived notions about 
the Orient while disregarding contradictory evidence.

3.1.1.4 Detailed Summary - Section  II
The assertion that the Orient is not an inert fact of nature but 

a constructed idea is a powerful starting point for understanding 
the complexities of cultural and geographical identities. This 
perspective aligns with Vico’s observation that history and 
geography are human creations, not merely passive elements 
of nature. The notions of “Orient” and “Occident” are deeply 
embedded in human history and thought, shaped by traditions, 
imagery, and vocabulary. These terms are not just geographical 
markers but cultural constructs that have evolved through a 
shared history. The West, or the Occident, has developed its 
identity in part by contrasting itself with the Orient, creating 
a dynamic interplay between the two regions. This mutual 
reinforcement highlights the idea that geographical entities 
are as much about cultural and historical narratives as they are 
about physical locations.

However, it’s important to qualify that the Orient is not merely 
a Western construct with no real counterpart. While Western 
perceptions of the East have undoubtedly shaped its image, the 
Orient comprises real cultures, nations, and peoples with their 
histories and realities. The interest of Westerners in the East, 
exemplified by Disraeli’s comment in Tancred, reflects a genuine 

	f Methodology of Ori-
entalist scholarship

	f Role of language in 
shaping Orientalist 
discourse

	f Orient is a construct-
ed idea.
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engagement that goes beyond mere careerism. Orientalism, 
therefore, is not just a one-sided creation but a dialogue, albeit 
an unequal one, between East and West. The lived experiences 
and histories of Eastern peoples are independent of Western 
portrayals, though the latter have significantly influenced global 
perceptions.

A critical aspect of understanding Orientalism is 
acknowledging the power dynamics involved. The relationship 
between the Occident and the Orient has historically been one 
of dominance and hegemony. Orientalism did not arise solely 
from a Western imaginative necessity but from a context of 
political and economic dominance. The Western portrayal 
of the Orient often involved silencing and speaking for the 
Eastern subjects, as seen in Flaubert’s depiction of an Egyptian 
courtesan. This dynamic of representation underscores the 
power imbalance where the West asserts its narrative over the 
East. Such instances are not anomalies but part of a broader 
pattern of Western dominance that has shaped Orientalist 
discourse.
This leads to another crucial qualification: Orientalism is not 

simply a collection of myths and falsehoods about the Orient. 
Instead, it is a robust and enduring system of thought, deeply 
intertwined with the socio-economic and political institutions 
of the West. The longevity and influence of Orientalist ideas, 
as evidenced by their persistence from the 19th century to the 
present, indicate their integration into the fabric of Western 
culture and academia. This durability is a testament to the 
significant investment in Orientalism as a way of understanding 
and engaging with the East. It serves as a filter through which 
Western consciousness perceives the Orient, reinforcing and 
reproducing a specific worldview.

Gramsci’s concept of hegemony is particularly useful in 
analysing Orientalism. In civil society, cultural hegemony 
operates through consent rather than coercion, influencing 
ideas and institutions. Orientalism’s strength lies in its ability 
to perpetuate itself through cultural leadership, embedding 
notions of European superiority within both European and 
global consciousness. This hegemonic influence ensures that 
Orientalist ideas remain dominant and influential, shaping 
perceptions and interactions between the West and the East. 
The flexibility of positional superiority allows Westerners 
to maintain a dominant stance in various contexts, whether 
academic, economic, or cultural, further entrenching the power 
imbalance.

	f Orientalism as a 
dialogue

	f Power dynamics

	f Enduring system of 
thought

	f Gramsci’s hegemony 
and OrientalismS
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Finally, it’s essential to consider the balance between 
general and specific analyses when studying Orientalism. 
The discourse encompasses both broad generalisations and 
detailed individual works. Recognising this duality helps avoid 
the pitfalls of overly general or narrowly focused studies. By 
examining both pioneering figures like William Jones and 
literary artists like Nerval and Flaubert, one can appreciate 
the diversity and complexity within Orientalist discourse. 
This approach mitigates the risks of distortion and inaccuracy, 
offering a nuanced understanding that acknowledges 
individual contributions while situating them within a broader 
hegemonic context. This reconciliation of individuality with 
its overarching cultural and historical framework is key to a 
comprehensive analysis of Orientalism.

	f Diversity within Ori-
entalist discourse

Summarised Overview

Orientalism, as articulated by Edward Said, constructs a binary opposition between the 
“Orient” and the “Occident,” perpetuating stereotypes and reinforcing cultural hegemony. 
This dichotomy frames the Orient as exotic, backward, and irrational, in contrast to the 
Occident, portrayed as modern, rational, and superior. Such representations serve to 
assert Western dominance and justify colonial ambitions by depicting Eastern societies 
as needing Western intervention and governance. The construction of this binary serves 
not only to elevate the West but also to homogenise and essentialise Eastern cultures, 
stripping them of their diversity and complexity.

Western colonialism has played a crucial role in shaping and sustaining Orientalist 
discourse, employing it to legitimise imperial control over Eastern territories. Through 
literature, art, and academic scholarship, Orientalist narratives have been disseminated 
and normalised, embedding these prejudiced views deeply within Western cultural and 
intellectual frameworks. These representations have had lasting impacts, influencing 
contemporary political and cultural relations between the West and the East. Today, 
Orientalist assumptions continue to surface in media and academic work, necessitating 
critical assessment and an active challenge to dismantle these entrenched stereotypes and 
promote a more nuanced understanding of Eastern societies. Recognising and addressing 
these biases is essential for fostering equitable and respectful global interactions.SG
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Assignments

1.	 How does Edward Said define Orientalism, and what are its implications     
 for Western perceptions of the East?

2.	 Analyse how Said connects Orientalism with the power dynamics between  
the colonisers and the colonised.

3.	 Discuss the role of various Western institutions in perpetuating Orientalist  
stereotypes, according to Said.

4.	 What criticisms does Said offer  regarding  the  methodology  and  biases in-
herent in Orientalist scholarship?

5.	 Explain the significance of language in shaping Orientalist discourse and rein 
forcing Western dominance over the East, as argued by Said.

Suggested Reading

1.	Kennedy, Valerie. Edward Said: A Critical Introduction. Wiley-Blackwell, 2000.
2.	McCarthy, Conor. The Cambridge Introduction to Edward Said. Cambridge UP, 2010.

Reference

1.	 Pannian, Prasad. Edward Said and the Question of Subjectivity. Palgrave Mac    
millan, 2009.
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Space for Learner Engagement for Objective Questions
Learners are encouraged to develop objective questions based on the content in the 

paragraph as a sign of their comprehension of the content. The Learners may reflect on the 
recap bullets and relate their understanding with the narrative in order to frame objective 
questions from the given text. The University expects that 1 - 2 questions are developed for 
each paragraph. The space given below can be used for listing the questions.
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“Of Mimicry and Man:  
The Ambivalence of Colonial  

Discourse” 
- Homi Bhabha

Unit 2

Learning Outcomes

Upon completion of the unit, the learner will be able to:

	f gain an in-depth comprehension of the concept of cultural hybridity and its 
implications for postcolonial identity formation

	f develop an awareness of the ambivalence inherent in colonial discourse and its 
effects on both the colonizers and the colonised

	f analyse the role of mimicry in colonial contexts as both a tool of resistance and 
a reinforcement of colonial power structures

	f engage critically with contemporary postcolonial theories and their applica-
tion to literature, culture, and identity politics

Background

Homi K. Bhabha’s seminal work, The Location of Culture, first published in 1994, is a 
cornerstone text in postcolonial studies and cultural theory. Bhabha, an Indian-born scholar 
who has held influential academic positions in the United States and the United Kingdom, 
challenges traditional narratives of cultural identity and power dynamics. Drawing 
on a wide range of theoretical frameworks, including psychoanalysis, deconstruction, 
and poststructuralism, Bhabha examines the complexities of colonial and postcolonial 
relationships, emphasising the fluidity and hybridity of cultural identities. His work 
provides profound insights into how cultures interact, overlap, and transform in the context 
of historical and contemporary global movements.

In The Location of Culture, Bhabha introduces and elaborates on key concepts such as 
hybridity, ambivalence, mimicry, and the Third Space, all of which have become fundamental 
to the field of postcolonial studies. He argues that colonial discourse is inherently unstable 
and that the interaction between coloniser and colonised produces new, hybrid identities 
that challenge the fixed binaries of traditional cultural and national identities. Bhabha’s 
innovative ideas have influenced a broad spectrum of academic disciplines, including 
literature, anthropology, sociology, and political science, making The Location of Culture 
an essential text for understanding the dynamics of cultural interaction and the ongoing 
impacts of colonialism in the modern world.
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Keywords

Mimicry, Power, Ambivalence, Colonial, Resistance

Discussion

3.2.1 Summary
Homi K. Bhabha’s essay “Of Mimicry and Man: The 

Ambivalence of Colonial Discourse” is a seminal work that 
examines the complex dynamics of colonialism through the 
lens of mimicry. Originally published in Bhabha’s influential 
book The Location of Culture in 1994, this essay has since 
become a cornerstone in postcolonial theory and cultural 
studies.

Fig 3.2.1 Cover page of The Location of Culture  
by  Homi K. Bhabha

Bhabha’s central argument revolves around the concept 
of mimicry, which he sees as a crucial strategy employed by 
the colonised in response to colonial domination. Mimicry, 
according to Bhabha, is not merely a form of imitation but 
a complex and ambivalent process through which colonial 
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subjects negotiate their identities within the colonial context. He 
draws upon the idea of mimicry to illustrate how the colonised 
mimic the cultural norms and values of the coloniser, often as a 
means of survival or assimilation.

One of the key insights Bhabha offers is the ambivalence 
inherent in mimicry. Mimicry, he argues, is never a 
straightforward replication of the dominant culture but involves 
a subtle subversion or mockery of it. This ambivalence arises 
from the tension between the desire to emulate the coloniser and 
the resistance to complete assimilation. Thus, mimicry becomes 
a site of contestation where the colonial subject simultaneously 
adopts and undermines the authority of the coloniser.
Bhabha’s discussion of mimicry also leads him to explore 

the broader themes of hybridity and difference. He argues that 
mimicry disrupts the binary opposition between the coloniser 
and the colonised, creating spaces of hybridity where new forms 
of cultural identity emerge. In this sense, mimicry challenges the 
notion of a fixed, essential identity and highlights the fluidity and 
diversity of artistic expressions.

Another significant aspect of Bhabha’s analysis is the 
question of agency and power. While mimicry may seem like 
a passive act of imitation, Bhabha suggests that it can also be 
a form of resistance and assertion of agency by the colonised. 
By mimicking the coloniser’s language, behaviour, and cultural 
practices, the colonised can strategically manipulate the power 
dynamics of the colonial encounter, destabilising the authority of 
the coloniser and asserting their own subjectivity.

Bhabha’s essay also resonates with the broader project of 
postcolonial theory to amplify subaltern voices and perspectives. 
By foregrounding the agency and creativity of the colonised 
in the process of mimicry, Bhabha challenges the traditional 
narratives of colonialism that portray the colonised as passive 
victims. Instead, he offers a more nuanced understanding of 
colonial encounters that acknowledges the complex negotiations 
and resistances taking place within colonial societies.
3.2.1.1 Detailed Summary
Jacques Lacan’s exploration of mimicry, as presented in 

the chapter “The Line and Light,” from the book The Four 
Fundamental Concepts of Psycho-Analysis inquires into its role 
as a form of camouflage that does not merely blend into the 
background but instead adopts its complexity and irregularity. 
This idea parallels military camouflage, where the goal is not 
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seamless blending but rather the creation of patterns that 
disrupt perception. Lacan’s insight suggests that mimicry, in its 
essence, reveals something by being a representation distinct 
from the original, emphasising its own constructed nature. This 
distinction makes mimicry a powerful tool for both concealing 
and revealing identity, challenging the straightforward 
understanding of what is imitated.

In Sir Edward Cust’s 1839 reflections on British colonial 
policy, the concept of mimicry is extended to the political realm, 
critiquing the British practice of imposing a replica of their 
constitution on colonies. Cust argues that this superficial grant 
of independence to colonies, which have no inherent claim to 
such status, leads to confusion and rebellion. The mimicry here 
is political—a colony mimicking the structures of the British 
government without the foundational context. This imposed 
mimicry results in a precarious balance, where the colonised 
can claim the trappings of self-governance, potentially leading 
to defiance against the imperial authority.

Post-Enlightenment English colonialism, as discussed in 
colonial discourse, often manifests a dual nature—promoting 
the ideals of history and civilisation while simultaneously 
engaging in acts of mimicry and irony. This duality highlights 
the conflict within colonialism: the tension between the static 
identity enforced by colonial rule and the dynamic changes 
brought about by historical processes. Mimicry, in this context, 
becomes a form of compromise, embodying both the desire for 
a reformed, recognisable other and the unsettling slippage that 
comes with it. The colonial subject, in mimicking the coloniser, 
both upholds and undermines colonial authority, creating a 
space of ambivalence and contradiction.’

Mimicry, within colonial discourse, acts as a form of 
resistance and subversion. The colonised subject, by adopting 
and imitating the coloniser’s practices and behaviours, exposes 
the inherent contradictions and instabilities in the colonial 
system. This mimicry is not a simple replication but a partial 
and often distorted reflection that challenges the authority of 
the coloniser. The colonised individual’s adoption of colonial 
customs reveals the gaps and fissures in the colonial narrative, 
highlighting its fragility. This dynamic is evident in literary and 
historical texts, where the colonial mimic is portrayed as both a 
product and a disruptor of the colonial order.

Charles Grant’s observations on Indian society during 
British rule illustrate how mimicry can serve as a tool of social 
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control. Grant envisioned a system of mission education that 
would reform Indian manners along Christian lines, aiming to 
produce colonial subjects who would adopt English behaviours 
and values. This partial diffusion of Christianity and moral 
improvements was intended to create a compliant colonial 
population. However, Grant’s approach also inadvertently 
highlighted the limits of such reforms, as the imposed mimicry 
often led to a superficial adoption of English norms without 
genuine transformation, thereby questioning the efficacy of 
colonial education policies.

The writings of Thomas Macaulay further emphasise the 
complexity of colonial mimicry. Macaulay’s infamous Minute 
on Indian Education advocated for the creation of a class of 
Indians who would be culturally English but racially Indian. 
This vision of a ‘mimic man’ underscores the colonial desire 
to reshape colonial subjects in the image of the coloniser while 
maintaining racial distinctions. The mimic man, educated and 
cultured in English ways, serves as a bridge between the coloniser 
and the colonised yet remains an ambiguous and contested 
figure. This duality underscores the inherent contradictions in 
the colonial project, where the mimicry intended to stabilise 
colonial rule simultaneously destabilises it by highlighting the 
artificiality of the imposed identity.

The concept of mimicry, as elaborated by Homi Bhabha in the 
context of colonial discourse theory, captures the ambivalence 
and irony of colonial power. Bhabha’s analysis shows that 
mimicry is not merely a replication but a transformative 
process that exposes the limitations and hypocrisies of colonial 
authority. The mimicry of colonial subjects reveals the gaps 
between colonial ideology and practice, challenging the 
assumed superiority and stability of the coloniser’s culture. 
This disruption is not just an act of resistance but a profound 
commentary on the nature of identity and power within the 
colonial context.

Hence, mimicry in colonial discourse serves as a powerful 
perspective to understand the complexities and contradictions 
of colonial rule. It reveals the tensions between imposed 
identities and lived realities, highlighting the ways in which 
colonial subjects navigate, subvert, and transform the structures 
of power imposed upon them. Through mimicry, the colonised 
both adopt and adapt the coloniser’s ways, creating a space for 
resistance and redefinition that continuously challenges the 
legitimacy and permanence of colonial authority.
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The nature of the hidden threat of the partial gaze in colonial 
discourse can be understood as a fundamental ambiguity that 
disrupts the perceived stability of colonial authority. This 
partial gaze refers to an incomplete, fragmented perspective 
that never allows for a complete understanding or domination 
of the Other. It is a gaze that both reveals and conceals, creating 
an ambivalence that is inherently destabilising. The partial 
gaze exposes the limits of colonial knowledge and control, 
suggesting that the coloniser’s vision is always incomplete and 
flawed. This incomplete vision manifests in the contradictions 
and slippages within colonial representations, making the Other 
both familiar and alien, similar yet different. It undermines the 
totalising narratives of colonial power by highlighting the gaps 
and inconsistencies in its logic and practice.

Mimicry becomes essential in the dynamics of observation 
and colonial control by being “almost the same but not 
quite.” This concept, as elucidated by Homi Bhabha, reveals 
the ambivalence inherent in colonial encounters. Mimicry 
involves the colonised adopting aspects of the coloniser’s 
culture, language, and behaviour, but never fully or perfectly. 
This imperfect imitation becomes a form of resistance, subtly 
subverting the coloniser’s authority by exposing its arbitrary 
and constructed nature. The act of mimicry thus becomes a 
subject of the scopic drive, the desire to see and know, while 
also being the object of colonial surveillance. The coloniser 
watches it closely for signs of conformity and deviation. This 
dual role of mimicry challenges the supposed superiority and 
coherence of colonial power, revealing its dependence on the 
very Otherness it seeks to dominate.

The disciplining of desire and the displacement of authority 
within the colonial framework involve intricate processes of 
cultural and psychological manipulation. The willingness of 
the colonised is shaped and constrained by the demands of the 
colonial system, which seeks to produce subjects who are useful 
and compliant. This disciplining occurs through various means, 
including education, legal systems, and cultural practices, all of 
which aim to mould the desires of the colonised to align with 
colonial interests. However, this very process also displaces 
the authority of the coloniser, as it reveals the fragility and 
dependence of colonial power on the concession and mimicry 
of the colonised. The coloniser’s authority is constantly 
undermined by the persistent presence of the colonised Other, 
whose mimicry exposes the contradictions and instabilities of 
colonial rule.
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Turning to Freudian analysis, particularly through the notion 
of fantasy and the unconscious, sheds light on the complexities 
of mimicry in colonial discourse. Freud’s idea that fantasies have 
a “mixed and split origin” mirrors the ambivalence of mimicry, 
which is always almost the same but not quite. This split origin 
complicates the notion of pure or authentic identity, much like 
the colonised subject who mimics the coloniser. The colonial 
mimicry, caught between the unconscious and the preconscious, 
problematises the concept of origins and purity. It reveals that 
identities are constructed through a complex interplay of desire, 
repression, and imitation. Freud’s analogy of individuals of 
mixed race, who are outwardly similar to the dominant group but 
marked by noticeable differences, underscores the way mimicry 
both resembles and diverges from the original, creating a space 
of exclusion and marginalisation.

The discourse of mimicry, as articulated between what 
is known and permissible and what must remain concealed, 
operates as a form of colonial communication that is 
simultaneously within and against the rules. This interdictory 
discourse challenges the authority of colonial representations 
by producing visibility at the margins, where difference and 
resemblance blur. The strategic production of metonymy in 
mimicry—the use of part-objects or partial similarities—
undermines the colonial claim to a stable and coherent identity. 
It produces what Bhabha calls “identity effects,” which are 
marked by ambivalence and contradiction rather than the 
simple return of the repressed. These metonymies, such as 
stereotypes that vary slightly through repetition, reveal the fluid 
and contested nature of colonial identities.

In conclusion, the ambivalence of mimicry destabilises 
colonial authority by demonstrating its inherent contradictions 
and the impossibility of complete control. The desire for 
mimicry, with its strategic objectives, rearticulates presence 
through partial and fragmented representations, challenging 
the supposed coherence of colonial discourse. This process of 
mimicry exposes the limits of colonial power, showing that 
it has always been split and incomplete. Through the lens of 
psychoanalytic theory, particularly Freud’s notion of fantasy 
and the unconscious, we can see how mimicry functions as a 
site of resistance and subversion within the colonial framework. 
It reveals the contingent and constructed nature of colonial 
identities, ultimately challenging the authority and legitimacy 
of colonial rule.
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Summarized Overview

Homi K. Bhabha’s essay “Of Mimicry and Man: The Ambivalence of Colonial 
Discourse” explores the complex dynamics of colonialism through the concept of 
mimicry. Bhabha argues that mimicry is a sophisticated and ambivalent strategy 
employed by colonised subjects, who imitate the cultural norms of the colonisers as a 
means of survival and assimilation. However, this imitation is not a mere replication; it 
involves subtle subversion and mockery of the coloniser’s authority. Bhabha highlights 
that mimicry creates a site of contestation where the colonised both adopt and undermine 
the coloniser’s culture, leading to an ambivalent relationship between the two.

Bhabha’s exploration of mimicry extends to themes of hybridity and identity, 
suggesting that mimicry disrupts the binary opposition between coloniser and colonised, 
creating hybrid spaces where new cultural identities emerge. This challenges the idea of 
fixed identities and underscores the fluidity of cultural expressions. Bhabha discusses 
the role of agency and power in mimicry, arguing that while it may seem passive, it 
can also be a form of resistance and assertion of agency by the colonised. By adopting 
and adapting the coloniser’s practices, the colonised strategically destabilised colonial 
authority, revealing the contradictions and fragility of the colonial system. Through 
mimicry, the colonised both comply with and challenge colonial power, making it a 
powerful tool of resistance and subversion.

Assignment

1.	 How does Homi Bhabha’s concept of mimicry reveal the ambivalence inherent in 
the colonial relationship between the coloniser and the colonised in “Of Mimicry 
and Man: The Ambivalence of Colonial Discourse”?

2.	 Discuss the role of mimicry as both a form of subversion and survival for the col-
onised subject, according to Homi Bhabha’s analysis.

3.	 Explain how Bhabha’s idea of mimicry challenges the binary opposition between 
coloniser and colonised by introducing the concept of hybridity.

4.	 How does Homi Bhabha argue that mimicry serves as a site of resistance and asser-
tion of agency by the colonised within the colonial framework?

Suggested Reading

Bhabha, Homi K. The Location of Culture, Routledge, 1994.
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Reference
1.	 Bhabha, Homi K. Nation and Narration. Routledge, 1990.
2.	 Huddart, David. Homi K. Bhabha. Routledge, 2006.  

Space for Learner Engagement for Objective Questions
Learners are encouraged to develop objective questions based on the content in the 

paragraph as a sign of their comprehension of the content. The Learners may reflect on the 
recap bullets and relate their understanding with the narrative in order to frame objective 
questions from the given text. The University expects that 1 - 2 questions are developed for 
each paragraph. The space given below can be used for listing the questions.

SG
O
U



SGOU - MA English - SLM - Postcolonial Studies 71

SG
O
U



72 SGOU - MA English - SLM - Postcolonial Studies

“The Language of African  
Literature” (Sections III,IV 

and V) 
-  Ngũgĩ Wa Thiong’o

Unit 3

Learning Outcomes

Upon completion of the unit, the learner will be able to:

	f understand the relationship between language and cultural identity as articulat-
ed by Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o.

	f analyse the impact of colonial languages on African literature and the author’s 
argument for using indigenous languages.

	f evaluate the political and socio-cultural implications of language choices in 
post-colonial African societies.

	f critically assess Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o’s perspective on the role of language in 
shaping consciousness and resistance.

Background
Decolonising the Mind: The Politics of Language in African Literature is a seminal 

work by Kenyan writer Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o, published in 1986. This book serves as both 
a critique and a manifesto, addressing the profound impact of colonialism on African 
languages and literature. Ngũgĩ argues that language is a crucial tool of communication 
and culture, and by imposing European languages on African societies, colonial powers 
sought to control and suppress indigenous cultures. He believes that the use of colonial 
languages in African literature perpetuates a form of mental colonisation, where African 
writers and audiences are alienated from their own cultural heritage. Ngũgĩ, therefore, 
advocates for the use of indigenous languages in literature and education as a means of 
cultural liberation and resistance against the legacy of colonialism.
Ngũgĩ’s work is deeply rooted in his personal experiences and broader political activism. 

Having initially written in English, he made a conscious decision to write in his native 
Gikuyu and other African languages to reclaim his cultural identity and promote linguistic 
diversity. Decolonising the Mind emphasises that language is not merely a medium of 
communication but a carrier of culture, values, and worldview. By reclaiming indigenous 
languages, Ngũgĩ asserts, African societies can reconnect with their roots, foster a sense of 
pride and identity, and challenge the dominance of Western cultural hegemony. This book 
has become a cornerstone in post-colonial studies, influencing a wide range of disciplines, 
including literature, anthropology, and education.
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Keywords

Indigenous language, Colonial language, African culture, African literature, Imperialism

Discussion
3.3.1 Summary
Ngugi wa Thiong’o’s essay “The Language of African 

Literature” is a seminal piece that inquires into the crucial role 
of language in shaping African literature.

Fig. 3.3.1 Decolonising the Mind - Ngugi wa Thiong’

3.3.1.1 Section III: Language and  
Imperialism
In this section, Ngugi examines the impact of linguistic 

imperialism on African literature. He argues that colonisation 
not only physically conquered African nations but also 
imposed European languages and cultures on the indigenous 
peoples, thereby subjugating their own languages and cultures. 
Ngugi refers to this phenomenon as the “cultural bomb” - a 
metaphorical device used to highlight the destructive power of 
colonial languages on indigenous cultures.

The imposition of European languages, particularly English 
and French, served as a tool of domination, facilitating the 

	f Impact of linguistic 
imperialism on  
African literature

SG
O
U



74 SGOU - MA English - SLM - Postcolonial Studies

exploitation and subjugation of African societies. Ngugi asserts 
that the colonisers deliberately sought to erode African languages 
and replace them with European languages, as language carries 
the essence of culture and identity. This linguistic dominance 
perpetuated colonial power structures and marginalised African 
voices, rendering them subservient to Western narratives.

3.3.1.2 Section IV: Language and Culture
Ngugi emphasises the inseparable connection between 

language and culture. He argues that language is not merely a 
means of communication but also a repository of cultural values, 
traditions, and worldviews. Thus, the erosion of indigenous 
languages constitutes a direct assault on African culture and 
identity.

Ngugi posits that language shapes thought processes and 
influences perceptions of reality. By imposing European 
languages, colonisers imposed their worldview onto African 
peoples, distorting their understanding of themselves and 
their place in the world. This linguistic and cultural alienation 
perpetuated feelings of inferiority among Africans and 
reinforced colonial hegemony.

However, Ngugi contends that language can also be a tool 
of resistance and liberation. He advocates for the revitalisation 
and promotion of African languages in literature and education 
as a means of reclaiming cultural autonomy and challenging 
colonial legacies.

3.3.1.3 Section V: The Decolonization of 
African Literature
In the final section, Ngugi discusses the importance of 

decolonising African literature by embracing indigenous 
languages and perspectives. He argues that true liberation entails 
reclaiming linguistic and cultural sovereignty from colonial 
powers. Ngugi calls for African writers to reject the imposition 
of European literary forms and instead draw inspiration from 
their own linguistic and cultural traditions.
Ngugi emphasises the need for literature to reflect the realities 

and aspirations of African people. He criticises the tendency of 
some African writers to cater to Western audiences by writing in 
European languages and adopting Western literary conventions. 
Instead, Ngugi advocates for literature that is rooted in African 
languages and addresses the social, political, and economic 
challenges facing African societies.
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Ngugi wa Thiong’o’s essay “The Language of African 
Literature” provides a profound analysis of the nexus between 
language, culture, and power in the context of African literature. 
By highlighting the impact of linguistic imperialism and 
advocating for the decolonisation of African literature, Ngugi 
challenges writers to reclaim their linguistic and cultural heritage 
and to use literature as a tool for liberation and empowerment.

3.3.2 Detailed Description 
3.3.2.1 Section III
Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o was born into a large peasant family 

that included his father, four wives, and approximately twenty-
eight children. They were part of a wider extended family and 
a larger community. This communal life was integral to their 
daily routines and cultural practices. The primary language 
spoken was Gikuyu, which is used not only at home but also 
while working in the fields. The evenings were particularly 
memorable, filled with storytelling around the fireside. Although 
adults primarily narrated these stories, everyone, including 
children, was deeply engaged. These stories were often retold 
by children to their peers while picking pyrethrum flowers, tea 
leaves, or coffee beans. Animals were the main characters, with 
the hare being the most celebrated. Despite its small size and 
weakness, the hare triumphed through wit and cunning against 
stronger predators like the lion, leopard, and hyena. This theme 
of the weak outwitting the strong resonated with the children, 
reflecting their real-life struggles and teaching valuable lessons 
about resilience and intelligence.

In addition to animal tales, there were stories centred on 
human characters, depicting two types of people. One group 
was characterised by virtues such as courage, kindness, and 
cooperation, while the other represented greed, selfishness, 
and individualism. These stories emphasised the importance 
of communal cooperation, often portraying alliances between 
humans and animals against evil forces. The quality of 
storytelling varied, with good storytellers capable of making 
familiar tales fresh and engaging through their use of language 
and vocal inflexions. This environment nurtured an appreciation 
for the richness and power of words, extending beyond mere 
lexical meanings to their evocative and symbolic potentials. 
Early education, rooted in the language and culture of the 
community, was an immersive experience where the home and 
fields served as a pre-primary school.

	f Nexus between lan-
guage, culture, and 
power

	f Communal life and 
cultural practices

	f Storytelling and 
communal coopera-
tion
SG

O
U



76 SGOU - MA English - SLM - Postcolonial Studies

3.3.2.2 Section IV
Language functions both as a means of communication and 

as a carrier of culture. In Britain, for instance, English serves 
both roles, whereas, for Swedes or Danes, it is primarily a tool 
for external communication. Similarly, Swahili operates as a 
lingua franca in East Africa but carries cultural significance 
mainly for its native speakers in regions like Zanzibar. 
Language, as communication, encompasses the ‘language of 
real life,’ which Karl Marx described as the interactions people 
engage in while producing wealth. These interactions form the 
basis of community life and cooperation. The second aspect of 
language is speech, which mirrors these real-life interactions 
and facilitates verbal communication. The third aspect, writing, 
evolved later and serves to represent spoken words through visual 
symbols. In societies where the spoken and written languages 
are the same, there is a harmonious relationship among these 
aspects, enriching the child’s experience and understanding of 
their world.

Language as culture is deeply intertwined with human 
history and experience. It shapes and transmits the collective 
memory and values of a people, influencing their perceptions 
of right and wrong, good and bad. This cultural transmission 
occurs through both orature and literature, which convey the 
images and symbols that form a community’s worldview. The 
colonial imposition of a foreign language disrupts this harmony, 
alienating individuals from their native linguistic and cultural 
context. In my own experience, colonial education introduced 
English as the language of instruction, displacing Gikuyu and 
creating a dissonance between my formal education and cultural 
identity. This linguistic colonisation extended to literature, 
where African children were taught to appreciate European 
classics while their own oral traditions were neglected, further 
alienating them from their cultural roots.

3.3.2.3 Section V
Colonialism sought to dominate not only the economic and 

political realms but also the cultural and mental landscapes of the 
colonised. By imposing a foreign language and devaluing native 
languages, colonial powers aimed to control the self-perception 
and identity of the colonised people. Language, as both a means 
of communication and a carrier of culture, played a crucial 
role in this process. In colonial schools, speaking Gikuyu was 
punished, while proficiency in English was rewarded, leading 
to a cultural and psychological schism in the minds of African 
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children. This alienation was reinforced through literature, 
which often portrayed Africans and their culture in negative 
or exoticised terms, creating internal feelings of inferiority and 
disconnect from their heritage.

The consequences of this cultural imposition were profound. 
Children who excelled in English were given opportunities 
for higher education and advancement, while those who did 
not were marginalised. This created a system where colonial 
education became a tool for social stratification and cultural 
alienation. The literature they studied, whether through 
European classics or colonial narratives, often presented a 
world that was foreign and disconnected from their lived 
experiences. This disassociation extended to all aspects of their 
education, from history and geography to music and art, where 
European perspectives were privileged over African realities. 
The result was a generation of African children who viewed 
their own culture through the lens of the coloniser, leading to a 
lasting impact on their identity and sense of self-worth.

	f Privileging of Euro-
pean perspectives

Summarised Overview

Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o’s Decolonising the Mind: The Politics of Language in African 
Literature is a seminal critique of the impact of colonialism on African languages and 
literature. Ngũgĩ argues,  in “The Language of African Literature,” an essay included in 
the book, that language is a powerful tool for communication and culture, and by imposing 
European languages on African societies, colonial powers sought to control and suppress 
indigenous cultures. He contends that the use of colonial languages in African literature 
perpetuates a form of mental colonisation, alienating African writers and audiences 
from their cultural heritage. Therefore, he advocates for the use of indigenous languages 
in literature and education as a means of cultural liberation and resistance against the 
colonial legacy.

Rooted in personal experiences and broader political activism, Ngũgĩ’s work emphasises 
that language is not just a medium of communication but a carrier of culture, values, and 
worldviews. By reclaiming indigenous languages, African societies can reconnect with 
their roots, foster pride and identity, and challenge Western cultural hegemony. Ngũgĩ’s 
call to decolonise African literature by embracing indigenous languages and perspectives 
aims to reflect the realities and aspirations of African people. This book has become 
a cornerstone in post-colonial studies, influencing various disciplines like literature, 
anthropology, and education.
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Assignments

1.	 What does Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o argue about the role of language in colonial  
           and post-colonial African literature?

2.	 How does Ngũgĩ describe the relationship between language and culture in  
          “Decolonising the Mind”?

3.	 Explain Ngũgĩ’s concept of the “cultural bomb” and its impact on African  
           societies.

4.	 Why does Ngũgĩ advocate for the use of indigenous languages in African  
           literature and education?

5.	 How has “Decolonising the Mind” influenced post-colonial studies and  
          broader academic disciplines?

Suggested Reading

Thiong’o, Ngugi wa. Decolonising the Mind: The Politics of Language in African 
Literature. JamesCurrey Ltd, 1986.

Reference

1.	 Gikandi, Simon. Ngugi wa Thiong’o. Cambridge UP, 2009.
2.	 Lovesey, Oliver. The Postcolonial Intellectual: Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o in Con 

          text. Routledge, 2015.
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Space for Learner Engagement for Objective Questions
Learners are encouraged to develop objective questions based on the content in the 

paragraph as a sign of their comprehension of the content. The Learners may reflect on the 
recap bullets and relate their understanding with the narrative in order to frame objective 
questions from the given text. The University expects that 1 - 2 questions are developed for 
each paragraph. The space given below can be used for listing the questions.
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Fiction

Unit 1 : Fiction (Non-Detailed) 
	 Wide Sargasso Sea - Jean Rhys 
	 Midnight’s Children - Salman Rushdie 
Unit 2 : Drama (Detailed)
	 Death and the King’s Horseman - Wole Soyinka 
Unit 3: Drama (Non-Detailed)
	 India Song - Marguerite Duras 
	 A Tempest -  Aime Cesaire 

Block Content

BLOCK-04

SG
O
U



SGOU - MA English - SLM - Postcolonial Studies 81

Fiction 
(Non-Detailed) 

Unit 1

Learning Outcomes

Background

Upon the completion of the unit, the learners will be able to:

	f gain a deeper understanding of the historical processes and legacies of colonial-
ism, including its economic, political, and social impact on colonised regions and 
Indigenous populations

	f analyse how cultural identities are negotiated, contested, and reshaped in the af-
termath of colonialism.

	f examine how globalisation intersects with colonial legacies to shape contempo-
rary social, political, and economic realities.

	f challenge Eurocentric perspectives and broaden their understanding of literature 
and culture. They explore narratives from non-Western and indigenous traditions, 
challenging dominant literary canons and expanding their literary horizons.

Postcolonial Studies is an interdisciplinary field that emerged in the late 20th century to 
examine the legacies of colonialism and imperialism. It explores themes like nationalism, 
identity, and resistance, analysing how colonialism shaped social hierarchies and cultural 
representations. Initially focused on former British colonies, it now encompasses diverse 
regions. 

Postcolonial Studies employs a variety of theoretical frameworks and methodologies, 
including literary analysis, cultural studies, anthropology, sociology, history, and political 
theory. It uses interdisciplinary approaches that prioritise the voices and experiences 
of marginalised groups, incorporating perspectives from postcolonial theory, cultural 
studies, feminism, marxism, and poststructuralism. These frameworks focus on the 
intersectionality of power relations, representation politics, and identity complexities in 
postcolonial contexts. Key theorists like Edward Said and Antonio Gramsci have examined 
hegemony’s role in colonial discourse, identity formation, and resistance movements, 
significantly shaping the analysis of colonial and postcolonial experiences. Key figures 
like Edward Said critiqued Western representations of the “East” in Orientalism (1978), 
exposing how they justified colonial dominance. Frantz Fanon’s The Wretched of the 
Earth (1961) explores the psychological effects of colonialism, advocating for resistance. 
Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak’s essay, “Can the Subaltern Speak?” (1988), critiques the 

SG
O
U



82 SGOU - MA English - SLM - Postcolonial Studies

silencing of marginalised voices. Antonio Gramsci’s Prison Notebooks (1947) analyses 
the role of cultural hegemony in perpetuating inequality. In postcolonialism, hegemony 
refers to the dominance and control exerted by colonial powers over colonised peoples, 
cultures, and territories, both during and after the colonial period. Homi Bhabha’s The 
Location of Culture (1994) proposes the “Third Space” as a site of resistance, emphasising 
the role of hybridity in cultural interactions. These works inform postcolonial discourse, 
analysing colonial legacies and cultural politics by highlighting how hybrid identities 
challenge and disrupt colonial power structures. 

Postcolonial studies have faced criticism for potentially homogenising diverse colonial 
experiences and overlooking the agency of colonised peoples. Some question its rele-
vance in a globalised world. Despite this, it remains a vibrant field, critically engaging 
with the complexities of colonial and postcolonial experiences, identities, and struggles 
for justice and equality. Postcolonial fiction emerged in the latter half of the 20th cen-
tury as a response to colonial legacies originating from formerly colonised countries. It 
challenges Eurocentrism by centring the voices and experiences of colonised peoples, 
disrupting Western cultural hegemony. Through novels, short stories, poetry, and essays, 
it explores themes like identity, race, gender, and cultural hybridity. Drawing on oral 
traditions and indigenous languages, it critiques colonialism’s legacy and contributes to 
a diverse literary landscape.

Postcolonial fiction provides platforms for formerly colonised voices, challenging colo-
nial narratives and exploring themes of identity, resistance, and cultural hybridity. They 
offer diverse perspectives on the legacies of colonialism, contributing to a more inclusive 
literary and theatrical landscape. Seminal works include Chinua Achebe’s Things Fall 
Apart (1958), critiquing the colonial impact on African societies. Jean Rhys’s Wide Sar-
gasso Sea (1966) delves into race, gender, and colonialism in the Caribbean. Ngũgĩ wa 
Thiong’o’s Petals of Blood (1977) addresses exploitation and resistance in postcolonial 
Kenya. Salman Rushdie’s Midnight’s Children (1981) explores India’s partition after-
math. Jamaica Kincaid’s A Small Place (1988) examines Caribbean colonialism. Derek 
Walcott’s Omeros (1990) reimagines the Iliad in the Caribbean. Arundhati Roy’s The 
God of Small Things (1997) navigates caste and political upheaval. Chimamanda Ngozi 
Adichie’s Half of a Yellow Sun (2006) explores war’s consequences in Nigeria. These 
works offer diverse insights into postcolonial experiences and identities.

Keywords
Colonialism, Subversion, Hybridity, Culture, Power Dynamics, Hegemony, Other
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Discussion
4.1.1 Jean Rhys - Wide Sargasso Sea
Jean Rhys, born Ella Gwendolyn Rees Williams on August 

24, 1890, in Roseau, Dominica, was a British novelist known 
for her exploration of themes such as identity, displacement, 
and colonialism. She spent her early years in the Caribbean 
before moving to England at the age of 16 to attend school. 
Rhys struggled with a sense of displacement and alienation, 
themes that often feature prominently in her works. Her notable 
works include Quartet (1928), After Leaving Mr. Mackenzie 
(1931), Voyage in the Dark (1934), Good Morning, Midnight 
(1939) and Wide Sargasso Sea (1966). Rhys’s writing style is 
characterised by its lyricism and psychological depth, often 
delving into the inner lives of her characters. Despite facing 
numerous personal challenges throughout her life, including 
financial struggles and battles with depression, she continued 
to write and left behind a powerful literary legacy. She passed 
away on May 14, 1979, in Exeter, England, leaving behind 
a body of work that continues to be celebrated for its insight 
into the human condition, its exploration of complex social 
and cultural themes, and its portrayal of characters who exist 
on the fringes of society, struggling to find their place in an 
often hostile world.

Published in 1966, Wide Sargasso Sea is a novel by 
Dominican-British author Jean Rhys. Serving as a postcolonial 
and feminist prequel to Charlotte Brontë’s Jane Eyre (1847), 
it provides insight into Mr. Rochester’s marriage from the 
perspective of his wife, Antoinette Cosway, a Creole heiress. 
The novel’s title itself, “Wide Sargasso Sea,” is derived from 
the geographical location of the story, referencing the Sargasso 
Sea in the North Atlantic Ocean. This choice of title not only 
situates the narrative within a specific geographic context but 
also evokes a sense of vastness and mystery that mirrors the 
themes of displacement and dislocation explored in the novel.

4.1.1.1 Summary 
In Wide Sargasso Sea, Antoinette Cosway serves as Jean 

Rhys’s interpretation of Brontë’s “madwoman in the attic”. 
The novel traces Antoinette’s journey from her youth in 
Jamaica to her troubled marriage to an English gentleman, 
Mr. Rochester, who rechristens her Bertha, accuses her of 
madness, transports her to England, and confines her within his 

	f Exploring identity, 
displacement, and 
colonialism

	f Title of the novel
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mansion. Through Antoinette’s narrative, the novel delves into 
the dynamics of relationships between men and women while 
exploring themes of race, Caribbean history, and assimilation. 
Antoinette finds herself trapped in a white, patriarchal 
society where she struggles to find belonging, torn between 
Europe and Jamaica. Against the backdrop of post-abolition 
Jamaica, the novel unfolds through the lens of the protagonist, 
Antoinette, as she navigates her life from childhood to her 
arranged marriage with an English gentleman, Mr. Rochester. 
Divided into three parts, the narrative intricately captures the 
complexities of Antoinette’s journey and the evolving societal 
landscape of the era.

4.1.1.2 Analysis
Wide Sargasso Sea is a novel that explores the life of 

Antoinette Cosway, a young Creole woman living in Jamaica 
in the early 19th century. Through this novel, Rhys offers a 
postcolonial perspective, giving a voice to the marginalised 
character and examining issues of race, gender, and power 
dynamics. Antoinette’s narrative unfolds against the backdrop 
of early nineteenth-century Jamaica, where she is a young 
girl living in the dilapidated Coulibri Estate. As the daughter 
of ex-slave owners, she grapples with the aftermath of her 
father’s death, attributed to alcoholism, and the financial ruin 
that followed the Emancipation Act of 1833. This legislation 
led to the liberation of Black enslaved individuals and 
contributed to the decline of many white plantation owners. 
Against this backdrop of societal upheaval, tensions simmer 
between the dwindling white aristocracy and the marginalised 
servants struggling with poverty on the estate. Throughout her 
formative years, Antoinette navigates the complex dynamics 
of race, class, and power in a rapidly changing colonial 
society. A significant scene occurs when Antoinette’s family 
home, Coulibri Estate, is set on fire by angry locals, resulting 
in the death of her brother and the mental breakdown of her 
mother, Annette. This traumatic event foreshadows the themes 
of displacement and alienation that permeate the rest of the 
novel. 

As a young girl living at Coulibri Estate in early nineteenth-
century Jamaica, Antoinette resides with her widowed mother, 
Annette, and her ailing brother, Pierre, amidst a declining 
social setup and its simmering hostility between the white 
aristocracy and their impoverished servants. Isolated and 
neglected, Antoinette spends her days wandering the estate’s 
grounds while her mother remains withdrawn, pacing the 

	f Complex dynamics 
of race, class, and 
power

	f Antoinette 

	f Antoinette’s journey
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mansion’s balcony. Her only companion, Tia, abruptly turns 
against her, exacerbating Antoinette’s sense of loneliness 
and alienation. After a chance encounter with visitors from 
Spanish Town, including an Englishman named Mr. Mason, 
Antoinette’s mother, Annette, marries him following a brief 
courtship. During their honeymoon in Trinidad, Antoinette 
and her brother Pierre stay with their Aunt Cora in Spanish 
Town.

Meanwhile, Mr. Mason restores the Coulibri Estate to its 
former glory and hires new servants. However, tensions rise 
among the freed Black population, leading to a protest that 
inadvertently sets the house ablaze, resulting in Pierre’s severe 
injury. Antoinette is injured by a rock thrown by Tia, a former 
friend. Antoinette falls gravely ill for six weeks and wakes 
to find herself under Aunt Cora’s care, but Pierre tragically 
succumbs to his injuries. Annette’s mental instability worsens 
following the traumatic events, leading to her confinement 
in the care of a Black couple, where she violently rejects 
Antoinette’s attempts at reconciliation. After enduring 
abandonment by her family, Antoinette attends a convent 
school, where she receives an education alongside other 
Creole girls under the guidance of nuns. During this time, 
Aunt Cora relocates to England, and Mr. Mason frequently 
travels, leaving Antoinette largely isolated. When Antoinette 
turns seventeen, Mr. Mason announces plans to introduce her 
to English society and arrange her marriage to an Englishman. 
However, Antoinette’s narrative becomes disjointed, blending 
present experiences at the convent with fragmented memories 
of her past. In Part Two, Antoinette’s husband, who remains 
unnamed, takes over the narration. After a hurried wedding 
ceremony in Spanish Town, they honeymoon at one of 
Antoinette’s ancestral estates in the Windward Islands. As 
they journey to the estate, the husband begins to harbour 
doubts about the marriage, especially as they approach a town 
ominously named Massacre. He reflects on his hasty agreement 
to marry Antoinette, motivated by financial desperation, 
when offered a substantial sum by Mr. Mason’s son, Richard 
Mason, in exchange for proposing to Antoinette. She meets 
Mr. Rochester, who becomes enamoured with her beauty 
and exoticism. Their marriage, however, quickly becomes 
fraught with tension and mistrust as Antoinette struggles to 
assert her identity in the face of Mr. Rochester’s Eurocentric 
worldview. One pivotal scene occurs when Antoinette takes 
Mr. Rochester to visit her childhood home, now in ruins, 
where she confronts the painful memories of her past and the 

	f Turn of tragic events
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legacy of colonialism. Upon arriving at Granbois, Antoinette’s 
ancestral estate, Rochester becomes increasingly uneasy in 
the presence of the servants and his enigmatic wife. Tensions 
escalate between him and Christophine, a servant who holds 
significant influence in the household and serves as a maternal 
figure to Antoinette. Matters deteriorate when he receives a 
disturbing letter from Daniel Cosway, alleging Antoinette’s 
familial history of madness and moral decay. This revelation 
fuels the husband’s growing suspicion of Antoinette’s mental 
state. Feeling rejected by her husband, Antoinette seeks help 
from Christophine, requesting a love potion to reignite his 
affection. Despite her reluctance, Christophine agrees. That 
night, as the couple confront each other about their pasts, a 
heated argument ensues. Rochester wakes the next morning 
convinced he has been poisoned, leading him to seek solace 
in the arms of a servant, Amelie. Unbeknownst to him, 
Antoinette overhears their sexual encounter from the adjacent 
room, further deepening her sense of isolation and despair. 

The following morning, Antoinette departs for 
Christophine’s dwelling. Upon her return, she appears to 
have descended into madness, exhibiting erratic behaviour 
and incoherent speech. In a drunken and frenzied state, she 
implores her husband to cease addressing her as “Bertha,” 
a name he has bestowed upon her without clarification. 
Antoinette’s agitation culminates in her biting her husband’s 
arm, causing him injury. Subsequently, she collapses onto the 
bed in exhaustion. Christophine, outraged by the husband’s 
treatment of Antoinette, condemns his cruelty. That evening, 
he resolves to leave Jamaica with Antoinette, recognising the 
severity of her deteriorating mental state. Antoinette recounts 
Part Three of her confinement in England, confined to a garret 
room within her husband’s residence and closely monitored 
by a servant named Grace Poole. Isolated and disoriented, she 
lacks awareness of her surroundings and even doubts being 
in England when informed by Grace. In a state of agitation, 
Antoinette brandishes a knife at her stepbrother, Richard 
Mason, during one of his visits, though she later has no 
recollection of the incident. She experiences recurring dreams 
of seizing Grace’s keys and venturing downstairs, where she 
imagines setting the house ablaze. One night, she awakens 
from this dream with a sense of urgency, feeling compelled 
to carry out her imagined actions. As the novel progresses, 
Antoinette’s mental state deteriorates, culminating in her 
confinement to the attic of Thornfield Hall, Mr. Rochester’s 
English estate. This scene, where Antoinette is renamed 

	f Antoinette’s tragic 
descent
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“Bertha” and effectively erased from society, symbolises the 
loss of agency and identity experienced by colonial subjects. 
The novel concludes with Antoinette holding a candle as she 
descends from her upper-level imprisonment, poised to enact 
her vision. Throughout the book, Rhys intricately weaves 
themes of race, gender, and power, offering a poignant 
critique of colonialism and its lasting effects on individuals 
and communities. Wide Sargasso Sea stands as a powerful 
exploration of identity and belonging in a world shaped by 
the forces of colonisation and exploitation. It paints a vivid 
portrait of a society in flux, where power dynamics and cultural 
tensions collide amidst the lush landscapes of the Caribbean 
and the sombre halls of English estates.

Wide Sargasso Sea is set during the early 19th century, 
primarily in Jamaica, and is deeply influenced by the historical 
context of colonialism, slavery, and social upheaval. The 
island was a British colony from the mid-17th century until 
it gained independence in 1962. During this time, British 
colonialism deeply impacted Jamaican society, economy, and 
culture.  The legacy of slavery looms large in the narrative. 
The Cosway family, including Antoinette’s mother, Annette, 
are descendants of former enslavers who profited from the 
plantation economy. The novel explores the lingering effects 
of slavery on the formerly enslaved people and the enslavers, 
as well as the racial tensions and power dynamics that result 
from this history.

The novel explores the racial tensions between the white Cre-
ole landowners, such as the Cosway family, and the newly 
arrived British colonisers. Antoinette, as a white Creole, ex-
periences prejudice and discrimination from both the British 
colonisers and the black Jamaican population. These tensions 
reflect the broader social and political landscape of colonial 
Jamaica. The story is set against the backdrop of social unrest 
and upheaval in Jamaica following the abolition of slavery 
in 1834. The transition from slavery to emancipation brought 
about significant changes in Jamaican society, including eco-
nomic instability, labour shortages, and increased racial ten-
sions. These historical events shape the characters’ lives and 
interactions in the novel.

The natural landscape of Jamaica, particularly the lush and 
untamed environment of the Sargasso Sea region, serves as 
a metaphor for the wildness and unpredictability of human 
emotions and actions. It also reflects the sense of isolation 
and dislocation experienced by the characters in the novel. 

	f Slavery and planta-
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The setting plays a crucial role in shaping the experiences and 
identities of the characters in Wide Sargasso Sea, providing 
a rich backdrop that reflects the themes of colonialism, 
displacement, and cultural conflict. The decaying landscape 
of Jamaica serves as a metaphor for the decline of the colonial 
order and the crumbling foundations of Antoinette’s world. 
The once-lush plantation estates, such as Coulibri, represent 
the legacy of slavery and exploitation, now overshadowed 
by decay and neglect. This setting evokes a sense of loss 
and disintegration, mirroring Antoinette’s own sense of 
displacement and alienation as a Creole woman caught 
between cultures.  Thornfield Hall, the English estate where 
Antoinette is taken after her marriage to Mr. Rochester, 
embodies the oppressive atmosphere of colonial power and 
control. The imposing mansion, with its dark corridors and 
hidden secrets, symbolises the confinement and repression 
experienced by Antoinette under Mr. Rochester’s patriarchal 
authority. The contrast between the lush landscapes of Jamaica 
and the bleak austerity of Thornfield Hall underscores the 
cultural and geographical divide between the Caribbean and 
England, highlighting the tensions between colonisers and 
colonised. The oppressive atmosphere of Thornfield Hall is 
further emphasised by the character of Mr. Rochester, whose 
presence exerts a domineering influence over Antoinette. His 
attempts to erase her identity and assimilate her into English 
society reflect the broader dynamics of colonialism, where 
the coloniser seeks to assert control over the colonised. The 
setting of Thornfield Hall thus becomes a site of conflict and 
resistance, where Antoinette’s struggle for autonomy and self-
determination unfolds against the backdrop of colonial power 
and oppression. The setting of Wide Sargasso Sea serves as 
more than mere background scenery; it becomes a dynamic 
force that shapes the characters’ experiences and identities, 
illuminating the complexities of colonial relationships and the 
enduring legacies of empire.

Wide Sargasso Sea challenges traditional colonialist 
perspectives by offering a counter-narrative that highlights 
the experiences of marginalised individuals in the Caribbean. 
Through characters like Antoinette, Rhys exposes the violence, 
displacement, and cultural erasure wrought by colonialism, 
inviting readers to reconsider dominant historical narratives. 
Rhys reimagines Charlotte Brontë’s Jane Eyre from a 
postcolonial perspective, providing a voice to the character 
of Bertha Mason, who was previously marginalised as the 
madwoman in the attic. By centring the story on Antoinette 

	f Landscape as a         
metaphor 

	f Reimagining of ca-
nonical texts
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and exploring her backstory, Rhys challenges dominant 
literary representations of Caribbean women and critiques 
colonialist portrayals in canonical literature.  

The novel delves into the power dynamics inherent in 
colonial relationships, particularly between colonisers and the 
colonised. Rhys critiques the exploitation and subjugation of 
Caribbean people by European colonisers, shedding light on 
the inequalities and injustices perpetrated by colonial rule. 
The narrative also explores questions of racial identity and 
hybridity, particularly through the character of Antoinette. 
As a white Creole woman in a society marked by racial 
hierarchies, Antoinette grapples with the complexities of her 
identity and the ways in which race shapes her experiences 
and interactions.

The novel engages with the historical context of colonialism 
in the Caribbean, particularly the legacy of slavery and planta-
tion culture. Rhys depicts the social and economic inequalities 
perpetuated by colonial rule, as well as the resistance and re-
silience of Caribbean communities in the face of oppression.

The novel explores women’s experiences in a patriarchal 
society, shedding light on the ways in which gender shapes 
identity and agency. Through characters like Antoinette and 
Christophine, Rhys examines the constraints imposed on 
women by societal expectations and explores their struggles 
for autonomy and self-determination. The novel critiques 
patriarchal systems of power and control, particularly 
within the context of colonialism. Rhys exposes the ways in 
which women are marginalised and silenced within colonial 
societies, highlighting the intersections of gender, race, and 
class in shaping systems of oppression. 

The novel also features complex and nuanced depictions 
of female relationships, including friendships, alliances, and 
rivalries. Rhys explores the bonds that form between women 
in the face of adversity and the conflicts that arise from 
competing interests and desires. Rhys subverts traditional 
gender stereotypes and expectations, presenting female 
characters who defy conventional norms and expectations. 
Characters like Antoinette and Christophine challenge societal 
expectations of femininity and passivity, asserting their own 
agency and challenging the status quo. 

Motherhood and maternity are also central themes in Wide 
Sargasso Sea. Rhys examines the complexities of maternal 
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relationships and the ways in which motherhood intersects with 
issues of power and control. Antoinette’s troubled relationship 
with her own mother, Annette, reflects the complexities of 
maternal love and the legacies of intergenerational trauma.

Throughout the novel, Rhys employs various literary 
devices, such as shifting perspectives, fragmented narratives, 
and stream-of-consciousness techniques, to convey the 
characters’ inner thoughts and emotions. She utilises 
foreshadowing to hint at future events and create suspense. 
For example, early references to fire and madness foreshadow 
the tragic fate of the characters and the destruction that will 
occur. Symbolism is prevalent throughout the novel, with 
objects, settings, and characters representing abstract ideas. 
The house, the forest, and the garden, for instance, symbolise 
themes of confinement, freedom, and the subconscious mind, 
respectively. The novel also features parallel narratives that 
mirror each other, such as Antoinette’s descent into madness 
and the deterioration of her marriage to Mr. Rochester. This 
structural device highlights the interconnectedness of the 
characters’ experiences and emphasises recurring themes. 
Certain phrases, such as “My mother is dead,” and motifs, 
such as the fire imagery, are repeated throughout the novel, 
emphasising key themes and reinforcing the psychological 
states of the characters. Repetition underscores the cyclical 
nature of history and the characters’ entrapment in their 
circumstances. The novel employs multiple perspectives and 
unreliable narrators, blurring the lines between truth and fiction. 
Antoinette’s fragmented narrative and conflicting accounts 
challenge the reader’s perceptions and invite interpretations 
from different viewpoints. Irony is employed to emphasise 
the disparity between appearance and reality, particularly in 
the portrayal of colonial power dynamics and racial tensions. 
The juxtaposition of Antoinette’s privileged upbringing with 
her social and psychological isolation highlights the irony of 
her situation. Rhys utilises flashbacks to provide backstory 
and context for the characters’ motivations and actions. These 
shifts in time enhance the complexity of the narrative and 
deepen the reader’s understanding of the characters’ inner 
lives.

The novel follows a non-linear narrative structure with 
three distinct parts. It opens with Antoinette Cosway, the 
protagonist, as a young girl growing up in Jamaica. Born into 
a family of former enslavers, Antoinette grows up in isolation 
and poverty at Coulibri Estate. Her father, Mr. Cosway, is 
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deceased, and her mother, Annette, struggles with mental 
instability. Antoinette faces discrimination from both the 
black Jamaican community and the newly arrived British 
colonisers. After a traumatic incident at Coulibri, the estate is 
burned down, and Antoinette’s brother, Pierre, dies in the fire. 
Part One explores her childhood experiences, including her 
relationship with her family, her isolation from society, and her 
encounters with racial prejudice. Part Two shifts perspective 
to Mr. Rochester, Antoinette’s husband, as he narrates his 
side of the story. Mr. Rochester arrives in Jamaica to marry 
Antoinette, enticed by the promise of her dowry. However, 
he quickly becomes disillusioned with his new surroundings 
and suspicious of Antoinette’s family history. He begins to 
distance himself from Antoinette and forms a relationship 
with Amélie, a servant at Granbois, the neighbouring estate. 
Part Two provides insight into his thoughts, feelings, and 
motivations, as well as his growing disillusionment with 
his marriage and his suspicions about Antoinette’s past. The 
final part of the novel returns to Antoinette’s perspective as 
it reaches its climax. After Mr. Rochester brings her back 
to England, Antoinette struggles to adjust to her new life at 
Thornfield Hall. It follows her descent into madness and her 
eventual confinement in the attic of Thornfield Hall, mirroring 
the events of Charlotte Brontë’s Jane Eyre. The structure of 
the novel reflects the fragmented and disjointed nature of 
Antoinette’s identity and the complexities of her relationship 
with Mr. Rochester. Overall, the novel’s structure serves to 
highlight themes of dislocation, alienation, and the search for 
identity in a world marked by colonialism and oppression.

The characterisation in the novel is rich and complex, 
offering nuanced portrayals of the novel’s central figures. 

Antoinette Cosway, the protagonist of the novel, is a 
young Creole woman of mixed racial heritage who grows 
up in Jamaica. She later becomes the madwoman in the attic 
in Charlotte Brontë’s Jane Eyre. Antoinette is portrayed as a 
deeply reflective and emotionally complex character. Rhys 
explores her psyche, exploring her sense of displacement, 
isolation, and longing for belonging. Antoinette’s identity is 
shaped by her mixed racial heritage, her traumatic childhood 
experiences, and her struggle to assert agency and autonomy 
within the oppressive colonial society.

Mr. Rochester, a wealthy Englishman, marries Antoinette 
and takes her to England. He is known as Edward Rochester 
in Jane Eyre. Mr. Rochester is depicted as a brooding and 
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enigmatic figure whose motives and intentions remain 
ambiguous throughout much of the novel. Rhys explores his 
conflicted feelings towards Antoinette, oscillating between 
desire, mistrust, and resentment. Mr. Rochester’s interactions 
with Antoinette reflect the power dynamics of colonialism 
and the complexities of interracial relationships in the 
Caribbean. 	

Annette Cosway is Antoinette’s mother, who struggles with 
mental illness and eventually dies in a fire at Coulibri Estate. 
Throughout the novel, Annette’s character transforms from a 
proud and spirited young woman to a broken and vulnerable 
figure consumed by despair. Her descent into madness reflects 
the psychological toll of colonial oppression and the erosion 
of personal agency in the face of societal pressures. She is 
a complex and multifaceted character who embodies the 
struggles of marginalised women in a colonial society. Rhys 
explores Annette’s descent into madness, tracing its origins 
to her traumatic experiences as a white Creole woman in a 
society marked by racial prejudice and patriarchal oppression. 

Christophine Dubois is a servant and confidante of 
Antoinette. She is a powerful and enigmatic figure who 
provides support and guidance throughout the novel. She 
is characterised as a strong-willed and fiercely independent 
woman who serves as Antoinette’s source of strength and 
wisdom. Rhys depicts Christophine’s defiance of colonial 
authority and her unwavering loyalty to Antoinette, 
highlighting her resilience in the face of adversity and her 
refusal to be silenced or marginalised.

Richard Mason is Antoinette’s stepbrother, and he 
plays a significant role in arranging her marriage to Mr. 
Rochester. He is portrayed as a wealthy Englishman who 
arrives in Jamaica to oversee his family’s affairs, including 
the management of the Coulibri Estate. He appears in the 
novel as a cold and calculating antagonist who manipulates 
Antoinette for his own gain. Rhys explores Richard’s role 
in orchestrating Antoinette’s marriage to Mr. Rochester and 
his attempts to exploit her vulnerability and dependence. 
His character embodies the colonialist attitudes and power 
dynamics that pervade the novel, highlighting the ways in 
which individuals are exploited and marginalised within the 
context of empire. His actions contribute to the oppression 
and disenfranchisement of Antoinette and catalyse the tragic 
events that unfold throughout the narrative.
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Aunt Cora is Antoinette’s aunt, who becomes her guardian 
after her mother’s death and facilitates her marriage to Mr. 
Rochester. She is characterised by her sense of duty and 
responsibility towards her niece, taking on the roles of 
guardian and protector. Aunt Cora is depicted as a stabilising 
presence in Antoinette’s life, providing emotional support 
and guidance during times of hardship and upheaval. Her 
characterisation serves to highlight the complexities of family 
dynamics and the ways in which individuals navigate their 
roles and responsibilities within the constraints of colonial 
society. She represents a source of stability and support for 
Antoinette, embodying the values of compassion, empathy, 
and resilience in the face of adversity.

Daniel Cosway is Antoinette’s distant relative, who 
claims to possess knowledge about her family’s past and 
attempts to manipulate her for his own gain. He is depicted 
as a manipulative and deceitful character who seeks to exploit 
Antoinette’s vulnerability for his own gain. Rhys explores 
Daniel’s role in perpetuating racial stereotypes and his efforts 
to undermine Antoinette’s identity and agency.

Sandi Cosway is Antoinette’s younger brother, who dies 
tragically in the fire at Coulibri Estate. Though Sandi’s 
character does not directly interact with the other characters 
in the novel, his absence looms large throughout the narrative, 
serving as a symbol of the family’s disintegration and the 
destructive forces of colonialism. His death in the fire is a 
pivotal event in Antoinette’s life, shaping her identity and 
psychological state in profound ways. His characterisation is 
primarily conveyed through the memories and reflections of 
other characters, particularly Antoinette, who mourns his loss 
and grapples with feelings of guilt and responsibility for his 
death. Through Sandi’s character, Jean Rhys explores themes 
of family, loss, and the legacy of trauma, highlighting the 
profound impact that past events can have on individual lives 
and relationships.

Pierre Cosway is  Antoinette’s brother, who is sent away to 
live with relatives after the death of their mother. Pierre, like 
his sister, is deeply affected by the family’s troubled history and 
the racial tensions that permeate colonial society in Jamaica. 
While his character does not have a significant presence in 
the narrative, he serves as a reminder of the family’s past 
and the legacy of trauma that shapes their lives. His absence 
from the main events of the novel underscores the sense of 
disconnection and isolation experienced by Antoinette as she 
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navigates her tumultuous relationships and struggles to find her 
place in the world. Through his character, Jean Rhys explores 
themes of family, identity, and belonging, highlighting the 
ways in which individuals are shaped by their familial ties and 
the broader social and historical contexts in which they exist. 
Despite his limited role in the narrative, Pierre’s presence 
serves as a poignant reminder of the interconnectedness of the 
past and present and the enduring impact of colonialism on 
generations of Caribbean people.

Grace Poole is a caretaker hired by Mr. Rochester to look 
after Antoinette during her confinement at Thornfield Hall. Her 
character serves as a symbol of the oppressive and isolating 
atmosphere of Thornfield Hall, where Antoinette’s freedom 
and autonomy are restricted. Throughout the novel, Grace 
Poole is depicted as a mysterious and enigmatic figure whose 
presence adds to the atmosphere of suspense and unease. She 
is responsible for maintaining Antoinette’s confinement and 
ensuring that she does not escape, embodying the role of a jailer 
or guardian. Her presence underscores the themes of captivity 
and imprisonment that permeate the novel, highlighting the 
ways in which societal norms and power dynamics constrain 
individuals.

	 Tia is a young Jamaican girl who befriends Antoinette 
but later betrays her, reflecting the racial tensions and 
divisions in colonial society. Rhys explores Tia’s conflicted 
feelings towards Antoinette, highlighting the complexities of 
interracial relationships and colonialism’s legacy in shaping 
social dynamics.

Amélie is a servant at Coulibri Estate who witnesses the 
tragic events leading up to the fire. Amélie’s interactions with 
Antoinette and other members of the Cosway family offer 
glimpses into the social hierarchy of the estate and the ways 
in which race and class intersect in colonial society. While 
Amélie occupies a subordinate position within the household, 
her presence highlights the complexities of interpersonal 
relationships in the context of slavery and colonialism. 
During Antoinette and Rochester’s honeymoon, she subtly 
disrupts their marital bliss with her knowing expressions 
and mischievous laughter. Rochester becomes increasingly 
unsettled, fearing that Amélie is aware of his perceived 
deception in the marriage. When Amélie implies Rochester’s 
boredom with the honeymoon, Antoinette reacts impulsively 
by slapping her, leading to a confrontation where Amélie insults 
Antoinette and later sleeps with Rochester in retaliation. The 
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morning after, Rochester attempts to appease her with money, 
but Amélie declares her intention to start anew in Rio.

Jean Rhys’ Wide Sargasso Sea serves as a testament to 
postcolonialism, showcasing her exceptional linguistic skill 
in challenging Western ideologies. Drawing from Ashcroft 
and Tiffin’s distinction in The Empire Writes Back between 
Standard British English inherited from the Empire and the 
evolving English in postcolonial settings, Rhys adeptly utilises 
both forms alongside Jamaican varieties like Creole and the 
English spoken by the black community, portraying them as 
languages of the marginalised. Through her language choices, 
Rhys vividly constructs the novel’s setting and explores the 
complexities of Creole, Black, and European identities, as well 
as the nuances of race relations. Rochester, representative of 
European power, dismisses these linguistic varieties, further 
highlighting their marginalisation. Throughout the narrative, 
Creole expressions abound, adding depth to the cultural 
tapestry of the novel. Rhys engages in the postcolonial practice 
of “writing back” to oppressive imperialist narratives, offering 
alternative perspectives and enriching our understanding of 
canonical texts like Charlotte Bronte’s Jane Eyre. By giving 
voice to Edward Rochester’s marginalised wife, Bertha, Rhys 
presents a creative response to Bronte’s narrative, ultimately 
challenging and expanding our interpretation of both texts.

4.1.2 Midnight’s Children - Salman Rushdie 
Salman Rushdie is a renowned British-Indian author known 

for his inventive storytelling, blending elements of magical 
realism with historical and political commentary. Born in 1947 
in Bombay (now Mumbai), India, Rushdie gained international 
acclaim with his novel Midnight’s Children (1981), which won 
the Booker Prize and the Booker of Bookers, among other 
awards. He is also notable for his controversial novel The 
Satanic Verses (1988), which led to widespread protests and 
a fatwa calling for his assassination by Ayatollah Khomeini 
of Iran. Despite facing threats and persecution, Rushdie 
continues to be a prominent figure in contemporary literature, 
producing a diverse body of work that challenges conventions 
and expands the boundaries of storytelling. His notable works 
include The Moor’s Last Sigh (1995), The Ground Beneath Her 
Feet (1999), Shalimar the Clown (2005), and Joseph Anton: 
A Memoir (2012). Apart from novels, he also writes essays, 
short stories, memoirs, screenplays, and children’s literature. 
Rushdie’s writing often reflects themes of identity, migration, 
religion, and the clash between Eastern and Western cultures. 
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It is characterised by its rich and vivid imagery, intricate 
narratives, and blending of fantastical elements with real-
world themes. He often employs magical realism to blur the 
boundaries between reality and fantasy, creating worlds that 
are both enchanting and thought-provoking. Rushdie’s prose 
is lyrical and evocative, filled with elaborate descriptions and 
vivid metaphors that bring his characters and settings to life. 
He is known for his keen observations of human nature and 
society, as well as his exploration of complex themes such as 
identity, cultural hybridity, and the clash of civilisations. His 
writing is also marked by its political and social commentary, 
addressing issues of colonialism, migration, and religious 
fundamentalism with wit, intelligence, and sensitivity. 

	 Midnight’s Children is set primarily in India, spanning 
several decades of the country’s tumultuous history from the 
late 19th century to the late 20th century. It is a substantial 
novel, both in terms of its length and its thematic depth. It 
spans over 600 pages in most editions and covers a wide 
range of historical, cultural, and political themes, making it 
a significant work of literature. The novel unfolds against 
the backdrop of major historical events, including India’s 
struggle for independence from British colonial rule, the 
partition of India and Pakistan in 1947, and the subsequent 
political upheavals and social changes that shape the nation’s 
identity. The novel spans three generations of the Sinai family 
across sixty-three years, from 1915 to 1978, set against the 
socio-historical backdrop of India, Pakistan, and Bangladesh. 
From the bustling streets of Bombay to the remote villages 
of Kashmir, the novel vividly captures the diverse landscapes 
and cultures of India, providing a rich and immersive setting 
for its sprawling narrative. The title refers to the generation of 
children born in India at the stroke of midnight on August 15, 
1947, the moment of India’s independence from British rule. 
It evokes the momentous occasion of India’s independence, 
symbolising the birth of a new nation and the hopes and dreams 
of its people. Against the backdrop of India’s tumultuous 
history, the novel explores themes of identity, memory, 
and the legacy of colonialism, offering a rich and intricate 
narrative that intertwines the personal with the political. The 
title encapsulates the novel’s central premise of being born at 
a significant historical moment and the profound impact it has 
on the lives of the characters and the nation as a whole. Saleem 
Sinai, the protagonist and narrator, declares from the outset, 
“I had been mysteriously handcuffed to history, my destinies 
indissolubly chained to those of my country.” He supports this 
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claim by recounting the auspicious circumstances surrounding 
his birth, coinciding with India’s independence. Predicted 
by a fortune-teller and a Sadhu, celebrated by the press, and 
endorsed by Prime Minister Nehru, who prophesies Saleem 
to be a reflection of the nation, Saleem’s birth symbolises the 
intertwined destinies of himself and his country. Midnight’s 
Children, winner of the Booker Prize in 1981, achieved 
further acclaim by being crowned the best Booker-winning 
novel in the competition’s first twenty-five years, earning the 
prestigious title “Booker of Bookers.” This literary masterpiece 
catapulted Rushdie into the echelons of the world’s most 
esteemed contemporary writers, garnering praise from critics 
for its monumental scholarly achievement.		

4.1.2.1 Summary
Midnight’s Children is a sprawling novel that follows the 

life of Saleem Sinai, who was born at the stroke of midnight on 
August 15, 1947, the exact moment of India’s independence 
from British rule. Saleem discovers that he is one of the 
“Midnight’s Children,” a generation of children born with 
special powers and abilities. The novel traces Saleem’s life 
and the lives of other Midnight’s Children, weaving together 
their personal stories with the broader historical events that 
shape India’s destiny. Saleem’s family saga begins in Kashmir 
in 1915, when his grandfather, Aadam Aziz, a doctor, starts 
treating Naseem, who later becomes Saleem’s grandmother. 
For three years, Naseem remains veiled during her treatments, 
but Aadam finally sees her face on the day World War I ended 
in 1918. The duo marries and moves to Agra, where Aadam 
witnesses the violent suppression of independence protests. 
They have five children: three daughters, Alia, Mumtaz, and 
Emerald, and two sons, Mustapha and Hanif. Aadam becomes 
involved with Mian Abdullah, an activist whose assassination 
prompts Aadam to hide Abdullah’s assistant, Nadir Khan, 
in their basement. Nadir falls in love with Mumtaz, and 
they marry in secret. However, their marriage remains 
unconsummated, leading to Nadir’s exposure and escape 
when Emerald informs Major Zulfikar, her future husband, 
about his presence. Mumtaz then agrees to marry Ahmed 
Sinai, who had previously courted her sister, Alia. 

After changing her name to Amina, Mumtaz moves to 
Delhi with her new husband, Ahmed Sinai. While pregnant, 
she visits a fortune-teller who prophesies cryptically about 
her unborn son, suggesting that he will be inseparable from 
his country and mentioning two heads, knees, and a nose. 

	f Pioneering narrative 
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Following an attack by a terrorist group on Ahmed’s factory, 
they relocate to Bombay, purchasing a house from William 
Methwold, an Englishman who owns an estate. Wee Willie 
Winky, an entertainer at Methwold’s Estate, reveals that his 
wife, Vanita, is also pregnant. However, unknown to him, 
Vanita had an affair with Methwold, making him the biological 
father of her child. Both Amina and Vanita give birth at the 
same time, with each delivering a son exactly at midnight.

Meanwhile, a midwife named Mary Pereira, consumed by 
thoughts of her socialist lover, Joseph D’Costa, switches the 
nametags of the newborns, inadvertently giving the poor baby 
a life of privilege and the wealthy baby a life of poverty. This 
significant plot twist with the baby switch sets up a central 
theme of identity and belonging. Consumed by guilt, she later 
becomes an ayah, or nanny, to Saleem. These series of events 
set the stage for the intricate web of interconnected events and 
characters that characterise the narrative. However, the dense 
prose and multiple narrative threads may be overwhelming 
for some readers, potentially detracting from the overall 
readability of the novel.

As Saleem grows up, he navigates the complexities of his 
identity and the challenges of living in a newly independent 
nation grappling with its colonial past. Along the way, he 
encounters a colourful cast of characters, including his eccentric 
family members, political leaders, and ordinary citizens caught 
up in the sweep of history. Saleem’s birth coincides precisely 
with India’s independence, leading the press to hail it as highly 
significant. He was born with a remarkably large, cucumber-
like nose and blue eyes reminiscent of his grandfather, Aadam 
Aziz. His mischievous sister, known as the Brass Monkey, 
arrives a few years later. Struggling with the weight of the 
prophecy and facing ridicule from other children due to his 
prominent nose, Saleem often seeks refuge in a washing chest. 
During one such hiding episode, he witnesses his mother on 
the toilet, and when discovered, Amina punishes him with 
a day of silence. This silence unlocks Saleem’s telepathic 
abilities, allowing him to hear the thoughts of others for the 
first time. He realises that he shares this power with 1,001 
other children born during the first hour of independence, 
although their numbers dwindle to 581 by their tenth birthday. 
Each child possesses unique magical abilities, determined by 
their proximity to the midnight hour of independence. Saleem 
learns that Shiva, the child he was switched with at birth, 
possesses enormous, powerful knees and a talent for combat. 
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Saleem realises the truth about his identity and the baby 
switching when he is a young adult, around the age of twenty-
five. The revelation comes to him gradually as he begins to 
piece together clues from his past and unravel the mysteries 
surrounding his birth and upbringing. The pivotal moment 
of realisation occurs when Saleem visits Mary Pereira, the 
midwife who attended his birth, in an attempt to uncover the 
truth about his origins. Saleem’s journey of self-discovery is 
intricately woven with themes of identity, magical realism, 
and the historical backdrop of postcolonial India. Through his 
unique circumstances of being born at the stroke of midnight 
on the day of India’s independence, Rushdie explores the 
complexities of individual and collective identity in a nation 
grappling with its colonial past. His physical characteristics, 
such as his large nose and blue eyes, serve as symbolic markers 
of his heritage and connection to his ancestors.

Additionally, his telepathic abilities, shared with other 
children born at the same moment, add an element of magical 
realism that blurs the boundaries between reality and myth. As 
he unravels the truth about his birth and identity, he embarks 
on a quest for self-understanding that mirrors India’s own 
journey towards independence and self-definition. Through 
his experiences, Rushdie offers a profound meditation on the 
interplay between personal identity, historical legacy, and the 
forces of destiny.

One day, Saleem experiences an accident resulting in 
the loss of a portion of his finger, leading to a hospital visit 
where it’s discovered that his blood type doesn’t match his 
parents’, casting doubt on his biological lineage. Following 
this revelation, Saleem stays with his Uncle Hanif and Aunt 
Pia for a period before returning home, only to face further 
tragedy when Hanif commits suicide. Amidst the family’s 
grief, Mary admits to the switch between Saleem and Shiva at 
birth. Ahmed’s descent into alcoholism fuels violence towards 
Amina, prompting her to flee to Pakistan with Saleem and the 
Brass Monkey, seeking refuge with Emerald. In Pakistan, 
Saleem witnesses General Zulfikar, Emerald’s husband, 
orchestrate a coup against the Pakistani government, leading 
to the imposition of martial law. Four years later, Amina and 
her children return to Bombay after Ahmed’s heart failure.

Meanwhile, India engages in conflict with China, coinciding 
with Saleem undergoing a medical procedure to alleviate 
his perpetually congested nose, resulting in the loss of his 
telepathic abilities but gaining an exceptional sense of smell, 
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enabling him to discern emotions. Following India’s military 
setback against China, his family relocated to Pakistan. His 
sister, now known as Jamila Singer, rose to fame as Pakistan’s 
most celebrated vocalist. Tragically, during the war between 
India and Pakistan, he loses his entire family, except for 
himself and Jamila, in a single day. During the chaos of air 
raids, he sustains a head injury from his grandfather’s silver 
spittoon, erasing his memory. As he navigates the shifting 
tides of political unrest and personal tragedy, he undergoes 
a profound transformation, shedding his telepathic abilities 
but gaining a heightened sense of perception that allows him 
to navigate the complexities of his surroundings. Ultimately, 
the loss of his family in the midst of conflict underscores 
the fragile nature of human connections in the face of larger 
geopolitical forces, leaving him grappling with the shattered 
fragments of his identity and memory.

In his amnesiac state, Saleem is thrust into military service, 
his acute sense of smell proving invaluable for tracking. 
Although the circumstances of his enlistment remain unclear 
to him, he suspects Jamila’s involvement, viewing it as 
retribution for his affection for her. While serving, Saleem aids 
in suppressing the independence movement in Bangladesh 
but becomes disillusioned after witnessing numerous 
atrocities. Fleeing with fellow soldiers into the Sundarbans 
jungle, he gradually recovers his memory, except for his 
name. Encountering Parvati-the-witch, another of midnight’s 
children, Saleem regains his identity. He escapes with her 
back to India, where they reside in the magician’s enclave 
alongside Picture Singh, a snake charmer. Disappointed by 
Saleem’s refusal to marry her, Parvati-the-witch enters into 
a tumultuous affair with Shiva, who has gained fame as a 
war hero. However, their relationship deteriorates quickly, 
leading Parvati to return to the magicians’ enclave pregnant 
and unwed. Initially ostracised by the community, Parvati is 
eventually accepted after Saleem agrees to marry her.

Meanwhile, Prime Minister Indira Gandhi initiates a 
sterilisation campaign, coinciding with the birth of Parvati’s 
son. Subsequently, the government razes the magicians’ 
enclave, resulting in Parvati’s death and Saleem’s capture 
by Shiva, who takes him to a forced sterilisation camp. In a 
moment of vulnerability, Saleem betrays the identities of his 
fellow midnight’s children, leading to their systematic capture 
and sterilisation. This ruthless act is orchestrated to neutralise 
their perceived threat to the prime minister’s authority, 
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effectively eradicating their unique abilities and rendering 
them powerless against the government’s oppression. Despite 
this, Indira Gandhi lost the subsequent election. Saleem 
navigates a complex web of personal and political challenges, 
grappling with memory loss, amnesia, and the consequences 
of his actions amidst the tumultuous events unfolding around 
him. Rushdie masterfully weaves together the personal 
struggles of Saleem with the larger socio-political landscape, 
offering a poignant commentary on the impact of historical 
forces on individual lives. However, Saleem’s betrayal of his 
fellow midnight’s children highlights the moral ambiguity and 
ethical dilemmas faced by characters caught in the throes of 
power struggles and societal change. Through this critique, 
Rushdie invites readers to reflect on the complexities of 
identity formation, the fragility of memory, and the enduring 
legacy of colonialism in shaping the postcolonial Indian 
experience.

Following their release, Saleem embarks on a quest to 
find Parvati’s son, Aadam, who has been under the care of 
Picture Singh. Their journey takes them to Bombay, where 
they encounter a man claiming to be the world’s greatest 
snake charmer. In a poignant moment, Saleem tastes chutney 
reminiscent of his childhood, leading him to Mary’s chutney 
factory, now owned by his former ayah. Guarding the gate is 
Padma, symbolising the completion of Saleem’s journey as their 
paths intersect. With this reunion, Saleem’s narrative reaches 
its culmination. On his thirty-first birthday, coinciding with 
the thirty-first anniversary of India’s independence, Saleem 
prophesies his own death, envisioning himself disintegrating 
into countless specks of dust. Finally, he decides to marry 
Padma, cementing their enduring bond and also bringing his 
story full circle and offering a sense of closure and resolution. 
Through Saleem’s eyes, the reader experiences key moments 
in India’s history, from Partition to the Emergency, as well 
as the social and cultural transformations that accompany 
them. As Saleem’s own powers begin to manifest, he 
becomes increasingly entwined with the fate of his country 
and his fellow Midnight’s Children. The novel explores 
themes of identity, memory, and the search for meaning in 
a rapidly changing world. Through its inventive storytelling 
and intricate narrative structure, Midnight’s Children offers a 
sweeping portrait of India and its people, capturing the spirit 
of a nation in flux and the enduring legacy of its colonial past. 
Through Saleem’s journey, the reader is immersed in pivotal 
moments of India’s history, from Partition to the Emergency, 
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witnessing the country’s social and cultural transformations 
alongside the protagonist. However, Rushdie also offers a 
critique of power and authority, particularly through Saleem’s 
betrayal of his fellow Midnight’s Children, highlighting the 
corrupting influence of political oppression.

4.1.2.2 Analysis
Saleem’s identity crisis in Salman Rushdie’s Midnight’s 

Children serves as an example of broader themes surrounding 
cultural and national identity in postcolonial India. Born at the 
stroke of midnight on the day of India’s independence, Saleem 
grapples with the weight of history and the complexities 
of belonging in a newly formed nation. His struggle to 
reconcile his identity with the diverse cultural and political 
landscape mirrors India’s own journey of self-discovery and 
nation-building. As he navigates his dual heritage—born to a 
wealthy Muslim family but raised in a predominantly Hindu 
environment—he embodies the tensions between tradition 
and modernity, religious plurality, and linguistic diversity that 
define India’s identity. Additionally, his genetic connection 
to other midnight’s children, each endowed with unique and 
extraordinary powers, symbolises the collective diversity and 
potential of the Indian people. Through Saleem’s journey 
towards self-realisation and inclusion, Rushdie reveals the 
intricacies of identity construction within a postcolonial 
setting, elucidating the nuanced interaction between personal 
narratives and the overarching historical and cultural 
influences moulding the nation’s ethos.

Saleem acknowledges his own role as a storyteller and 
admits to embellishing certain details or events to make 
them more engaging for his audience. This self-awareness 
underscores the idea that history, as presented in the novel, 
is not an objective truth but rather a subjective interpretation 
shaped by personal biases, memories, and perspectives. The 
narrative is a commentary on the process of preserving and 
presenting history, suggesting that the stories we tell about the 
past are inherently subjective and shaped by the perspectives 
of those who tell them.  This narrative continually captivates 
audiences due to its universal exploration of plurality and 
diversity. Readers resonate with the characters, either 
recognising aspects of their own personalities or identifying 
with their country’s historical struggles depicted in conflicts 
and wars.
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Additionally, many connect the personal stories of 
individuals enduring these tragedies with the headlines they 
read in newspapers. While Saleem Sinai acknowledges that 
his story may not suit everyone’s taste, he maintains that he 
presents the most truthful version he knows, driven by his love 
for his country. He expresses this sentiment, stating, “One 
day, perhaps, the world may taste the pickles of history... that 
they possess the authentic taste of truth... that they are, despite 
everything, acts of love.” Through the concept of “pickled 
history,” Rushdie invites readers to question the reliability of 
historical narratives and consider the ways in which history is 
shaped, preserved, and interpreted.

	f 	 The concept of 
“pickled history”	

Salman Rushdie explores the idea of “pickled history” through the protagonist Saleem 
Sinai’s narrative. Saleem’s recounting of his life story and the events of Indian history is 
characterised by a subjective and often embellished perspective, reflecting the inherent 
subjectivity of historical interpretation.

Saleem’s fantastic narration is rife with factual errors and 
dubious claims, as he openly admits to misplacing pivotal 
moments in India’s history, such as Gandhi’s death, and 
misremembering dates of significant events. Despite his 
concerns over accuracy, Saleem ultimately chooses to maintain 
his version of events, acknowledging that there’s no turning 
back once they’ve taken shape in his mind. He elevates his 
story to a level of importance akin to the world’s most revered 
religious texts, emphasising that it’s not just his story but also 
India’s. While these errors may cast doubt on some of his 
claims, they underscore a fundamental assertion of the novel: 
truth transcends mere verifiable facts. He argues that genuine 
historical truth is subjective, shaped by perspective and a 
willingness to believe. Memory and narratives, according 
to him, create their own truths, similar to religious texts and 
history books, which are accepted not only because of factual 
support but also due to their codification and acceptance over 
time. His version of history is filtered through his perspective, 
just as every other version is through an alternate lens. He 
contends that his version is as valid as any other, not solely 
because of how he presents it but because it aligns with his 
beliefs.

Rushdie subtly hints at future events throughout the 
novel, building suspense and anticipation for the reader. 
These hints often take the form of cryptic references or 
recurring themes that gain significance as the story unfolds. 

	f The inconsistency of 
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The narrative also incorporates flashback techniques as part 
of its narrative structure. The protagonist, Saleem Sinai, 
recounts his life story from his present perspective, but he 
frequently delves into memories of his past, shifting back and 
forth in time to explore key moments and events that have 
shaped him. These flashbacks provide important context for 
understanding Saleem’s character and the broader historical 
and social context of the novel. Additionally, the use of 
flashbacks allows Salman Rushdie to layer the narrative with 
depth and complexity, revealing connections between the past 
and present and enriching the storytelling experience for the 
reader.

Human relationships play a pivotal role in shaping the 
characters’ identities and destinies against the backdrop of 
India’s historical and cultural landscape. Familial bonds, such 
as those between Saleem Sinai and his parents, underscore the 
intergenerational transmission of memory and the struggle to 
reconcile personal narratives with national history. Through 
intricate interpersonal connections, Rushdie illustrates the 
complexities of Indian society, from the dynamics within the 
Sinai household to broader social structures. For instance, 
Saleem’s relationships with characters like Shiva and Padma 
not only reflect individual desires and conflicts but also 
mirror broader tensions within postcolonial India, such as the 
divide between the privileged and the marginalised. These 
relationships serve as microcosms of larger societal forces, 
highlighting the intertwining of personal and political spheres 
in shaping characters’ fates. Ultimately, Rushdie’s portrayal 
of human relationships highlights the intricate interplay 
between individual agency and historical forces, illuminating 
the complexities of identity formation within the tumultuous 
landscape of postcolonial India.

After enduring numerous changes and exiles, Saleem 
ultimately finds himself back where he started: in a house 
on Methwold’s Estate, with his son under the care of Mary 
Pereira, just as he once was. Through the telling of his story, 
Saleem achieves his goal of preserving it for his son, likening 
the preservation to fruit being preserved for chutney. Yet, 
the initial optimism is overshadowed by his final prophecy, 
expressed in a stream of consciousness. Envisioning his 
future, Saleem foresees himself disintegrating into dust on his 
birthday, mirroring his grandfather’s fate. Notably, Saleem’s 
birthday coincides with the anniversary of his nation’s 
independence, rendering his crumbling into dust a symbolic 

	f Foreshadowing and 
flashbacks

	f Interwoven identities

	f Preservation, proph-
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act symbolising both exhaustion and unity. Having expended 
all he has, both in living his life and recounting his story, 
Saleem can surrender himself, symbolically representing his 
nation as he disintegrates into as many specks of dust as there 
are people in India.

  In the final chapters of the novel, Saleem reflects on 
his life and the tumultuous events that have led him to this 
point. He revisits key moments from his past, grappling 
with questions of identity, fate, and the nature of reality. A 
sense of ambiguity and uncertainty marks the ending of the 
novel as Saleem contemplates the future and what lies ahead. 
Throughout the book, Saleem grapples with questions of 
memory and legacy, wondering what will remain of him once 
he is gone. As he approaches the end of his life, he reflects on 
the importance of storytelling and the power of memory to 
shape our understanding of the past. He acknowledges that his 
story is just one of many, a small part of the larger tapestry of 
Indian history and culture. The ending of the novel suggests 
that history is cyclical, repeating itself in unpredictable ways. 
Saleem’s story is intertwined with the broader history of India, 
and his fate is ultimately tied to the fate of his country.

 Midnight’s Children serves as a political allegory for the 
tumultuous history of post-independence India, addressing 
themes such as partition, democracy, and nation-building. 
Through allegorical elements and historical parallels, Rushdie 
critiques the failures and contradictions of postcolonial 
governance while also celebrating the resilience and diversity 
of Indian society. The novel blurs the lines between history and 
memory, foregrounding the subjective and fragmented nature 
of historical narratives. Through the protagonist Saleem’s 
unreliable narration and magical realist elements, Rushdie 
highlights the diversity of truths and the fluidity of memory 
in postcolonial contexts. This reflects the broader postcolonial 
concern with decolonising history and reclaiming alternative 
narratives. He explores the concept of cultural hybridity and 
syncretism in postcolonial societies, emphasising the diverse 
and interconnected nature of Indian identity. Characters in 
the novel navigate between multiple cultural, linguistic, 
and religious identities, reflecting the complex reality 
of postcolonial subjectivity. This emphasis on hybridity 
challenges essentialist notions of identity and celebrates the 
richness of multiculturalism. Through characters like Saleem 
Sinai and his family, Rushdie portrays the intergenerational 
trauma and cultural dislocation caused by colonial rule. The 
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novel highlights how colonialism reshaped Indian identity 
and social structures, leaving behind a legacy of inequality 
and cultural hybridity. He challenges colonial narratives and 
stereotypes by offering a counter-narrative that centres on 
the experiences and perspectives of marginalised voices. The 
novel critiques the Eurocentric view of history and reclaims 
agency for colonised peoples, asserting their right to self-
representation and cultural autonomy.

Throughout the novel, Rushdie incorporates elements 
of magical realism, blurring the boundaries between reality 
and fantasy. Dreams, visions, and supernatural occurrences 
are woven seamlessly into the narrative, adding depth and 
complexity to the storytelling. The novel is filled with allusions 
to historical events, literary works, and cultural symbols, 
enriching the text with layers of meaning and complexity. 
For example, Saleem’s narrative is often compared to The 
Arabian Nights, emphasising the storytelling aspect of the 
novel.  The novel is rich in symbolism, with recurring motifs 
and images that carry deeper meaning. For example, the nose 
becomes a symbol of identity and heritage, while the midnight 
hour symbolises the moment of India’s independence and the 
birth of a new nation. The novel also incorporates elements 
of stream of consciousness, allowing the reader to delve into 
Saleem’s inner thoughts and emotions as he narrates his life 
story. In addition to its intricate narrative structure, the novel 
also features metafictional elements, with Saleem frequently 
addressing the reader directly and commenting on the process 
of writing his memoir. This self-reflexive aspect of the novel 
invites readers to consider the role of storytelling in shaping 
personal and collective identity. Rushdie references a wide 
range of texts, both literary and historical, within the novel, 
creating a dialogue between different narratives and traditions. 
This intertextuality enriches the novel’s thematic depth and 
reinforces its exploration of identity and heritage.

The structure of Midnight’s Children is complex and layered, 
reflecting the richness of its narrative and the multifaceted 
nature of Indian history. Salman Rushdie employs a variety 
of narrative techniques and devices to weave together the 
stories of the characters and the broader historical events that 
shape their lives. The novel is framed as a memoir written 
by the protagonist, Saleem Sinai, who recounts his life story 
from childhood to adulthood. Saleem’s narration is non-
linear, jumping back and forth in time as he pieces together 
his memories and reflects on the events that have shaped him. 

	f The novel’s thematic 
depth
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This fragmented narrative structure mirrors the fragmented 
nature of India’s history, with its many conflicts, upheavals, 
and contradictions. Interwoven with Saleem’s personal story 
are the stories of other “Midnight’s Children” and their 
families, whose lives intersect with his own in various ways. 
These parallel narratives provide additional perspectives on 
the events unfolding in India and contribute to the novel’s rich 
tapestry of characters and voices. It is divided into several 
chapters, each of which explores different periods of Saleem 
Sinai’s life and significant historical events in India. While the 
exact number and titles of the chapters may vary depending 
on the edition, a general overview of the chapter division is as 
follows, “The Perforated Sheet” marks the beginning of the 
novel, with Saleem’s birth at the stroke of midnight on August 
15, 1947, and introduces key characters and themes. “Alpha 
and Omega” captures Saleem recounting his family history and 
early childhood in Bombay (now Mumbai), providing insight 
into his family’s background and the social dynamics of post-
independence India. In “The Widow”, Saleem’s narrative 
shifts to his experiences in Kashmir, where he spends time 
with his maternal grandparents and learns about his ancestral 
roots. “A Sudden Spurt” deals with Saleem’s adolescence, 
which is marked by his discovery of his special powers and 
his growing awareness of his role as one of the “Midnight’s 
Children”. “The Shadows of the Mosque” presents Saleem’s 
involvement in political activism and his encounters with 
other Midnight’s Children, which shape his worldview and 
lead him into conflict with the authorities. “The Bridegroom” 
deals with Saleem’s marriage to Padma and their life together 
in Bombay, along with his attempts to come to terms with 
his identity and his place in Indian society. “The Methwold 
Estate” portrays Saleem’s experiences as a young man living 
in England, shedding light on the complexities of immigrant 
life and cultural identity. “Elias” deals with Saleem’s return 
to India and his involvement in the political turmoil of the 
1970s, as he grapples with his responsibilities as a Midnight’s 
Child and his connection to his homeland. “Hit-and-Run” is 
where the novel’s climax unfolds as Saleem confronts his own 
mortality and reflects on the legacy of his generation and the 
future of India. “The Kolynos Kid”, the novel’s conclusion, 
offers a reflection on the power of storytelling and the enduring 
significance of memory and history.

	 Midnight’s Children features rich and multifaceted 
characterisation, with each character contributing to the 
novel’s exploration of identity, history, and culture.  Presented 

	f Narrative complexity
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below is a list of the principal characters:

Saleem Sinai: Saleem is the protagonist and narrator of 
the novel. Saleem was born at the exact moment of India’s 
independence and possesses telepathic abilities. He is a 
complex and reflective character who grapples with questions 
of identity, belonging, and destiny throughout the novel. 
His narrative voice is vivid and engaging, offering readers 
insight into his thoughts, emotions, and experiences. His 
storytelling is marked by a blend of humour, nostalgia, and 
introspection, offering readers insight into his thoughts, 
emotions, and experiences. Born at the stroke of midnight on 
August 15, 1947, Saleem sees himself as a symbol of India’s 
newfound independence, but he also grapples with feelings 
of alienation and displacement. As one of the “Midnight’s 
Children,” Saleem possesses telepathic abilities that allow 
him to communicate with other members of his generation. 
These powers serve as a metaphor for the interconnectedness 
of individuals in Indian society and the shared experiences of 
a generation born at a pivotal moment in history. He embarks 
on a quest for meaning and purpose, seeking to uncover the 
truth about his identity and his place in the world. His journey 
takes him across India and through various stages of his life 
as he grapples with questions of fate, free will, and the nature 
of existence.

Shiva: Saleem’s counterpart and rival, Shiva, is also born 
at the stroke of midnight and possesses powers opposite 
to Saleem’s. While Saleem is introspective, empathetic, 
and connected to his Indian heritage, Shiva is aggressive, 
impulsive, and disconnected from his roots. Their contrasting 
personalities and abilities create a dynamic tension throughout 
the novel. Shiva is raised in poverty and struggles with anger 
and violence, embodying the darker aspects of Indian society. 
Shiva’s character serves as a foil to Saleem and represents the 
destructive forces at play in the post-independence era. Shiva 
embodies the destructive forces at play in post-independence 
India, particularly during periods of political upheaval and 
social unrest. His actions and decisions often have far-reaching 
consequences, leading to chaos and destruction for those 
around him. His character serves as a symbol of the darker 
side of human nature and the destructive forces unleashed by 
colonialism and postcolonialism. While he is often depicted 
as a villainous figure, there are moments of vulnerability and 
humanity that hint at a deeper complexity to his character. 
Through his character, Salman Rushdie explores themes of 
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violence, identity, and power, offering readers a nuanced 
portrayal of the complexities of Indian society.

Amina Sinai: Saleem’s mother, Amina, is a strong and 
independent woman who defies traditional gender roles. She 
is fiercely protective of her family and plays a central role 
in Saleem’s upbringing. Her character reflects the changing 
roles of women in Indian society and serves as a symbol of 
resilience and strength. She is depicted as a strong and resilient 
woman who navigates the challenges of life with grace and 
determination. Despite facing adversity and hardship, she 
remains steadfast in her commitment to her family and her 
values. She embodies a progressive outlook that challenges 
traditional gender roles and societal expectations. She defies 
stereotypes of the submissive Indian woman and instead 
asserts her independence and agency. Her progressive 
attitude and her willingness to pursue her own interests and 
ambitions is evident in her interactions with her husband, 
Ahmed, Her character represents a changing India, marked 
by the transition from colonial rule to independence and the 
emergence of new social and cultural norms. Her progressive 
outlook and independent spirit reflect the shifting attitudes 
towards gender, family, and identity in post-independence 
India. She also grapples with questions of cultural identity 
and belonging, particularly in relation to her mixed heritage 
as an Indian Muslim. Her experiences as a woman of 
mixed heritage inform her understanding of herself and her 
place in Indian society, adding depth and complexity to her 
character. Rushdie explores themes of gender, identity, and 
cultural change, offering readers a nuanced portrait of Indian 
womanhood in the 20th century through her character.

 Ahmed Sinai: Saleem’s father who is a wealthy businessman 
with a complex relationship with his family and his country. He 
struggles to reconcile his Westernized lifestyle with his Indian 
identity and grapples with feelings of guilt and inadequacy. 
His character embodies the legacy of colonialism in India, 
marked by a sense of cultural dislocation and alienation. He is 
a product of British education and upbringing, which has left 
him disconnected from his Indian roots and heritage. Ahmed’s 
ambivalence towards his own cultural identity reflects broader 
themes of postcolonialism and cultural hybridity in the novel. 
His relationship with his wife, Amina, is complex and fraught 
with tension. While he cares for Amina deeply, his inability 
to fully understand or appreciate her perspective creates a 
strain on their marriage. His traditional views on gender roles 
clash with Amina’s progressive outlook, leading to conflicts 

	f Themes of gender 
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and misunderstandings between them. As a father, Ahmed 
struggles to connect with his son, Saleem, and to fulfil his 
role as a parent. He grapples with feelings of inadequacy and 
disappointment, unable to live up to the expectations placed 
upon him by society and his own family. His character serves 
as a symbol of the challenges and contradictions facing post-
independence India. His personal struggles mirror the broader 
societal changes taking place in the country as India grapples 
with the legacy of colonialism and the complexities of nation-
building.

Mary Pereira: Mary Pereira, the midwife who attends 
Saleem’s birth, plays a crucial role in the baby switching that 
occurs at the hospital. Her actions during the births, including 
the switching of the infants, have far-reaching consequences 
that shape the lives of both protagonists. She is a mysterious 
and enigmatic figure who harbours secrets about Saleem’s 
true identity. Mary’s character represents the marginalised 
voices of Indian society and serves as a witness to the 
unfolding events of the novel. Her status as a midwife and her 
experiences as a domestic worker highlight the inequalities 
and injustices prevalent in post-independence India. She 
serves as a witness to the historical events unfolding in India, 
including the partition and independence. Her perspective 
offers readers a glimpse into the lived experiences of ordinary 
people during this tumultuous period in Indian history. As the 
novel progresses, Mary seeks redemption for her past actions 
and strives to make amends for the harm she has caused. Her 
journey towards absolution is a central theme of the novel, 
as she grapples with questions of forgiveness, redemption, 
and personal responsibility. Her character serves as a symbol 
of conscience and moral reckoning in the book. Her inner 
struggles reflect broader themes of guilt, complicity, and the 
search for redemption in a rapidly changing society.

Padma: Saleem’s wife and confidante who is a pragmatic 
and down-to-earth character who provides support and 
companionship to Saleem throughout his journey. She is 
fiercely loyal to Saleem and serves as a grounding presence 
amidst the chaos of his life. Unlike Saleem, who is often lost 
in his own thoughts and fantasies, Padma remains firmly 
rooted in reality, offering a counterbalance to Saleem’s flights 
of imagination. She serves as a voice of reason and practicality 
in Saleem’s life, offering him guidance and perspective when 
he becomes overwhelmed by his own thoughts and emotions. 
She is unafraid to challenge Saleem’s assumptions and 
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beliefs, helping him to see things from a different perspective. 
Padma is a multifaceted and relatable character in the novel 
whose pragmatism, loyalty, and independence make her 
an indispensable figure in Saleem’s life. Through Padma’s 
character, Rushdie explores themes of love, friendship, and 
the power of human connection to transcend the trials and 
tribulations of life.

Harold Bloom characterises the novel Midnight’s 
Children as an ironic, quirky, yet profoundly serious critique 
of complacency, withdrawal, and forgetfulness. Salman 
Rushdie’s generous sharing of his own story, his people’s, 
and his country’s serves as a lesson, urging readers to 
embrace diversity and avoid repeating the mistakes India 
has made. Rushdie’s oeuvre, especially Midnight’s Children, 
is frequently classified within various genres of literary 
fiction, including magical realism, postcolonial literature, and 
postmodernism. Drawing inspiration from acclaimed works 
like Gunter Grass’s Tin Drum and Gabriel García Márquez’s 
One Hundred Years of Solitude, Rushdie intertwines mythical 
and fantastical elements into his narratives. However, equally 
significant is Rushdie’s distinctively Indian perspective on 
the English language, evident in the vibrant mix of prose 
styles that resonate with the rhythm and colloquialisms of 
Indian English. This linguistic fusion adds a unique flavour 
to Rushdie’s novels, enriching the tapestry of his storytelling.  
In Midnight’s Children, Rushdie’s distinctive narrative style 
combines familiar English words in unconventional ways, 
crafting long, uninterrupted sentences that mirror India’s 
linguistic vibrancy. The novel seamlessly weaves together 
influences from ancient mythology and contemporary 
Bollywood aesthetics, enriching its narrative tapestry. The 
novel ambitiously encapsulates the vast cultural identity and 
historical richness of the Indian subcontinent, making it a 
comprehensive reflection of the region’s life and character.

	f Rushdie’s unique 
narrative style

Summarised Overview
Postcolonial fiction critically examines the aftermath of colonialism and imperialism, 

exploring themes of identity, displacement, and cultural hybridity. These narratives 
often centre on the experiences of colonised people, offering diverse perspectives on 
the complexities of postcolonial societies. Through storytelling, postcolonial fiction 
challenges Eurocentric perspectives and fosters dialogue about the lasting impacts of 
colonial rule on individuals and communities. Within this framework, literary works like 
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Assignments

1.	 How does Jean Rhys utilise the character of Antoinette to explore themes of racial 
identity, displacement, and colonial oppression in Wide Sargasso Sea?

2.	 Discuss the significance of the setting, particularly the decaying landscape of Jamai-
ca and the oppressive atmosphere of Thornfield Hall, in shaping the experiences and 
identities of the characters in Jean Rhys’s Wide Sargasso Sea.

3.	 Examine the character of Antoinette Cosway in Rhys’s Wide Sargasso Sea. How do 
her experiences and interactions with other characters shape her identity and con-
tribute to her eventual descent into madness?

4.	 Analyse the themes of postcolonialism and cultural hybridity in Wide Sargasso Sea, 
examining how Jean Rhys addresses colonial legacies, cultural tensions, and the 
significance of hybridity in relation to characters’ belonging and power dynamics. 

5.	 Examine how power, identity, and cultural differences impact Antoinette and Roch-
ester’s relationship in Jean Rhys’s Wide Sargasso Sea and lead to the breakdown of 
their marriage. 

6.	 Analyse the portrayal of human relationships in Salman Rushdie’s Midnight’s Chil-
dren. How do familial and interpersonal connections shape the characters’ identities 
and destinies within the context of India’s historical and cultural landscape? 

7.	 Delineate the themes of memory and history in Salman Rushdie’s Midnight’s Chil-
dren.

8.	 In what ways does Saleem’s identity crisis reflect broader themes of cultural and 
national identity in Salman Rushdie’s Midnight’s Children?

9.	 How does Salman Rushdie’s Midnight’s Children operate as a postcolonial narra-
tive, exploring themes of identity, history, and power dynamics within the context 
of postcolonial India?  

10.	How does Saleem Sinai’s narration reflect the complexities of personal and collec-
tive memory in Salman Rushdie’s Midnight’s Children?

Jean Rhys’s Wide Sargasso Sea challenge colonial narratives by offering a counter-
narrative to Charlotte Brontë’s Jane Eyre, giving voice to the marginalised character 
Bertha Mason. Salman Rushdie’s Midnight’s Children explores the aftermath of British 
colonial rule in India, intertwining history with magical realism to illuminate the 
complexities of identity and nationhood in the postcolonial era.
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Space for Learner Engagement for Objective Questions
Learners are encouraged to develop objective questions based on the content in the 

paragraph as a sign of their comprehension of the content. The Learners may reflect on the 
recap bullets and relate their understanding with the narrative in order to frame objective 
questions from the given text. The University expects that 1 - 2 questions are developed for 
each paragraph. The space given below can be used for listing the questions.
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Death and the King’s 
Horseman

- Wole Soyinka 
(Detailed)

Unit 2

Learning Outcomes
Upon completion of this unit, the learner will be able to:

	f examine and assess postcolonial dramas/plays in light of their socio-po-
litical contexts, taking into account how colonisation, decolonisation, and 
globalisation influence the way dramatic themes are expressed. 

	f reflect on the ethical responsibilities of teaching and learning postcolo-
nial drama, including issues of representation, authenticity, and cultural 
appropriation. 

	f utilise theories from postcolonialism, performance studies, and cultural 
studies to enhance comprehension of the aesthetic, political, and ethical 
facets of postcolonial drama.

	f  analyse the intersections of gender, race, class, and ethnicity in postcolo-
nial drama, exploring how these dynamics shape characters, themes, and 
narratives.

Background
Postcolonial drama explores themes of identity, resistance, and the legacy of 

colonialism through theatrical performance, often challenging colonial narratives and 
giving voice to marginalised communities. During the mid-to-late twentieth century, a 
prominent historical trend was the process of decolonisation within the English, French, 
Dutch, and British empires, which gave rise to a notable influx of talented and dynamic 
playwrights from these cultural backgrounds. Wole Soyinka’s Death and the King’s 
Horseman (1975) examines the clash between traditional Yoruba culture and British 
colonial rule in Nigeria. Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o’s The Trial of Dedan Kimathi (1976), co-
written with Micere Githae Mugo, dramatises the Kenyan Mau Mau uprising against 
British colonialism. Aime Cesaire’s A Tempest (1969) reimagines Shakespeare’s The 
Tempest to critique colonialism and explore themes of liberation and identity. Derek 
Walcott’s Dream on Monkey Mountain (1970) addresses Caribbean identity and the 
psychological effects of colonisation. These works reflect the diverse voices and 
experiences within postcolonial societies, using drama as a powerful tool to explore and 
critique the ongoing impacts of colonialism.
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Postcolonial literature and theatre grapple with the notion of the “subaltern” asserting 
their voice. The term “subaltern” denotes individuals in subordinate positions, and it has 
evolved to encompass those who resist colonialism’s impacts and outcomes. Through 
the exploration of various postcolonial perspectives, one encounters complex themes, 
including the intersections of nationalism, identity, and race. This examination reveals 
the diverse approaches adopted by leading postcolonial playwrights in addressing these 
challenging issues. These playwrights have functioned not only as agents of protest but 
also as individuals resisting the colonisation of their indigenous cultures. In instances 
where acculturation has been extensive, postcolonial plays  unveiled remnants of culture 
eradicated by colonisers. This cultural resurgence serves as a potent catalyst for the 
formation of independent nationhood. Through the exploration of Indigenous myths 
predating western influence, postcolonial playwrights endeavour to facilitate the restoration 
of cultural memory and affirm colonised people as authentic and historical communities, 
thereby asserting their rightful status as legitimate nations. Postcolonial drama serves as a 
platform for marginalised voices to challenge dominant narratives and reclaim agency in 
the face of colonial history.

Keywords
Identity, Resistance, Liberation, Postcolonialism, Subaltern, Agency, Cultural Memory

Discussion

4.2.1 Wole Soyinka - Death and the King’s Horseman
Wole Soyinka, a towering figure in African literature and 

cultural activism, has left an indelible mark on the literary 
landscape through his powerful works and unwavering 
commitment to social justice. Born on July 13, 1934, in 
Abeokuta, Nigeria, Soyinka emerged as a leading voice in 
postcolonial literature, using his art to confront the complexities 
of Nigerian society and the broader African experience. 
His literary career spans poetry, drama, fiction, and essays, 
showcasing his versatility and depth as a writer. He gained 
international acclaim with his debut play, A Dance of the 
Forests, which premiered in 1960 to coincide with Nigeria’s 
independence from British colonial rule. This ground-
breaking work earned Soyinka the prestigious Rockefeller 
Foundation Fellowship, setting the stage for a prolific and 
influential career. One of Soyinka’s most celebrated works 
is Death and the King’s Horseman, a powerful exploration 

	f A major voice in 
postcolonial litera-
ture S
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of tradition, colonialism, and cultural identity set in colonial 
Nigeria. He wrote the play in Cambridge while he was a 
fellow at Churchill College during his political exile from 
Nigeria. In the preface to the play, he addresses common 
misunderstandings, emphasising that it should not be viewed 
merely as a “clash of cultures.” Instead, the play illustrates 
the necessity for interaction between African and European 
cultures, aligning with his post-Biafran cultural philosophy. 
He is renowned for his activism and fearless advocacy of 
human rights and democratic governance. He has often found 
himself at odds with oppressive regimes, including Nigeria’s 
military dictatorships, and has paid a personal price for his 
outspokenness, enduring imprisonment and exile for his 
beliefs. Despite these challenges, he continues to be a voice of 
conscience and a beacon of hope for oppressed people around 
the world. In recognition of his contributions to literature and 
social justice, he was awarded the Nobel Prize in Literature in 
1986, becoming the first African laureate. His writings have 
transcended borders and inspired generations of readers to 
confront injustice, embrace cultural heritage, and strive for a 
more equitable world.

Premiered in 1975, Death and the King’s Horseman draws 
on Soyinka’s Yoruba heritage and personal experiences to 
delve into the clash between indigenous customs and Western 
values. In the introduction to the play, Wole Soyinka notes 
that although the primary event draws from a real incident 
in Nigeria in 1946, where colonial authorities stopped the 
horseman of a Yoruba King from performing ritual suicide, 
he opted to place the narrative a few years later, during the 
ongoing Second World War. This decision allowed him to 
weave in other historical occurrences, such as the royal “visit 
of the British prince to the colony” and “a British captain’s 
self-sacrifice in wartime,” to fulfil dramatic needs. Soyinka not 
only highlights the colonial intervention but also questions the 
horseman’s own resolve towards suicide, creating a dilemma 
that disrupts the community’s equilibrium. In some Yoruba 
traditions, the king’s death must be followed by the ritual 
suicide of his horseman, as well as the king’s dog and horse, 
because the horseman’s spirit is essential for helping the king’s 
spirit ascend to the afterlife. Without this, the king’s spirit 
would wander the earth, causing harm to his people. The play 
initially portrays the preparation for this ritual, highlighting 
Elesin, a vibrant and life-loving figure, as he enjoys his final 
day before the ritual begins. However, just before the ritual 
can be completed, the local colonial administrator, Simon 
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Pilkings, intervenes, considering the suicide illegal and 
unnecessary, thereby disrupting the tradition. The title of 
the play implies that the central conflict will revolve around 
Elesin’s relationship with death rather than his actual death.

 4.2.1.1 Summary
The play Death and the King’s Horseman, published in 

1975, explores the challenges encountered by Elesin Oba, the 
king’s horseman, on the night he is meant to perform ritual 
suicide to accompany the deceased king into the afterlife. 
Elesin grapples with his duty while the English colonial officer 
Simon Pilkings attempts to intervene to prevent his death. 
Aware of the potential consequences of his failure to fulfil his 
obligation, Elesin faces unexpected repercussions, impacting 
both him and his people. The play is rooted in a historical 
event that unfolded in a Yoruba city in Nigeria during the era 
of British colonisation. However, this practice conflicts with 
British law, which prohibits suicide, setting the stage for a clash 
between Yoruba customs and British colonial rule. Elesin’s 
arrest and subsequent failure to carry out the ritual lead to his 
son, Olunde, taking his own life in his father’s place. Despite 
being well-educated and aware of the legal ramifications, 
Olunde remains steadfast in his commitment to uphold his 
cultural duty, underscoring the profound significance of 
these rituals to the Yoruba people. Through this narrative, 
Soyinka poignantly depicts the disregard shown by British 
colonisers towards the cultural traditions, beliefs, and rituals 
of the Yoruba people, shedding light on the broader themes of 
cultural imperialism and the resilience of indigenous cultures 
in the face of external pressures.

The first act of the play establishes a rich cultural tapestry 
while setting the stage for the unfolding tragedy. Soyinka 
intricately weaves together themes of duty, tradition, and 
colonialism, drawing the audience into a world where 
indigenous Yoruba customs collide with the imposition of 
British rule. Through vivid characters like Elesin Oba, Simon 
Pilkings, and the praise-singer, Soyinka navigates complex 
power dynamics and moral dilemmas, laying bare the tensions 
between cultural heritage and external influences. The act’s 
rhythmic dialogue and symbolic imagery create a sense of 
foreboding, foreshadowing the inevitable clash of cultures 
and the devastating consequences that ensue. As the market 
nears its end, Elesin dances joyfully with drummers and his 
praise-singer, expressing his fondness for the women there. 
The praise-singer playfully teases Elesin about his interest 
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in the women but also questions if he should be pursuing 
them on such an important day. In Yoruba belief, the market 
symbolises the centre of the world, reflecting his desire to be 
immersed in life’s vitality. Despite warnings, he wishes to 
die after relishing the market’s ambience. He and his praise-
singer discuss the world’s resilience and Elesin’s connection 
to the living world. The praise-singer urges Elesin to fulfil his 
duty and die later, while Elesin speaks of the “Not-I bird,” 
symbolising approaching death. Despite everyone’s fear of it, 
Elesin claims to have welcomed and dismissed it contentedly. 
When questioned about his resolve, he reassures them of his 
readiness to join the king in the afterlife. Their exchange 
underscores the communal significance of Elesin’s fate, with 
the praise-singer’s portrayal of his honour lending weight to 
his commitment. Elesin’s reaction to being hailed as a man of 
honour disrupts the women, prompting a scramble for richer 
clothing, highlighting the community’s reverence for dignity. 
This interaction showcases the cultural importance of honour 
and appearance alongside Elesin’s wit and demeanour.

The women attire Elesin in lavish clothing, seeking his 
forgiveness once more. Elesin, expressing his love for them, 
forgives readily. They sing and dance, fearing they disrupt the 
universe’s balance by upsetting him. As Elesin stands among 
them, he remarks on the goodness of the world, even though 
he can’t see its core. The women affirm their belief that he’ll 
leave the world in a positive state. Elesin emphasises his 
connection to his roots despite being unable to physically see 
the “navel of the world.” Elesin’s attention is captivated by a 
beautiful young woman entering the market. He muses that 
the world is staging a magnificent farewell for him, pondering 
if he’s already departed.

Concerned, the praise-singer reassures Elesin that he’s still 
present in the market, dispelling any notion of departed spirits 
communicating with him. Elesin reminisces about his past as 
the king’s horseman, boasting of his romantic conquests. The 
praise-singer acknowledges Elesin’s reputation, prompting 
Elesin to inquire about a young woman entering the market. 
Learning she’s betrothed irritates him, questioning why it 
matters. Despite Iyaloja’s emphasis on his honour, Elesin jests 
about marrying her. His desire to conceive a child with her 
suggests a passion for a tangible legacy. Elesin’s selfish streak 
is evident in prioritising his desires over communal norms. 
Despite objections, Iyaloja feels compelled to fulfil his wish 
to prevent regrets.

	f Cultural importance 
of honour and ap-
pearance

	f Elesin’s engage-
ments

	f Elesin and 
praise-singerSG

O
U



SGOU - MA English - SLM - Postcolonial Studies 121

Elesin inquires about the women’s decision, and Iyaloja 
confirms that he can have the young woman. However, she 
cautions Elesin against leaving a curse. This offends him 
slightly, and he becomes further exasperated when Iyaloja 
mentions preparing both his bridal chamber and burial 
shrouds. Nevertheless, he composes himself and requests that 
his young bride conduct the final rites after his passing. The 
women then bring the woman to him. His reaction to Iyaloja’s 
mention of burial shrouds hints at his underlying reluctance to 
die, contrary to his earlier facade. His focus on the immediate 
pleasure of being with his bride rather than the honourable 
act of dying suggests a prioritisation of life’s pleasures over a 
dignified death. This underscores a complex aspect of Elesin’s 
character, revealing a deeper attachment to worldly pleasures 
despite outward displays of honour and duty. Overall, the first 
act serves as a captivating introduction to the play’s central 
conflicts and themes, leaving audiences eager to witness the 
drama’s unfolding complexities.

In Act II of the play, Soyinka skillfully escalates the tension 
and explores the consequences of Elesin’s failure to fulfil his 
ritualistic duty. At Simon Pilkings’s home, he and Jane dance 
in egungun costumes, shocking Amusa, who associates them 
with the cult of the dead. Despite Amusa’s recent conversion 
to Islam, he still reveres Yoruba traditions, highlighting 
British colonialism’s struggle to erase local culture. Pilkings 
dismisses Amusa’s concerns, demanding to know his purpose. 
Amusa hesitates, reluctant to discuss death with someone 
dressed in the “uniform of death.” Jane tries to reason with 
Amusa, questioning his sudden concern. Amusa explains his 
respect for the egungun and the need to treat them differently. 
Pilkings is annoyed and brushes off the situation, eager not 
to miss the costume ball. After Amusa leaves, Pilkings reads 
his note revealing Elesin’s plan to “commit death” tonight, 
prompting him to call for Jane urgently. They infer it as a ritual 
murder, lamenting the persistence of native customs. Jane 
suggests skipping the ball, but Pilkings opts to have Elesin 
arrested. Despite doubting the report’s credibility, Pilkings 
acknowledges Amusa’s odd behaviour. Joseph confirms 
Elesin’s plan to die according to custom. Pilkings reflects on 
his clash with Elesin, recalling helping Elesin’s son, Olunde, 
leave for England against Elesin’s wishes. Jane and Pilkings 
praise Olunde’s qualities.

Joseph reveals Olunde was Elesin’s oldest son, explaining 
Elesin’s reluctance to let him go. Pilkings expresses 
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satisfaction in defying tradition and criticises the natives as 
“devious bastards.” Jane chastises Pilkings for using “bastard,” 
explaining its offensiveness. The drumming intensifies, and 
Jane speculates on its connection to the ritual. Pilkings demands 
Joseph’s return and mocks his Christian conversion and tribal 
memory. Jane emphasises the seriousness of insulting sacred 
beliefs. Pilkings prioritises Elesin’s situation over potential 
offense to Joseph. Jane decides to skip the ball to address the 
disturbance, but Pilkings refuses, dismissing responsibility for 
preventing suicides. Jane jests that Pilkings’s agitation could 
prevent Elesin’s suicide. Pilkings worries about interrupting 
a potential honeymoon, pondering native customs. He writes 
a note for Joseph to deliver to Amusa, then acknowledges the 
importance of sacred beliefs before Joseph departs.

Jane calls Pilkings for supper and inquires about Joseph’s 
reaction to his comment about holy water. Pilkings dismisses 
it, expressing mild concern about potential complaints from 
the local reverend. He instructs Jane to put supper away, 
insisting they can still attend the ball. Pilkings reveals his plan 
to have Elesin arrested and locked up in his study to avoid 
any disturbances. As Jane leaves to change into her costume, 
Pilkings surprises her with the news of the prince’s attendance 
at the ball. Jane is thrilled and remarks that her costume 
spares her the need for gloves. The clash between colonial 
forces and indigenous traditions intensifies, revealing the 
complexities of cultural identity and the enduring legacy of 
colonialism. Through vivid imagery and powerful dialogue, 
Soyinka delves deeper into themes of duty, honour, and the 
collision of conflicting worldviews. The characters grapple 
with the ramifications of Elesin’s actions, shedding light on 
the fragility of tradition in the face of external pressures. The 
act builds towards a poignant climax, setting the stage for the 
tragic resolution in the subsequent acts.

  In Act III, Soyinka adeptly navigates the aftermath of 
Elesin’s failed ritual suicide and the ensuing turmoil within 
the community.   In the market, Amusa and the constables 
face resistance from the women, who mock their authority 
and question their presence. Despite Amusa’s warnings, the 
women assert their right to protect Elesin and uphold their 
customs. Their humorous defiance illustrates their defiance 
against colonial oppression. When Amusa mentions arresting 
Elesin, Iyaloja defends him, claiming Elesin’s duty to his 
new bride. Amusa’s ignorance of the wedding highlights his 
detachment from native traditions. The women’s solidarity 
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and assertiveness challenge Amusa’s authority, emphasising 
their resilience against colonial intrusion. As young girls join 
the confrontation, they further undermine Amusa’s position, 
asserting their autonomy and rejecting his unwarranted 
intrusion into their community. The girls playfully impersonate 
Englishmen, mocking their authority and colonial attitudes. 
Their satire exposes the absurdity of colonial power dynamics 
and highlights the strength of native resistance. As they 
ridicule Amusa, asserting their dominance, the women marvel 
at their courage, celebrating female empowerment.

Meanwhile, Elesin emerges, bearing a symbol of his 
bride’s purity and the promise of their union. He links his 
impending death with the future of his child, emphasising 
the cyclical nature of life and death. As the drums signal the 
king’s passing, Elesin instructs his bride to remain by his side 
until his demise, cementing their marital bond. Elesin requests 
the women’s support as he chooses to die in the market, a 
place of profound joy and affection for him. He senses the 
impending death of the king’s horse and dog, symbols of 
transition. Despite his fading vision, Elesin anticipates his 
spirit’s journey, awaiting the arrival of a messenger. He muses 
on the horse’s symbolic ascent to the afterlife, transcending 
its earthly role. Entranced by the rhythmic drums and the 
moon’s presence, Elesin embraces the uncertainty of his fate. 
He invites the women to share in one final dance, symbolising 
unity and celebration amidst impending transition. The praise-
singer checks if Elesin is still present, seeking reassurance of 
his memory and resolve to fulfil his fate. Elesin affirms his 
clarity of purpose, acknowledging guidance from mysterious 
voices. As Iyaloja joins, she acknowledges Elesin’s unique 
journey into the unknown realm of death. The praise-singer 
expresses sorrow at Elesin’s swift departure and wonders if he 
perceives the wonders of the afterlife. He questions if Elesin’s 
consciousness is fading, unable to halt the inevitable cycle of 
life. The praise-singer’s contemplation of ancestral respect 
underscores his desire for Elesin’s honourable reception 
in the afterlife, suggesting Elesin’s potential return if his 
dignity is not duly acknowledged. Amid Elesin’s profound 
trance, the praise-singer wrestles with uncertainty and yearns 
for Elesin’s secure transition. The tension between tradition 
and colonialism reaches its zenith as characters confront the 
consequences of Elesin’s actions and the disruption of the 
natural order. Through poignant exchanges and symbolic 
imagery, Soyinka delves into themes of guilt, redemption, and 
the cyclical nature of life and death. The characters grapple 
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	f Act IV 

with their roles in the unfolding tragedy, highlighting the 
complexity of cultural identity and the enduring impact of 
colonial oppression. As the play hurtles towards its climax, 
Soyinka invites reflection on the interconnectedness of past 
and present, tradition and modernity, in shaping individual 
and collective.

Act IV unfolds with a haunting intensity as the repercussions 
of Elesin’s failure reverberate throughout the community. 
Through evocative imagery and poignant dialogue, the act 
delves into the characters’ internal struggles and external 
conflicts, culminating in a powerful climax that leaves a 
lasting impact. At the ball, held at the Residency, couples 
eagerly await the arrival of the prince. The band’s music falls 
short of expectations, but as the prince and the resident enter, 
they start a waltz. The prince initiates the dancing, and couples 
gracefully join in. After a while, the prince takes a seat in a 
corner, and the resident guides couples to meet him, eventually 
bringing Pilkings and Jane over. The prince is intrigued by 
their egungun costumes, and Pilkings demonstrates the native 
dance associated with them. Shortly after, a footman delivers 
a note to the resident, prompting him to take Pilkings aside. 
Concerned about the note’s contents, the resident learns from 
Pilkings that it pertains to a supposed Yoruba custom where 
Elesin must commit suicide following the death of the king, 
despite the king having passed a month ago. Pilkings explains 
that the ceremonies surrounding the king’s death typically last 
around thirty days.

However, the resident is bewildered by the note’s mention 
of market women rioting. Pilkings suggests that Amusa, the 
author of the note, maybe exaggerating. Upon re-examining 
the note, the resident detects a sense of desperation in 
Amusa’s tone. He instructs Jane to locate his aide-de-camp 
and Amusa promptly. Sternly, the resident chides Pilkings for 
not informing him sooner about the situation, emphasising the 
potential disaster if unrest were to erupt during the prince’s 
visit. Pilkings admits to only learning about the problem earlier 
that night but assures the resident that he will be vigilant in the 
future, vowing not to let such matters slip past him again. The 
resident insists on returning to the prince and finding a way to 
explain his sudden departure.

Pilkings suggests honesty with the prince, which shocks 
the resident, who emphasises the importance of maintaining 
the appearance of a safe and secure colony. Amusa and his 
constables arrive, but the resident mistakes them for the riot 
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ringleaders until he realises Amusa is a police officer. Pilkings 
makes a thinly veiled threat to Amusa about feeding him pork 
if he acts superstitious, then jokes that Amusa probably lost 
his hat in the riot. The resident finds this amusing, asks for 
a report in the morning, and walks off. The aide-de-camp 
offers assistance to Pilkings and mentions extra soldiers with 
the prince if needed. Once alone, Pilkings confronts Amusa, 
who hesitates before reiterating his reluctance to discuss death 
with someone dressed as an “egungun”. Pilkings jokes about 
Amusa’s missing hat and dismisses him. As midnight strikes, 
Pilkings rushes off in horror, leaving Jane alone. She encounters 
Olunde, who questions the egungun costume’s significance. 
Disappointed, Jane reflects on the English disregard for 
unfamiliar traditions, while Olunde displays insights gained 
from his time in England. Jane’s conversation with Olunde 
highlights her cultural biases and assumptions about colonial 
superiority. She is surprised by Olunde’s perspective on the 
English and his admiration for their courage in war. Jane’s 
shock at Olunde’s acceptance of deliberate sacrifice reflects 
her own rigid views on life and death. Olunde’s insistence on 
speaking to Pilkings underscores the importance of traditional 
beliefs and practices to him, challenging Jane’s understanding 
of their cultural significance. Olunde’s revelation about 
receiving news of the king’s death emphasises his deep 
connection to his Yoruba heritage and his sense of duty to his 
family and community. His intention to return home solely 
to bury his father underscores his commitment to Yoruba 
traditions despite his time spent in England. Olunde’s desire to 
speak to Pilkings reflects his understanding of the importance 
of bridging cultural divides and advocating for his father’s 
right to fulfil his role in Yoruba customs. He challenges Jane’s 
assumptions about colonial superiority by asserting the validity 
of his cultural beliefs and practices. Olunde’s comparison of 
Elesin’s sacrifice to the prince’s acceptance of risk highlights 
the complexities of cultural perceptions and the inherent biases 
present in colonial contexts. Jane vehemently condemns the 
ritual of the king’s horseman committing suicide as barbaric 
and feudalistic. In response, Olunde questions the decadence 
of the ball amidst a devastating war and suggests that white 
people excel at survival. He proposes that if all white people 
were to destroy each other and their cultures in the war, it 
would bring them to a primitive existence akin to Western 
perceptions of African life. 

Despite his criticism, Olunde expresses humility in allowing 
people to survive as they choose. Jane presses the issue of ritual 
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suicide, but Olunde contrasts it with the mass casualties of war, 
challenging English notions of victory and respect for the dead. 
He rejects English judgment of other cultures, emphasising the 
importance of his own history and culture, which he did not 
forget while in England. Jane encourages Olunde to pursue 
his goal of becoming a doctor, and Olunde assures her that he 
plans to return to England after burying Elesin. Jane’s disbelief 
turns to anger when Olunde calmly announces that Elesin has 
died. She accuses him of being callous and compares him to 
the other “savages.” The aide-de-camp’s racist behaviour adds 
fuel to the fire, belittling Olunde and dismissing his presence. 
Despite the aide-de-camp’s discourtesy, Jane defends Olunde 
and insists that he stay. She seeks solace in Olunde’s presence, 
asking him to help her understand his composed reaction to 
Elesin’s death, recognising a cultural gap between the Yoruba 
and the English colonisers. Olunde acknowledges Jane’s 
observation but reveals that mentally, Elesin has been dead to 
him for a month as he’s been preparing for his duty to perform 
the rites over his father’s body. Despite Elesin’s disownment, 
Olunde believes it was mere stubbornness and not a genuine 
disavowal of their bond. He bids Jane farewell, but their 
moment is interrupted by Pilkings, who instructs Jane to fetch 
the aide-de-camp. Olunde expresses gratitude for Pilkings’ 
attempted intervention but warns of the dire consequences 
if it had succeeded. As Olunde seeks to visit Elesin’s body, 
Pilkings informs him of police blockades preventing anyone 
from reaching the scene. Pilkings then makes arrangements to 
confine Elesin in the cellar of the Residency, away from the 
prince’s attention, to avoid any potential disturbances. Pilkings 
instructs Jane to stay with Olunde, denying Olunde’s request 
to see Elesin, citing a crisis related to Elesin’s situation. As 
Pilkings departs, Olunde and Jane speculate on the cause of 
the riot, suspecting it may be linked to Pilkings’ attempts to 
intervene with Elesin’s fate. In the distance, they hear Elesin 
protesting vehemently against the white men’s actions. Jane 
tries to lead Olunde indoors as Elesin’s struggle intensifies. 
Eventually, Elesin breaks free from his captors and confronts 
Olunde, only to collapse at his son’s feet. Olunde, overcome 
with emotion, disowns Elesin, referring to him as an “eater 
of leftovers,” before walking away, leaving Elesin abandoned 
and defeated. Soyinka skillfully navigates the complexities 
of guilt, grief, and responsibility, drawing the audience into a 
deeply reflective exploration of fate and redemption.

In Act V, Soyinka masterfully concludes the play with a 
poignant reflection on the consequences of cultural collision 
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and personal sacrifice. Elesin, chained in his cell, is joined 
by his bride sitting outside, with guards watching over him. 
Pilkings enters and leans against the bars, gazing at the moon 
with Elesin, trying to engage him in conversation. Elesin, 
however, sees no beauty or peace in the night, believing 
that the world’s peace has been irrevocably shattered. 
Pilkings reminds Elesin of saving his life, but Elesin rebuffs 
him, claiming Pilkings has instead destroyed many lives, a 
consequence Pilkings doesn’t yet regret. Elesin acknowledges 
Pilkings is waiting for dawn, believing he will be safe once 
the sun rises. He explains that he was meant to die at a specific 
moment, a message conveyed through the drums, and he was 
following the moon to the afterlife when Pilkings intervened. 
Pilkings contends that their interpretations of duty differ, 
leading to a tense silence between them.   Elesin confronts 
Pilkings, questioning if his actions were planned, accusing 
him of stealing Olunde and preventing Elesin from fulfilling 
his destiny. Pilkings denies orchestrating Olunde’s departure 
but acknowledges disrupting Elesin’s plans. Elesin reflects on 
Olunde’s understanding of their situation and acknowledges 
his son’s insight. He recognises Olunde’s newfound power 
and resolves to fight colonial oppression with the knowledge 
gained in England. Pilkings shares Olunde’s desire for 
forgiveness and farewell, prompting Elesin’s resignation to his 
son’s departure and his dishonour. Pilkings, invoking authority, 
advises Olunde’s early departure. Elesin, stripped of honour, 
observes Pilkings’s control over their lives. Before leaving, 
Pilkings mentions a Yoruba proverb about elders approaching 
heaven reluctantly, signifying Elesin’s resistance to death. 
However, Jane interrupts their conversation, preventing 
Elesin’s response. Left alone with his bride, Elesin confesses 
his internal struggle and acknowledges her as his last tie to 
the living world, complicating his journey to the afterlife. He 
admits his reluctance to die, shifting blame from Pilkings to 
his own weakness and fear. Pilkings and Jane return to the 
cellar, where Pilkings reads a note purportedly from Olunde. 
Jane urges Pilkings to allow Olunde to visit, but Pilkings 
refuses to yield to the implied threat of rioting if Olunde’s 
request is denied. Frustrated, Pilkings expresses dismay over 
the timing of the prince’s visit. Approaching Elesin, he informs 
him of Iyaloja’s arrival with a message from Olunde, though 
he begrudgingly admits his reluctance to accept her. Elesin, 
resigned to his fate, agrees to see Iyaloja without hesitation. 
As the play reaches its climax, the tension between tradition 
and colonial influence reaches its peak, driving the characters 
to confront their roles in the unfolding tragedy.
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As Pilkings leaves to fetch Iyaloja, Jane attempts to justify 
Pilkings’ actions to Elesin. However, Elesin, focusing on 
his bride’s silent presence, insists on speaking directly with 
Pilkings upon his return. When Pilkings returns, he demands 
that Elesin swear not to accept anything from Iyaloja. Elesin 
retorts, pointing out Pilkings’ prior search of Iyaloja and his 
guards’ presence, which he considers assurance of Pilkings’ 
honour and the honour of his people. Annoyed, Pilkings 
instructs Iyaloja to stay behind a designated line and warns 
the guards to alert him if she crosses it before leading Jane 
away. Iyaloja confronts Elesin with disdain, accusing him of 
cowardice and insulting his inability to fulfil his duty. Elesin, 
resigned to his shame, wearily accepts Iyaloja’s anger and asks 
for her message, even if it’s filled with curses. Iyaloja berates 
Elesin for leaving behind a cursed legacy by impregnating 
his bride when he couldn’t even fulfil his own destiny. The 
bride’s sobbing intensifies, further fueling Iyaloja’s fury. She 
demands to know how Elesin plans to handle the aftermath 
of his failure. Elesin confesses that he felt powerless when 
faced with the chains on his wrists, losing all resolve to die. 
Iyaloja condemns Elesin for his betrayal and declares that he 
will now bear the burden of dishonour and live among the 
world’s leftovers. Elesin insists that he seeks understanding, 
not Iyaloja’s burden. He blames an “alien hand” for thwarting 
his will to die, but Iyaloja remains unmoved, dismissing his 
explanations. She warns Elesin against pleading for salvation, 
deeming it inappropriate for one who wears the mask of their 
ancestors. Soyinka expertly navigates themes of duty, honour, 
and the clash of cultures, offering a profound commentary on 
the human condition.

Iyaloja then reveals that she bears a burden outside the 
gate, questioning Elesin about the natural order of life. When 
Elesin confirms that the parent plantain withers to give life 
to the new shoot, Iyaloja vehemently disagrees, emphasising 
the world’s contrary perspective. Inadvertently crossing the 
line, she triggers the guards’ response, and they move to 
restrain Elesin. Pilkings rushes in, learning of the commotion, 
and Elesin urges them to release Iyaloja. However, this only 
further incenses Iyaloja, who laments Elesin’s fall from 
power, reminiscing about a time when only brave men dared 
to approach him. Pilkings notifies Iyaloja that it’s time for 
her departure and discloses their intention to relocate Elesin 
the next day. Unfazed, Iyaloja asserts her understanding of 
the situation and hints at Elesin’s unbreakable “lesser oaths.” 
Elesin requests Pilkings to allow the women mentioned by 
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Iyaloja in. Iyaloja questions Pilkings about the burial customs 
of the prince’s people and suggests that Elesin should release 
their king to avoid trouble and enemy intervention after his 
death. Just then, news arrives of a group of chanting women 
on the hill, possibly the same group Olunde referred to in 
his letter. Despite initial reluctance, Pilkings agrees to let 
the women enter upon learning that they are just women. 
He warns Iyaloja of the consequences if they cause trouble 
but concedes to her request. As the aide-de-camp hurries off, 
Pilkings warns that his men will shoot if necessary. Iyaloja 
criticises the white man’s logic of sacrificing many lives to 
prevent one death, expressing assurance that both the prince 
and their king will find peace. She urges Pilkings to allow 
Elesin to fulfil his final duty. The women enter, chanting and 
carrying a covered object on their shoulders. They set it down 
and form a circle around it, continuing their chant with the 
drummer and praise-singer. Pilkings inquires about the object, 
and Iyaloja reveals it as the burden he created. Elesin wishes 
to whisper words for the king into its ear, but Pilkings refuses 
to let him out. Despite Iyaloja’s attempts to persuade him, 
Pilkings remains adamant. The praise-singer reminds Elesin of 
his past words and warnings, indicating the object as the gods’ 
favoured companion. He unveils it, revealing Olunde’s body. 
The praise-singer declares that Olunde has sacrificed himself 
for Elesin, condemning Elesin’s failure and the world’s further 
deviation from its proper course. Elesin, facing Olunde, wraps 
his chains around his neck and strangles himself. The guards 
lower his lifeless body to the ground as Pilkings rushes in to 
perform cardiopulmonary resuscitation amid the continuing 
chants of the women. Iyaloja confronts Pilkings, questioning 
his relentless interference in matters for which he will receive 
no gratitude, not even from Elesin. She predicts Elesin’s 
arrival in the afterlife, tainted by the horse manure from the 
king’s stallion. Exhausted, Pilkings asks if this outcome is 
what Iyaloja desired. She rebukes him, attributing the loss 
of Olunde to his meddling in the lives of strangers and his 
disregard for sacred customs. Iyaloja emphasises that Pilkings 
now bears the burden of blood on his hands. As Pilkings 
moves to close Elesin’s eyes, Iyaloja commands him to stop 
and gestures toward the bride. The bride enters the cell, gently 
closes Elesin’s eyes, and sprinkles dirt over each eyelid. 
Iyaloja guides the bride away, urging her to focus on the future 
of her unborn child and to forget both the dead and the living. 
This highlights the necessity for the women to look forward, 
as their children will bear the consequences of Elesin’s failure 
and the impact of English colonialism. The act unfolds with 

	f 	 A cathartic resolu-
tion
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a sense of inevitability, leading to a cathartic resolution that 
leaves the audience grappling with questions of morality and 
legacy long after the final curtain falls.

4.2.1.2 Analysis
Wole Soyinka’s play Death and the King’s Horseman 

highlights the cultural conflict between the African and 
Western worlds. The play is inspired by a real event from 1946 
when British colonial authorities intervened to stop a ritual 
suicide. In Yoruba society, the community takes precedence 
over the individual, and it is traditional for the king’s horseman 
to commit suicide following the king’s death. When colonial 
authorities thwart this tradition, the horseman’s son, who has 
received a European education, commits suicide in his father’s 
place. Soyinka delves into themes of power by portraying the 
interactions between individuals with authority and those 
without. The play specifically showcases power disparities 
among genders, indigenous communities, colonial rulers, 
and leaders and followers. Soyinka highlights the impact of 
these power differentials on shaping events, often leading to 
catastrophic outcomes.

Soyinka commences Death and the King’s Horseman in a 
bustling “market” scene as it winds down, with a group of 
girls returning home. By setting the opening in the heart of the 
city, the playwright aims to provide a comprehensive picture 
of the current cultural and social milieu. The market serves as 
a symbol of life, yet, notably, it is “in its closing stages.” As 
“drummers and praise-singers” accompany him, Elesin Oba 
makes his entrance. Despite being poised to fulfil his mission, 
there’s a suggestion that the horseman is more preoccupied with 
life than death, as indicated in the stage directions describing 
his “enormous vitality” and his infectious joy in speaking, 
dancing, and singing. Additionally, his desire for expensive 
attire is fulfilled when the women eagerly comply with his 
requests, leaving him “resplendent in rich clothes” as they 
dance around him. Soyinka also illuminates Elesin’s delusion 
or arrogance as he seeks to delay fate despite asserting himself 
as the “master” of his own destiny and expressing eagerness 
for his soul to fulfil its demands promptly.

Soyinka intertwines the myth of Ogun, symbolising 
the Yoruba cultural belief in ritual suicide, with the central 
narrative of the king’s horseman, Elesin Oba. He delves into 
the profound Yoruba cultural belief surrounding the ritual 
suicide of the king’s chief horseman, tasked with bridging 
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the realms of ancestors and the living for societal harmony. 
Drawing upon local myths, particularly the myth of Ogun, as 
discussed in his essay “The Fourth Stage”, Soyinka develops 
his theory of tragedy, emphasising the vital link between 
deities and humanity in establishing peace. Elesin Oba’s duty 
to guide the deceased king to the afterworld reflects this belief, 
yet his ritual suicide is thwarted by colonial intervention and 
his own corrupted will. Soyinka underscores that Elesin’s 
failure arises not only from external coercion but also from 
a blasphemous notion, illustrating the clash between tradition 
and colonial influence. Through this adaptation, Soyinka not 
only explores cultural depth but also interrogates themes of 
power and spirituality amidst colonial disruption. Notably, 
through the integration of local mythology, Soyinka pushes 
against the confines of the established canonical form of 
tragedy and confronts the historical marginalisation of non-
European, particularly African, culture and identity within 
Western literary norms. Essentially, he redefines the notion of 
tragedy, challenges Eurocentrism, and adapts ancient Greek 
concepts to suit his own narrative, resulting in a creation that is 
innovative, more metaphysical, and intimately individualistic.

The play holds significant cultural relevance both within 
Nigeria and on a global scale. At its core, the play serves 
as a powerful affirmation of Yoruba culture and heritage, 
celebrating the richness of indigenous traditions and the 
resilience of communal bonds. Through its vivid portrayal of 
Yoruba rituals, music, and storytelling, the play showcases 
the depth and vibrancy of Nigerian cultural heritage, inviting 
audiences to engage with and appreciate the complexities of 
African identity. Within Nigeria, it occupies a central place 
in the country’s literary and theatrical landscape. As the first 
African playwright to be awarded the Nobel Prize in Literature, 
Wole Soyinka’s work holds immense cultural significance 
and has played a pivotal role in shaping Nigeria’s artistic and 
intellectual discourse. The play’s exploration of themes such 
as tradition, colonialism, and cultural identity resonates deeply 
with Nigerian audiences, prompting critical reflection on the 
country’s colonial past and its enduring legacy. It has broader 
implications for the global understanding of African literature 
and culture. As one of Soyinka’s most celebrated works, the 
play has garnered international acclaim and has been widely 
studied and performed around the world. Its themes and motifs 
transcend cultural boundaries, offering universal insights into 
the human experience and the complexities of identity, power, 
and tradition.

	f Subverting Eurocen-
trism 
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Dance emerges as a vital motif symbolising the distinction 
between African, particularly Yoruba, culture and its Western 
counterpart. This contrast is exemplified through the dance 
of Simon Pilkings and his wife in the second act, juxtaposed 
against the native people’s ceremonial celebration of the 
king’s horseman’s suicide. Additionally, the play showcases 
other cultural customs, such as clothing and ritual practices, 
further accentuating the differences between Western and 
African traditions. Despite Soyinka’s intent to move beyond 
facile depictions of cultural clashes, these elements remain 
crucial in delineating the disparities between the two distinct 
traditions. He utilises music as a recurring motif in the play to 
underscore the resilience of Yoruba culture and the inadequacy 
of European influence in Nigeria. The opening stage directions 
specify that European music, like tango or waltz, should be 
played softly and with poor quality. Likewise, during the ball 
scene, similar instructions emphasise the inferior quality of 
European music. These repeated directives emphasise that the 
music symbolises European, particularly British, colonialism 
in Nigeria, portraying colonialism itself as feeble, inferior, 
and unpredictable in the Nigerian context. In contrast, Yoruba 
drumming and singing resonate vibrantly and energetically 
throughout the play. This stark juxtaposition with the poor 
quality of European music highlights the intrinsic belonging 
of native music and culture within Nigeria. It signifies the 
inherent strength of indigenous culture prevailing over 
European colonial influence. As the play opens, Elesin is 
accompanied by drummers and praise-singers, portraying him 
as a man who exudes joy and vitality through song and dance. 
Music and dance serve as powerful vehicles for conveying 
the struggles against colonial hegemony and the preservation 
of indigenous traditions. These artistic forms are not merely 
aesthetic embellishments but integral components of Yoruba 
culture, representing a spiritual connection to ancestry 
and communal identity. The potency and vigour of Yoruba 
drumming imply its appropriateness and the validity of Yoruba 
cultural traditions within the context of Oyo, Nigeria. Another 
major symbol used in the play is chains, which symbolise 
the lingering colonial influence and suppression of African 
people by Europeans even after the end of the slave trade in 
Nigeria. While the author notes that the play is not explicitly 
focused on colonial rule, the lingering influence of colonial 
history is undeniable. The use of chains, once instruments of 
enslavement, to bind Elesin underscores the lasting impact of 
colonialism on Nigerian society. This imagery reflects how 
native culture remains shackled and dehumanised by the 

	f Symbols and motifs

SG
O
U



SGOU - MA English - SLM - Postcolonial Studies 133

colonial ideology, which seeks to erode traditions and heritage. 
Elesin’s ultimate act of using the very chains that bind him 
to end his life exposes the ongoing violence inflicted by the 
belief in European superiority, highlighting the persistence of 
colonial oppression despite the formal end of enslavement.	

Soyinka elevates the use of proverbs to a pivotal role in 
highlighting the diversity of Yoruba culture. The incorporation 
of this folk literature not only underlines the richness of 
Yoruba tradition but also reinstates its value, which was long 
marginalised due to the scorn directed at African race and 
culture. Proverbs imbue the play with a distinct artistic flavour, 
serving as a significant tool for the characters to convey their 
meanings effectively.

The play follows a structured format typical of dramatic 
works. Within each act, there are typically multiple scenes that 
transition between different locations or periods. These scenes 
serve to advance the plot, develop character relationships, 
and deepen thematic exploration. The play opens with an 
introduction to the setting, characters, and central conflict. The 
audience learns about the impending ritual suicide of Elesin 
Oba following the death of the king, as well as the presence 
of British colonial administrators in Nigeria. As the narrative 
progresses, tensions escalate between Elesin Oba and the 
British officials, particularly Pilkings, who seek to prevent 
the ritual suicide. Various characters become embroiled 
in the conflict, and the cultural clash between indigenous 
customs and colonial authority becomes increasingly 
apparent. The climax of the play occurs when Elesin Oba is 
prevented from fulfilling his ritual duty by the intervention 
of the British authorities. This pivotal moment brings the 
central conflict to a head and sets the stage for the resolution. 
Following the climax, the consequences of the characters’ 
actions unfold, leading to moments of reflection, revelation, 
and resolution. The fallout from the disruption of the ritual 
suicide reverberates throughout the community, impacting the 
lives of the characters involved. The play concludes with a 
resolution that may include reconciliation, tragedy, or some 
form of closure. The characters come to terms with the events 
that have transpired, and the audience gains insights into the 
broader themes and messages of the play.

In Death and the King’s Horseman, Wole Soyinka crafts a 
tapestry of characters that embody the rich tapestry of Yoruba 
culture amidst the encroaching forces of colonialism. 

	f Use of proverbs
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Elesin Oba: Elesin Oba is the King’s Horseman, embodying 
the essence of Yoruba tradition and spirituality. Vibrant and 
charismatic, he is bound by duty to perform ritual suicide 
upon the death of the king. Elesin’s internal conflict between 
fulfilling his sacred obligation and indulging in earthly desires 
drives the narrative, serving as a poignant exploration of the 
clash between tradition and modernity in colonial Nigeria. 
His character symbolises the resilience and fragility of 
Indigenous customs in the face of external pressures. In his 
last moments, he is captivated by a young woman, sparking 
an unlikely connection that challenges his steadfast sense of 
duty. However, the intrusion of British colonial authorities 
disrupts the sacred death ritual, casting him into a pit of shame 
and solitude, abandoned even by his own son. Confined by the 
British, he is confronted with the redemptive suicide of his 
son, leaving him grappling with the weight of his decisions. 
Ultimately, Elesin chooses to use his own chains to end his 
life, leaving behind a legacy marked by intricate desires and 
profound clashes of culture.

Iyaloja: Iyaloja is the market woman and matriarchal 
figure in the community, embodying the wisdom and strength 
of Yoruba women. Often referred to as the “mother of the 
market,” she emerges as a pivotal character in the play, 
serving as Elesin’s moral guide and conscience. Despite her 
close and friendly relationship with Elesin, she exhibits a firm 
commitment to tradition and protocol, questioning his decisions 
and warning him against straying from the established plan, 
particularly regarding his desire to take a young woman as 
his wife before his death. She serves as a voice of reason and 
guidance, urging Elesin to fulfil his duty and maintain the 
integrity of tradition. Iyaloja’s character provides a grounding 
force amidst the chaos of the narrative, offering insights into 
the importance of community and cultural continuity. Her role 
as a moral authority is further emphasised when Elesin fails 
to carry out his ritual suicide, leading her to assert her power 
and reprimand him for disrupting the cosmic order. Utilising 
Yoruba proverbs, Iyaloja forces Elesin to reconnect with his 
culture and religion, guiding him through the interpretation of 
their significance. Ultimately, she holds Pilkings accountable 
for Elesin’s failure and emphasises the importance of looking 
towards the future amidst the aftermath of tragedy. Iyaloja also 
embodies the tension between traditional Yoruba customs and 
the encroaching influence of Western modernity in colonial 
Nigeria. While she upholds the sacred rituals and values of 
her culture, she also grapples with the challenges posed by 

	f The tragic clash of 
cultures
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and modernity
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colonial intervention and changing social dynamics.

Simon Pilkings: Pilkings is the British colonial 
administrator stationed in Nigeria, representing the imposition 
of Western values and the disruption of indigenous customs. 
Arrogant and ignorant of Yoruba culture, he clashes with 
Elesin over the performance of the ritual suicide, leading 
to tragic consequences. Pilkings catalyzes the exploration 
of colonialism and cultural clash in the play, highlighting 
the complexities of power dynamics and cultural exchange 
in a colonial context. He embodies a contemptuous attitude 
towards indigenous religious practices, dismissing them as 
“nonsense” and “mumbo-jumbo.” His arrogance extends to 
cultural insensitivity, which is evident in his decision to wear 
the egungun costume to a party after confiscating similar 
costumes from the local religious leaders. Pilkings displays 
cruelty towards those he deems beneath him, including Elesin, 
Amusa, and even his wife, Jane. His disregard for local customs 
is compounded by his dismissive response to Jane’s attempts 
to educate him on cultural sensitivity. Pilkings’ concern for 
his own image outweighs any genuine regard for indigenous 
beliefs, as evidenced by his intervention to prevent Elesin’s 
ritual suicide, driven more by the presence of English royalty 
than by respect for local traditions. Despite claiming to act in 
Elesin’s best interest, Pilkings’ actions reveal a deep-seated 
arrogance and a lack of empathy for the cultural heritage of 
the Nigerian people.

Jane Pilkings: Jane is the wife of the British colonial 
administrator, Pilkings. She represents a perspective of 
cultural curiosity and an attempt at understanding the local 
customs. However, her attempts are often misguided, and she 
remains largely ignorant of the deeper complexities of Yoruba 
culture. Jane’s character serves as a contrast to her husband, 
offering a glimpse of the potential for cultural exchange and 
understanding, albeit within the confines of colonial power 
dynamics. While she supports Pilkings in his colonial policing 
duties, she sometimes appears even more committed to the 
cause than he does, advocating for his involvement in dealing 
with Elesin’s suicide rather than attending a ball. Despite 
her attempts to educate Pilkings on cultural sensitivity, Jane 
holds prejudiced views of the native population, considering 
them primitive compared to English culture. Her interactions 
with the indigenous characters highlight the limitations and 
complexities of cross-cultural communication in a colonial 
setting.  Her adherence to Christian values leads her to dismiss 
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Elesin’s suicide and other sacrificial acts, while she remains 
indifferent to the deaths of young Englishmen in World 
War Two. Although she attempts to comprehend Olunde’s 
perspective on his father’s impending death, she ultimately 
fails to see beyond her own worldview, highlighting the 
limitations of her empathy and cultural understanding.

Olunde: Olunde is Elesin’s son, returning from England to 
fulfil his familial duties. Quiet and reserved, he embodies the 
tension between Western education and Yoruba tradition. He 
was sent to England by Pilkings four years prior to the events 
of the play, where he studied to become a doctor. Despite 
his Western education, Olunde remains deeply connected to 
his Yoruba heritage and demonstrates wisdom and integrity 
upon his return. He advocates for the importance of sacrifice 
for the greater good, drawing on both Yoruba and English 
cultural perspectives. His profound understanding of both 
cultures allows him to navigate the tensions between them 
and ultimately leads him to sacrifice his own life to fulfil 
his cultural duty, highlighting the complexities of identity 
and tradition in the face of colonial influence. His sacrifice 
in place of his father underscores the strength and resilience 
of Indigenous values, offering a poignant commentary on the 
complexities of cultural identity and the enduring power of 
tradition.

Sergeant Amusa: Sergeant Amusa is a character who 
represents the interface between the colonial authority and 
the indigenous people. As a member of the Nigerian police 
force under British rule, he embodies the complexities of 
loyalty and identity in a colonial setting. Amusa’s character is 
torn between his duty to uphold colonial law and his cultural 
allegiance to his Yoruba heritage. Amusa, despite his Muslim 
faith, remains deeply connected to his native culture and 
religion, which is evident in his reluctance to engage with 
Pilkings and Jane while they don the egungun costumes. His 
insecurities as a policeman tasked with enforcing colonial law 
lead to a defensive demeanour, highlighted by his readiness to 
resort to violence when faced with opposition from the local 
population, such as Iyaloja and other women in the market. 
This internal conflict reflects the broader tensions between 
colonial imposition and indigenous identity in the play. 
Throughout the play, Amusa serves as a mediator between the 
British administrators and the local community, navigating the 
tensions and power dynamics between the two. His interactions 
with Elesin, Pilkings, and other characters offer insights into 
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the challenges faced by individuals caught between conflicting 
allegiances and systems of authority. Amusa’s presence adds 
depth to the exploration of colonialism and its impact on both 
the colonisers and the play.

The Praise Singer: The praise-singer, a figure closely tied 
to Elesin Oba, serves as both a conscience and a spiritual guide. 
Responsible for immortalising Elesin’s legacy through song, 
he shares a deep bond with Elesin and mourns his departure 
to the afterlife. Acting as Elesin’s moral compass, the praise-
singer offers counsel and leads rituals, ensuring the fulfilment of 
Elesin’s sacred duties. The Praise Singer is a significant figure 
in Yoruba tradition, tasked with celebrating and honouring 
individuals through poetic verse and song. He symbolises 
the continuity of cultural heritage and the importance of oral 
tradition. Through his eloquent praise and poetic recitations, 
he elevates the characters and events of the play, weaving 
together the threads of history, tradition, and spirituality. His 
presence serves as a reminder of the richness and depth of 
Yoruba culture, offering insights into the power of language 
and storytelling in shaping collective identity. Additionally, 
his interactions with the other characters provide moments of 
reflection and introspection, highlighting the complexities of 
duty, honour, and cultural obligation in a changing world.

The Bride: The Bride represents the intersection of 
personal desire and cultural obligation. As the intended wife 
of Elesin Oba, she symbolises the continuity of lineage and the 
fulfilment of traditional roles within Yoruba society. However, 
the Bride’s character also embodies the tensions between 
individual agency and societal expectations. Throughout the 
play, she grapples with the conflicting emotions of love, duty, 
and fear as she navigates the impending ritual suicide of her 
betrothed. The Bride’s interactions with Elesin, Iyaloja, and 
other characters offer insights into the complexities of gender, 
marriage, and familial responsibility within the context of 
Yoruba culture. Her presence adds depth to the exploration 
of tradition, identity, and the human experience in the play. 
She serves as a silent yet pivotal figure, symbolising the 
passive acceptance of cultural traditions and the inevitable 
consequences of colonial disruption. Despite her lack of 
dialogue, her presence speaks volumes about the complexities 
of gender roles, power dynamics, and societal expectations 
within the Yoruba community. Her acquiescence to Elesin’s 
desire to marry her underscores the patriarchal norms 
prevalent in traditional societies, where women often have 
limited agency in matters of marriage and family.

	f The guiding spirit
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Furthermore, her silent participation in the ceremonial 
events surrounding Elesin’s impending death reflects the 
interconnectedness of individual destinies and collective 
rituals, highlighting the intricate web of relationships woven 
within the fabric of Yoruba culture. Yet, her silent rebellion 
through her pregnancy hints at the potential for subversion 
and resistance within seemingly passive roles, challenging 
conventional narratives of female passivity and submission. 
Through the character of the bride, Soyinka invites audiences 
to contemplate the complexities of gender, power, and tradition 
in the face of colonial hegemony.

Aide-de-Camp: The Aide-de-Camp is a character who 
serves as an intermediary between the British colonial 
administration and the local Nigerian authorities. As a 
representative of the colonial power structure, he embodies 
the authority and influence of the British Empire in Nigeria. 
His interactions with Elesin, Pilkings, and other characters 
reflect the power dynamics and tensions inherent in colonial 
relationships.   Aide-de-Camp’s presence highlights the 
bureaucratic and hierarchical nature of colonial governance, 
as well as the challenges faced by individuals navigating 
conflicting allegiances and interests. He contributes to the 
exploration of themes such as power, control, and cultural 
imperialism in the play. He emerges as a character symbolic of 
colonial attitudes, demonstrating a steadfast loyalty to British 
authority while harbouring a dismissive and condescending 
attitude towards indigenous cultures. Referred to as Bob by 
Pilkings, he represents the bureaucratic machinery of colonial 
rule, prioritising the interests of the British establishment over 
cultural sensitivity or understanding. Despite his courteous 
demeanour towards his superiors, particularly Pilkings, his 
treatment of Olunde reveals deep-seated prejudices and a sense 
of superiority rooted in colonial ideology. The Aide-de-Camp’s 
readiness to assist Pilkings in the arrest of Elesin underscores 
his commitment to upholding British law and order, regardless 
of its impact on local customs or individuals. His disdainful 
attitude towards the natives’ adoption of Western culture reflects 
a common colonial perspective that views indigenous peoples 
as inferior or misguided for embracing external influences. 
Through the character of the Aide-de-Camp, Soyinka critiques 
the colonial administration’s paternalistic and patronising 
stance towards native populations, highlighting the tensions 
between colonial authority and cultural autonomy.

The Drummer: The Drummer serves as both a literal 
and symbolic presence in the play. As a literal figure, the 
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Drummer provides a rhythmic backdrop to the events of the 
play, enhancing the dramatic tension and emotional resonance 
of key scenes. Symbolically, the Drummer represents the 
heartbeat of Yoruba culture, connecting the characters to 
their ancestral heritage and spiritual beliefs. Through his 
rhythmic beats, the Drummer reinforces the importance of 
tradition and the interconnectedness of the past, present, and 
future. Additionally, his presence underscores the role of oral 
tradition and performance art in Yoruba culture, adding depth 
and texture to the narrative.

Joseph: Joseph is a minor character in the play, yet his role 
is significant in illustrating the cultural divide and the impact 
of colonialism on indigenous communities. As an African 
Christian convert and member of the local community, 
Joseph embodies the complexities of religious conversion and 
cultural assimilation under colonial rule. His character serves 
as a foil to Elesin Oba, highlighting the contrast between 
traditional Yoruba beliefs and the influence of Christianity 
brought by the colonisers. Joseph’s interactions with Elesin, 
Pilkings, and other characters offer insights into the tensions 
between indigenous customs and Western values. Through 
his character, Soyinka explores themes of cultural identity, 
religious syncretism, and the enduring legacy of colonialism 
in Nigeria.

The Prince: The Prince is a character who represents both 
lineage and the weight of tradition within Yoruba society. 
Though he does not have a speaking role in the play, his 
impending ascension to the throne after his father’s death 
is a central concern. The Prince’s presence underscores the 
urgency and importance of the ritual suicide that Elesin Oba 
must perform, as it is intrinsically tied to the transition of 
power within the kingdom. Additionally, the prince’s apparent 
status as the heir highlights the interconnectedness of familial 
ties and cultural responsibilities. While not directly involved 
in the action of the play, the Prince’s looming presence serves 
as a reminder of the broader societal context in which the 
events unfold and the stakes involved in upholding tradition.

The King: While deceased at the start of the play, the king 
remains a central figure whose death sets the events in motion. 
As the ruler of the Yoruba kingdom, the King holds immense 
authority and reverence within the community. His passing not 
only signifies the end of his earthly reign but also triggers the 
ritual suicide that Elesin Oba, the King’s Horseman, is duty-
bound to perform. The King’s death catalyses the exploration 
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of themes such as duty, honour, and the clash between tradition 
and modernity. Despite his physical absence, the King’s legacy 
looms large over the play, shaping the actions and decisions 
of the characters as they grapple with the consequences of 
his passing. Through his character, Soyinka underscores the 
significance of lineage, leadership, and the cyclical nature of 
life and death within Yoruba culture.

The Resident: He is a character who embodies the 
authority and influence of the British colonial administration 
in Nigeria. As the highest-ranking British official in the 
region, the Resident wields significant power and serves as 
a representative of colonial rule. His interactions with Elesin 
Oba, Pilkings, and other characters highlight the tensions 
and power dynamics inherent in colonial relationships. The 
Resident’s decisions and directives often shape the course of 
events in the play, impacting the lives of the Indigenous people 
and shaping their responses to colonial oppression. Through 
his character, Soyinka explores themes of imperialism, cultural 
clash, and the complexities of power in a colonial context.

Wole Soyinka’s play Death and the King’s Horseman delves 
into the complexities of colonialism in Nigeria, critiquing the 
clash between indigenous traditions and colonial impositions. 
Soyinka cautions against interpreting the play as a mere clash 
of cultures or as a moral dilemma faced by the District Officer. 
He characterises the central conflict as primarily metaphysical, 
centred around the character of Elesin and the expansive 
Yoruba worldview encompassing the realms of the living, the 
dead, and the unborn, as well as the transitional passages that 
connect them. The essence of the play, according to Soyinka, 
is “threnodic,” emphasising mourning or lamentation, with 
the “Colonial Factor” serving as a catalytic incident rather 
than the crux of the narrative. The inquiries posed by the play 
regarding the relationship between the individual and the 
collective, the concept of sacrifice, and the enduring impact of 
postcolonial trauma remain pertinent in contemporary times.

	f Representative of 
Colonial Rule 
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Assignments

1.	 In Soyinka’s Death and the King’s Horseman, how does Elesin’s character 
development reflect broader themes of responsibility, fate, and the ramifica-
tions of cultural clash, particularly in the context of his struggle to fulfil his 
role as the King’s Horseman amidst colonial pressures and internal turmoil?

2.	 Explain the ways in which Soyinka’s Death and the King’s Horseman ex-
plore the interplay between destiny and personal choice in the context of 
British colonialism and Yoruba tradition.

3.	 Elucidate how Soyinka’s Death and the King’s Horseman portray the clash 
between traditional African customs and colonial influence, delineating the 
broader struggle to preserve cultural authenticity amidst external pressures. 

4.	 What significance do music and dance forms hold in conveying the struggles 
against colonial hegemony and the preservation of indigenous traditions in 
Wole Soyinka’s Death and the King’s Horseman?

5.	 How do the characters shape the events and themes in Soyinka’s Death and 
the King’s Horseman?

Suggested Reading
1.	 Ashcroft, Bill, Gareth Griffiths, and Helen Tiffin. The Empire Writes Back: The-

ory and Practice in Post-Colonial Literatures. Routledge, 2002.
2.	 Bhabha, Homi K. The Location of Culture. Routledge, 1994.
3.	 Dabydeen, David, John Gilmore, and Cecily Jones, editors. The Oxford Com-

panion to Black British History. Oxford University Press, 2007.
4.	 Loomba, Ania. Colonialism/Postcolonialism. Routledge, 1998.
5.	 McLuckie, Craig W. “The Structural Coherence of Wole Soyinka’s Death and 

the King’s Horseman.” College Literature, vol. 31, 2004, pp. 143-163.

Summarised Overview
In Death and the King’s Horseman, characters like Elesin Oba grapple with issues 

of cultural identity, colonial influence, and the clash between tradition and modernity. 
Elesin’s struggle to fulfil his duty as the king’s horseman while also being influenced by 
Western ideas and desires reflects the broader themes of mimicry, hybridity, and cultural 
colonisation mentioned. Soyinka uses the characters and their dilemmas to critique these 
issues and advocate for a revival of African cultural traditions. Through the play, he presents 
a nuanced exploration of postcolonial Africa and the challenges faced by individuals in 
reclaiming their identities in the face of external pressures.
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Space for Learner Engagement for Objective Questions
Learners are encouraged to develop objective questions based on the content in the 

paragraph as a sign of their comprehension of the content. The Learners may reflect on the 
recap bullets and relate their understanding with the narrative in order to frame objective 
questions from the given text. The University expects that 1 - 2 questions are developed for 
each paragraph. The space given below can be used for listing the questions.
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Drama 
(Non -Detailed) 

Unit 3

Learning Outcomes

Background

Upon completion of the unit, the learners will be able to: 
	f strengthen critical thinking and analytical prowess by engaging in close read-
ing, textual analysis, and interpretation of postcolonial dramatic texts.

	f examine the significance of performance and theatricality in postcolonial 
resistance, activism, and cultural production.

	f  analyze how drama serves as a platform for contestation, negotiation, and 
empowerment. 

	f Foster empathy, reflexivity, and cultural sensitivity through active engagement 
with diverse perspectives, experiences, and voices within postcolonial drama

The emergence of postcolonial drama in the mid-20th century signifies a pivotal 
moment in literature, reflecting the intricate aftermaths of colonialism and the global 
movements for decolonisation. Within this literary landscape, Marguerite Duras and 
Aimé Césaire emerge as significant figures, each contributing distinctive viewpoints on 
colonial history, identity, and the dynamics of power. 

Marguerite Duras and Aimé Césaire are both closely associated with French culture, 
though their backgrounds are distinct. Aimé Césaire, a prominent poet, playwright, and 
politician, was born in Martinique, a French overseas department, making him a French 
citizen. He is renowned for co-founding the Négritude movement, which sought to affirm 
the cultural identity of Black Africans and the African diaspora. Marguerite Duras, a 
celebrated novelist, playwright, and filmmaker, was born in French Indochina (now 
Vietnam) to French parents, also making her a French citizen by birth. She is known for 
her influential works, like The Lover (L’Amant), and her involvement in the mid-20th-
century French literary scene. Both Duras and Césaire have made significant contributions 
to French literature and culture.

Marguerite Duras and Aimé Césaire are connected to postcolonial drama through their 
exploration of themes related to colonialism, identity, and cultural displacement. Duras, 
born in French Indochina, brought her colonial experiences to her work, particularly in 
her play India Song, which delves into the complexities of colonial life and the emotional 
landscape of expatriates. Similarly, Césaire, with his background in Martinique, used 
his works to challenge colonial oppression and affirm Black identity, most notably in 
his play A Tempest, which reimagines Shakespeare’s The Tempest from a postcolonial 
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perspective. Their poignant narratives and dramatic works offer critical insights into the 
psychological and social impacts of colonialism, making significant contributions to the 
field of postcolonial drama.

4.3.1 India Song - Marguerite Duras 
Marguerite Duras was a French novelist, playwright, and 

filmmaker known for her avant-garde style and exploration 
of themes such as colonialism, desire, and memory. She rose 
to prominence in the mid-20th century with works like The 
Lover (1984), a semi-autobiographical novel that explores 
themes of love, power, and colonialism in French Indochina 
and Hiroshima Mon Amour (1959), a screenplay written for 
Alain Resnais’ film of the same name, which delves into 
the complexities of memory and trauma in the aftermath of 
World War II, which pushed the boundaries of narrative form 
and challenged conventional storytelling techniques. Duras’ 
writing often blurs the lines between fiction and autobiography, 
incorporating elements of stream-of-consciousness and 
fragmented narrative structures. Her distinctive prose style 
and provocative subject matter have cemented her reputation 
as one of the most innovative and influential figures in French 
literature and cinema. Her experimental novel Moderato 
Cantabile (1958) and her play India Song (1973) are also 
celebrated for their innovative narrative techniques and 
evocative exploration of desire and alienation. Throughout her 
career, Duras remained at the forefront of French literature, 
challenging literary conventions and pushing the boundaries 
of storytelling with her unique blend of lyricism, introspection, 
and political commentary.

India Song was originally written as a play and was 
commissioned for the Royal National Theatre by Peter Hall 
in 1972. It was not staged at that time. India Song was first 
published in book form as a play/screenplay/novel in 1973. It 
was adapted to film as a motion picture, released in 1975 and 

Discussion

	f Duras as an 
Avant-Garde Trail-
blazer
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first performed on stage in 1993. The title implies a romanticised 
and exoticised view of the colonial era, echoing the Eurocentric 
ideals and cultural appropriations prevalent during that time. 
It highlights the gap between Western perceptions of colonial 
territories and the harsh realities experienced by the people 
living there. Moreover, the juxtaposition of “India” and 
“Song” evokes themes of yearning, displacement, and cultural 
blending, which are central to the play’s storyline. Overall, 
the play serves as an intriguing starting point for Duras’s 
exploration of colonialism, identity, and the intricate dynamics 
of human connections in a colonial setting.

4.3.1.1 Summary
Set in colonial India during the 1930s, the story revolves 

around Anne-Marie Stretter, the wife of a French diplomat, 
and her encounters with various characters in the colonial 
milieu. Through poetic monologues and fragmented 
narratives, Duras explores themes of desire, power, and 
alienation, offering a haunting portrayal of the emotional and 
psychological landscape of colonialism. The play unfolds 
through the perspectives of four narrators, comprising two 
female and two male voices, as they recount the events of a 
fateful night at the French embassy in Calcutta in 1937 and 
the subsequent day at the French residence on an island in 
the Indian Ocean. The story begins with an introduction to 
Anne-Marie Stretter, the wife of a French diplomat stationed 
in colonial India. Through fragmented monologues and 
flashbacks, readers learn about Anne-Marie’s beauty, allure, 
and the enigmatic nature of her character. The narrative shifts 
between various social gatherings and encounters where 
Anne-Marie interacts with other characters, including the 
French Ambassador, the Vice-Consul, and the Attaché. These 
scenes offer glimpses into the complexities of desire, power 
dynamics, and colonial relationships. Throughout the play, 
there are moments of introspection and reflection as characters 
grapple with their own memories, desires, and existential 
questions. These introspective passages contribute to the 
dreamlike atmosphere of the story and deepen the emotional 
resonance of the narrative. As the story unfolds, themes of 
colonialism, alienation, and existential despair are explored 
through the lens of the characters’ experiences and interactions. 
The play delves into the psychological and emotional toll 
of colonialism on both the colonisers and the colonised. It 
reaches its culmination with Anne-Marie’s departure from 
colonial India, marking the end of an era and the beginning 
of a new chapter in her life. The resolution is open-ended and 

	f A haunting portrayal 
of colonial India

	f Title of the play
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ambiguous, leaving readers to ponder the lingering effects of 
colonialism and the complexities of human relationships. One 
tragic night, Anne-Marie chooses to end her life by walking 
into the Indian Ocean. Her tale unfolds against the backdrop 
of opulent European colonial life, where privileged white 
colonists seek solace from the poverty, disease, starvation, 
and suffering endured by the Indian people.

In the opening act, the haunting melody of a blues tune 
sets the stage for a surreal narrative that unfolds through 
fragmented conversations between disembodied voices. These 
voices, identified as Voice 1 and Voice 2, recount the tragic 
love story of Michael Richardson and Anne-Marie Stretter, 
a tale steeped in passion and loss against the backdrop of 
colonial India. As Anne-Marie and Michael dance amidst the 
opulent setting of the French embassy in Calcutta, the voices 
weave together memories of their tumultuous romance and 
Anne-Marie’s enigmatic past. Through poetic descriptions 
and evocative imagery, the narrative explores themes of love, 
betrayal, and existential despair while also shedding light on 
the wider social context of colonialism and its impact on the 
lives of both Europeans and natives. Amidst the melancholic 
strains of the blues, the voices recall Anne-Marie’s journey 
from Venice to the far-flung corners of Asia, where she 
becomes entangled in a web of passion and tragedy. As Anne-
Marie grapples with inner turmoil and despair, the voices 
evoke the sounds and sights of colonial Calcutta, painting a 
vivid portrait of a society on the brink of collapse. Against this 
backdrop of chaos and despair, Anne-Marie’s story unfolds, 
punctuated by moments of profound sadness and fleeting 
moments of connection. Through the voices’ fragmented 
recollections, the play offers a haunting meditation on love, 
loss, and the elusive nature of memory, inviting audiences 
to ponder the enduring legacy of colonialism and the human 
condition. The atmosphere is charged with tension and longing 
as the characters navigate their complex relationships against 
the backdrop of colonial society. Anne-Marie’s husband, the 
Ambassador, is absent, leaving her to entertain the guests, 
including the Vice-Consul and his wife, the Attaché, and 
other diplomats and socialites. Through vivid descriptions 
and nuanced character interactions, she paints a compelling 
portrait of Anne-Marie Stretter and her social circle, revealing 
the complexities of their relationships and the tensions inherent 
in colonial society. The absence of Anne-Marie’s husband 
adds a sense of mystery and intrigue, hinting at underlying 
conflicts and unresolved emotions. Throughout the act, the 

	f The complexity of 
colonial relation-
ships and suppressed 
desires
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characters engage in polite conversation, but underlying 
tensions and unspoken desires simmer beneath the surface. 
Duras masterfully explores themes of longing, passion, and 
social constraint, capturing the stifling atmosphere of colonial 
life where appearances often mask deeper truths. The act’s 
subtle yet palpable tension keeps the audience engaged, 
setting the stage for the unfolding drama and exploration of 
existential themes in subsequent acts. Overall, Duras’ adept 
storytelling and evocative imagery make the opening act a 
captivating introduction to the complexities of colonialism 
and human relationships.

The second act presents before the audience the opulent 
setting of a colonial reception in India. The tensions simmer 
beneath the surface as the guests gossip about Anne-Marie 
Stretter, the enigmatic hostess. The presence of Michael 
Richardson, Anne-Marie’s lover, adds to the intrigue, while 
the French vice-consul’s erratic behaviour sparks scandalous 
rumours. Amidst the polite facade of the party, underlying 
themes of desire, betrayal, and societal expectations emerge, 
highlighting the complexities of colonial relationships and 
the facade of respectability. As the evening progresses, 
Anne-Marie’s interactions with the guests reveal glimpses 
of her unconventional lifestyle and strained marriage. The 
vice-consul’s desperate declaration of love for Anne-Marie 
exposes the fragility of social norms and the destructive power 
of unrequited desire. Through subtle gestures and whispered 
conversations, Duras illuminates the façade of colonial society, 
revealing the inner turmoil and hidden desires lurking beneath 
the surface. Ultimately, the reception becomes a microcosm 
of the larger themes explored in the play, offering a critical 
examination of power dynamics, social constraints, and the 
human psyche in the context of colonial India.

The third act depicts the aftermath of the party; a sense 
of emptiness lingers in the reception room, where only a 
few individuals remain. As Anne-Marie and her companions 
drift into slumber, the voices of unseen narrator’s recount the 
aftermath of the night’s events. Duras’ use of disembodied 
voices serves as a haunting reminder of the characters’ internal 
conflicts and existential uncertainties. The voices, representing 
unseen narrators, provide a fragmented perspective on the 
events unfolding, leaving readers to interpret the significance 
of their commentary. Michael Richardson’s abrupt departure 
from India and the vice-consul’s resignation evoke questions 
about the consequences of desire and societal expectations. 
The juxtaposition of the characters’ physical exhaustion with 

	f Unveiling Anne-Ma-
rie’s inner turmoil

	f Reflection on the 
transient nature of 
human connections

SG
O
U



SGOU - MA English - SLM - Postcolonial Studies 149

the continuation of their journey to the islands symbolises 
the relentless pursuit of pleasure and escapism amidst the 
backdrop of colonial privilege. Through this surreal and 
dreamlike sequence, Duras challenges notions of reality and 
invites reflection on the transient nature of human connections 
and the allure of distant horizons in the face of inner turmoil.

The fourth act shows Anne-Marie, Michael Richardson, 
the young attaché, the Stretters’ guest, and George Crawn 
move from the lounge to the dining room at the Prince of 
Wales Hotel for dinner, creating an atmosphere of casual 
elegance. Meanwhile, the vice-consul, unseen by the group, 
appears in the garden and joins them inside the hotel. The 
presence of the beggar woman on the island adds an element 
of mystery and perhaps reflects the characters’ inner turmoil 
manifesting in the external world. Duras continues to weave 
a narrative that blurs the lines between reality and perception. 
The characters’ interactions and movements, juxtaposed 
with the unseen presence of the vice-consul and the beggar 
woman, create a sense of unease and foreboding. The act of 
Anne-Marie walking along the beach alone, with the vice-
consul following her, suggests a deeper layer of psychological 
tension and unfulfilled desires. Duras’s use of symbolism and 
ambiguity invites readers to ponder the complexities of human 
relationships and the elusive nature of truth and perception.

In the final act, the emotional complexities of the characters 
are explored, offering deeper insights into their inner turmoil 
and desires. Anne-Marie, Michael Richardson, and the young 
attaché arrive at the French residence on the island, their paths 
converging but their intentions diverging. Meanwhile, the 
vice-consul quietly slips into the scene, observing from the 
sidelines. Inside, tension simmers as Michael plays the piano, 
setting the stage for a dramatic confrontation. The young 
attaché’s bold gesture towards Anne-Marie, witnessed by 
Michael and the vice-consul, amplifies the emotional turmoil 
brewing beneath the surface. Duras masterfully orchestrates 
a crescendo of conflict and resolution, punctuated by Anne-
Marie’s tragic decision to end her life. The complex interplay of 
desire, jealousy, and despair among the characters reflects the 
existential angst of individuals trapped in the confines of their 
own desires and societal expectations. The act’s denouement, 
with Anne-Marie’s solitary walk into the ocean, serves as a 
poignant reminder of the fragility of human existence and the 
profound consequences of unrequited love and unfulfilled 
longing. Duras’s exploration of themes such as identity, 

	f The elusive nature of 
truth and perception

	f Sense of alienation 
and existential de-
spair SG

O
U



150 SGOU - MA English - SLM - Postcolonial Studies

desire, and mortality resonates with a haunting intensity, 
inviting readers to contemplate the complexities of the human 
condition. She masterfully orchestrates a crescendo of conflict 
and resolution, punctuated by Anne-Marie’s tragic decision to 
end her life. The complex interplay of desire, jealousy, and 
despair among the characters reflects the existential angst of 
individuals trapped in the confines of their own desires and 
societal expectations. The act’s denouement, with Anne-
Marie’s solitary walk into the ocean, serves as a poignant 
reminder of the fragility of human existence and the profound 
consequences of unrequited love and unfulfilled longing. 
Duras’s exploration of themes such as identity, desire, and 
mortality resonates with a haunting intensity, inviting readers 
to contemplate the complexities of the human condition.

4.3.1.2 Analysis
India Song delves into the phenomenon of cultural 

appropriation, where Westerners selectively adopt elements 
of Indian culture for their own pleasure and entertainment 
without understanding or respecting their true significance. 
Through lavish parties, exotic costumes, and superficial 
engagements with Indian traditions, the French colonial elite 
in the play engages in a form of cultural exploration through 
extravagant parties adorned in exotic attire and superficial 
interactions with Indian traditions. This behaviour perpetuates 
their sense of superiority and reinforces stereotypes depicting 
the East as mystical and sensual. However, this appropriation 
ultimately serves to distance the colonisers from the lived 
experiences and struggles of the Indian people, perpetuating a 
cycle of exploitation and cultural erasure.

There lies a critique of power and privilege, as the French 
colonial officials wield their authority over the local population 
while enjoying lives of luxury and excess. The play exposes 
the inherent imbalance of power in colonial relationships, 
where the colonisers exert political and cultural control 
over the colonised. Despite their claims of benevolence 
and enlightenment, the French elite in the play exploit their 
positions of privilege to maintain their dominance over the 
Indian people, further entrenching colonial hierarchies and 
perpetuating social inequality.

Amidst the opulence and decadence of colonial life 
depicted in India Song, there are glimpses of resistance and 
subjugation among the Indian characters who are marginalised 
and oppressed by colonial rule. While the French elite revel 

	f Cultural appropria-
tion and exoticism

	f Power and privilege 

	f Resistance and sub-
jugation
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in their frivolous pursuits and social engagements, the Indian 
servants and workers labour tirelessly in the background, their 
voices and experiences silenced by the overwhelming presence 
of their colonial masters. Through subtle acts of defiance and 
quiet resilience, these marginalised figures challenge the 
authority of their oppressors and assert their humanity in the 
face of dehumanisation and exploitation.

The characters in the play collectively serve as pivotal 
conduits for exploring a spectrum of themes, including gender 
roles, agency, power dynamics, and the impact of colonialism. 
Through nuanced portrayals, both male and female characters 
offer multifaceted insights into the complexities of identity 
and societal expectations during colonial-era India. While the 
female characters navigate patriarchal constraints and assert 
their autonomy amidst societal norms, the male characters 
embody varying degrees of authority, reflecting the oppressive 
structures of colonial rule. The male characters play crucial 
roles in exploring central themes such as colonialism, 
power dynamics, and societal norms. Through their actions, 
interactions, and positions within the narrative, they provide 
rich insights into the intricate fabric of the story’s backdrop. 
Whether representing the oppressive authority of colonial 
rulers, navigating complex power struggles, or conforming 
to societal expectations, these male figures add layers of 
complexity to the thematic essence of the text. Their presence 
highlights the enduring impact of colonial legacies and 
sheds light on the nuanced power dynamics within the social 
context depicted. Through diverse character portrayals, the 
play prompts readers to critically examine the intersections 
of gender, power, and colonial history, facilitating a deeper 
comprehension of the intricate human experience.

Through fragmented narratives and poetic monologues, 
Duras demonstrates the reflective sense of alienation and 
existential despair experienced by the colonisers in colonial 
India. The tension between societal expectations and personal 
desires becomes palpable as the characters navigate their 
relationships amidst the backdrop of colonial society. Moments 
of introspection and reflection provide a haunting portrayal of 
the psychological toll of colonialism, shedding light on the 
characters’ existential struggles and emotional vulnerabilities. 
Duras’ evocative prose and fragmented narrative style enhance 
the dreamlike atmosphere of the play, drawing the audience 
into the characters’ inner worlds. The themes of desire, 
alienation, and the haunting legacy of colonialism are further 

	f Alienation and exis-
tential despair

	f Intersectionality 
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illuminated as Anne-Marie grapples with her own sense of 
identity and purpose amidst the oppressive social norms of 
colonial society. 

Duras employs various literary devices to enrich the 
narrative and deepen its themes in India Song. Among these, 
imagery stands out as she skillfully portrays the exotic yet 
deteriorating ambience of colonial India, mirroring the 
characters’ internal struggles. Descriptions of crumbling 
colonial structures and oppressive heat vividly depict a sense 
of decay and confinement. Symbolism further enhances the 
narrative, with the relentless heat serving as a metaphor for 
the dictatorial grip of colonialism and emotional confinement. 
Moreover, the use of stream of consciousness offers intimate 
glimpses into the characters’ inner turmoil and aspirations. 
Through Anne-Marie Stretter’s disjointed thoughts, readers 
uncover her yearning for liberation and release from societal 
constraints.	

India Song reflects colonial attitudes and tensions between 
Western culture and the exoticised East through its portrayal 
of French colonial officials and their wives in India, who 
are detached from the local culture and view it as exotic and 
alluring yet ultimately incomprehensible and inferior. The story 
highlights the power dynamics and cultural misunderstandings 
between the colonisers and the colonised, as well as the 
exploitation and objectification of Indian people and culture 
by the French elite. The play is celebrated for its experimental 
style, evocative imagery, and provocative exploration of 
colonial relationships and identity. It does not have traditional 
acts like a play. Instead, the narrative unfolds through a series 
of fragmented scenes and monologues, creating a nonlinear 
and impressionistic structure. The structure of the play is 
punctuated by flashbacks and memories that offer glimpses 
into the characters’ past experiences and emotions. These 
flashbacks are often triggered by specific sounds, images, 
or sensations, adding to the impressionistic quality of the 
storytelling. Throughout the play, certain images, phrases, 
and motifs are repeated and recur, creating a sense of rhythm 
and pattern. These repetitions serve to underscore key themes 
and emotions, as well as to evoke a sense of timelessness and 
inevitability in the characters’ experiences. The structure of the 
play involves the interweaving of multiple narrative threads, 
often featuring parallel or overlapping storylines. These 
parallel narratives may explore different perspectives on the 
same events or themes, offering insight into the complexities 

	f Sense of decay and 
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of the characters’ relationships and emotions. Duras’s stage 
directions are often minimalistic and open to interpretation, 
allowing for flexibility in staging and performance. The sparse 
stage directions contribute to the play’s impressionistic and 
poetic quality, inviting the audience to engage with the text on 
a symbolic and metaphorical level.				  

4.3.1.3 Character Sketch
The characterisation is nuanced and multifaceted, with 

each character contributing to the play’s exploration of desire, 
power dynamics, and colonial relationships. 

Anne-Marie Stretter: Anne-Marie is the central figure of 
the play, portrayed as mysterious, alluring, and emotionally 
distant. Her character is deeply intertwined with the colonial 
setting of the play. As the wife of the French ambassador, 
she occupies a position of privilege and power within the 
colonial hierarchy. However, her emotional detachment and 
existential despair suggest a sense of disconnection from the 
colonial world around her, emphasising the alienating effects 
of colonialism on both colonisers and the colonised. Her 
beauty captivates those around her, but she remains enigmatic 
and disconnected, resisting easy categorisation. Despite her 
outward charm, Anne-Marie remains emotionally distant 
and detached, resisting easy categorisation or understanding. 
She maintains a facade of composure and aloofness, keeping 
her true thoughts and feelings hidden from others. Through 
fragmented monologues, a series of flashbacks and memories, 
readers glimpse Anne-Marie’s inner turmoil and existential 
despair, highlighting the complexities of her character. She 
becomes the object of desire for several characters in the 
play, including the Vice-Consul and the Attaché, highlighting 
her magnetic allure and the effect she has on those around 
her. Anne-Marie’s character embodies themes of desire, 
power dynamics, and colonial relationships, making her a 
compelling and multifaceted figure in the narrative. She can 
be seen as a symbol of the complexities and contradictions of 
colonial life. Her beauty and allure symbolise the seductive 
appeal of colonialism, while her emotional distance and inner 
turmoil represent the dehumanising effects of colonisation on 
individuals.

The Vice-Consul: The Vice-Consul is a pivotal character 
who becomes infatuated with Anne-Marie. He was a French 
diplomat stationed in colonial India during the 1930s. His 
position grants him a certain level of authority and privilege 

	f Anne-Marie’s com-
plex persona
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within the colonial hierarchy. Still, he is also subject to the 
emotional and psychological challenges of living in a foreign 
land far from home. He is haunted by memories of lost love 
and a sense of disillusionment with his colonial existence. 
These feelings manifest in introspective passages where he 
reflects on the emptiness and alienation he feels in his current 
life. He is both a product of the colonial system and a victim 
of its dehumanising effects. His introspective passages reveal 
his inner turmoil and existential angst, providing insight into 
the emotional landscape of the play. Through introspective 
monologues and reflections, he grapples with existential 
questions about identity, purpose, and meaning. He questions 
the nature of love, the significance of his diplomatic role, and 
the ultimate futility of his existence in the colonial context. 
His infatuation with Anne-Marie highlights her magnetic 
allure and the effect she has on those around her while also 
contributing to the exploration of desire, power dynamics, and 
colonial relationships in the narrative.

The French Ambassador: The French Ambassador is 
Anne-Marie’s husband and a representative of colonial power 
in India. He holds a position of authority and privilege within 
the colonial hierarchy. As the official representative of France 
in India, he is responsible for maintaining diplomatic relations 
and upholding French interests in the region. His status as 
an ambassador grants him access to elite social circles and 
positions him as a figure of importance within the colonial 
milieu. He is depicted as aloof and distant, particularly in his 
relationship with Anne-Marie. He appears more concerned 
with maintaining appearances and fulfilling his diplomatic 
duties than engaging with the emotional realities of his 
marriage. His detachment from Anne-Marie underscores the 
theme of emotional estrangement within the colonial context. 
While they maintain the facade of a respectable marriage, their 
emotional connection appears shallow and superficial. His 
position of authority over Anne-Marie highlights the unequal 
power dynamics inherent in colonial marriages, where personal 
desires and emotional fulfilment often take a backseat to 
political and social considerations. His interactions with other 
characters reflect the complexities of colonial relationships 
and power dynamics. While his official role as an ambassador 
may grant him authority and privilege, the Ambassador’s 
personal life is marked by emotional detachment and a lack 
of genuine connection with his wife. His character adds 
depth to the exploration of desire, power dynamics, and the 
consequences of colonialism in the narrative. Due to the 

	f The Vice-Consul as a 
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play’s fragmented narrative structure, readers are provided 
with limited insights into his inner thoughts and feelings. His 
character remains somewhat enigmatic and distant, serving 
primarily as a backdrop against which the emotional and 
psychological dynamics of other characters, particularly 
Anne-Marie, unfold.

The Attaché: The Attaché is a French diplomat stationed 
in colonial India during the 1930s. Like the Vice-Consul, he 
occupies a position of authority within the colonial hierarchy, 
granting him access to elite social circles and diplomatic 
functions. His background and specific duties as an Attaché 
are not extensively detailed in the play, but his presence 
within the colonial milieu is significant. One of Attaché’s 
central experiences in the play is his infatuation with Anne-
Marie Stretter, the wife of the French ambassador. Like other 
characters in the play, the Attaché is captivated by Anne-
Marie’s beauty, grace, and enigmatic presence. His desire for 
her underscores the theme of desire and longing within the 
colonial context, highlighting the allure and impossibility of 
romantic fulfilment in a society marked by social conventions 
and power differentials. His interactions with Anne-Marie and 
other characters contribute to the exploration of desire, power 
dynamics, and colonial relationships. A sense of yearning and 
longing characterises his interactions with Anne-Marie as 
he grapples with the complexities of desire and unrequited 
love. His emotional journey reflects the broader themes of 
emotional estrangement and disconnection within the colonial 
context, where personal desires often conflict with societal 
expectations and norms. He can be seen as a symbol of 
desire and longing within the colonial milieu. His infatuation 
with Anne-Marie Stretter represents the seductive allure of 
colonialism and the desire for connection and intimacy in a 
world marked by isolation and emotional distance. Through 
his character, Duras explores the complexities of desire, 
power dynamics, and the human condition within the context 
of colonial India.

The beggar woman: The beggar woman is an enigmatic 
presence who lurks in the shadows of the French embassy 
garden, observing the events of the reception. Originating from 
Burma, she fled her home at a young age, wandering across 
Asia for a decade before settling in Calcutta. Her skeletal form 
and bald head speak volumes of her hardships. Throughout 
the play, her haunting songs punctuate the narrative, serving 
as a haunting reminder of her presence. In contrast to Anne-
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Marie’s privileged status, the beggar woman embodies the 
struggles and plight of Asian women under colonial rule.

The Voices: Voice 1, a young woman’s disembodied voice, 
exudes a sweet yet somewhat deranged quality as she narrates 
Anne-Marie Stretter’s love story in India Song. Despite her 
fragmented and illogical memory, she becomes enraptured 
by Anne-Marie’s tale, losing herself in its intricacies.  Voice 
2, another young woman’s disembodied voice, mirrors 
Voice 1’s madness and sweetness, consumed by both Anne-
Marie’s story and her own desire for Voice 1. Throughout the 
narrative, Voice 2 attempts to intertwine Anne-Marie’s love 
story with their own, seeking a connection between the two. 
Voice 3, a male disembodied voice, shares the fascination 
with Anne-Marie’s love story yet struggles to recall its 
details. Continuously relying on Voice 4 for reminders, 
Voice 3’s memory of the events surrounding Anne-Marie’s 
suicide remains fragmented. Voice 4, a male disembodied 
voice, stands apart from the others, possessing an impeccable 
recollection of every detail in Anne-Marie’s love story. Unlike 
his counterparts, Voice 4 serves as a reliable narrator, offering 
clarity amidst the confusion surrounding Anne-Marie’s tragic 
tale.

Minor Characters: The play also features a cast of minor 
characters who populate the colonial milieu, including other 
diplomats, socialites, and residents. For instance, though not a 
central figure, the Indian Servant plays a significant role in the 
setting and atmosphere of the story, representing the colonial 
relationship between the French characters and the local 
population. Another minor character is the Lady-in-Waiting, 
who may serve Anne-Marie Stretter or other characters in the 
French embassy. While her role is not extensively explored, 
she contributes to the background ambience and context of 
the colonial milieu depicted in the narrative. These characters 
provide additional layers of texture to the narrative, offering 
glimpses into the broader social and political context 
of colonial India. They are often depicted through brief 
encounters, fragmented memories, and fleeting impressions, 
contributing to the overall sense of ambience and mood in the 
play. Through their interactions with the central characters, 
minor characters may offer insights into the broader social 
and political context of colonial India, as well as highlight 
themes such as class divisions, cultural hybridity, and the 
legacy of colonialism. While minor characters may not be as 
prominently featured as the main protagonists, their presence 
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adds depth and richness to the narrative, enriching the reader’s 
understanding of the colonial world depicted by Duras. Their 
inclusion underscores the interconnectedness of lives and 
experiences within the colonial milieu, reinforcing the play’s 
exploration of desire, power dynamics, and identity in the 
context of colonialism.

Marguerite Duras’s India Song portrays the exoticised East 
through a postcolonial lens, revealing the complexities of 
desire, power, and colonial representation. Language serves as 
a potent instrument, communicating the characters’ intricate 
emotions and psychological landscapes, urging readers to 
delve into the profound depths of human existence within the 
colonial setting. The play adeptly generates tension between 
the inner and outer worlds, navigating the conflict between the 
individual’s psychic realm and the external world’s myriad, 
unfathomable challenges.

4.3.2  A Tempest -Aimé Césair
Discussion

Aimé Fernand David Césaire was a Martinican poet, 
author, and politician who played a significant role in the 
Négritude movement, coining the term négritude in French. 
While having a French-derived first name meaning “beloved,”  
he identified with his Igbo ancestry from Nigeria. He saw 
his name “Aimé” as possibly retaining Igbo origins, as its 
pronunciation resembled the Igbo word “eme,” which is the 
root for numerous Igbo given names. He founded the Parti 
Progressiste Martiniquais in 1958 and served in the French 
National Assembly from 1945 to 1993. Césaire’s notable 
works include the book-length poem Cahier d’un retour au 
pays natal (1939), Une Tempête (A Tempest), a reimagining of 
Shakespeare’s The Tempest, and Discours sur le colonialisme 
(Discourse on Colonialism), an influential essay discussing 
the dynamics between colonisers and the colonised. His 
works have been translated into numerous languages. His 
influence extends deeply into poetry, resonating not only in 
his era but also in subsequent generations. Particularly notable 
is his connection with Frantz Fanon, where Fanon attributes 
to Césaire a pivotal role as mentor and muse, describing the 
transformative power of Césaire’s words and deeds amid 
colonial upheaval. Césaire’s oeuvre not only envisioned 
African unity and celebrated black culture but also fostered the 
emergence of black cultural spaces, evident in his establishment 
of literary journals and reinterpretation of Caliban’s soliloquy 
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from Shakespeare’s The Tempest. His contributions laid the 
groundwork for postcolonial literature in France, its colonies, 
and the Caribbean. In 2021, the Musée de l’Homme honoured 
Aimé Césaire in its Portraits de France exhibition, featuring 
a piece by artist Hom Nguyen, paying tribute to his enduring 
legacy. Césaire’s enduring legacy, shaped by his views on 
colonialism and African American culture, finds resonance 
in the contemporary Black Lives Matter Movement. This 
ongoing social movement illustrates the continued relevance 
of Césaire’s past convictions in today’s cultural landscape. 
Both the Negritude movement initiated by Césaire and the 
Black Lives Matter Movement emphasise the importance of 
preserving the history, culture, and individual identity of Black 
communities, underscoring their enduring impact on society.

Aimé Césaire’s 1969 play A Tempest offers a postcolonial 
reinterpretation of Shakespeare’s The Tempest, portraying the 
story on a Caribbean island from a fresh perspective. The play 
premiered at the Festival de Hammamet in Tunisia, directed by 
Jean-Marie Serreau, before being staged in Avignon and Paris. 
Césaire retains Shakespeare’s characters while adding new 
dimensions and interpretations, notably casting Prospero as a 
white master, Ariel as a mulatto, and Caliban as an enslaved 
Black person. In Césaire’s adaptation, he defines Prospero as 
a white master, Ariel as a mulatto, and Caliban as an enslaved 
Black person. These characterisations serve as focal points in 
the play, as Césaire highlights themes of race, power dynamics, 
decolonisation, and anti-imperialism. He confronts issues of 
oppression and resistance, inviting audiences to interrogate 
the complexities of colonial legacies. This reimagining not 
only challenges the Eurocentric perspective of the original text 
but also underscores the enduring relevance of these themes 
in contemporary discourse. The title, A Tempest, ingeniously 
echoes Shakespeare’s original work, The Tempest, but with a 
nuanced twist. By replacing the definite article “the” with the 
indefinite article “a”, Césaire suggests that his play presents 
not the definitive portrayal of events but rather one perspective 
among many. This subtle adjustment prompts readers to view 
the narrative through a fresh lens, highlighting the play’s 
postcolonial reinterpretation and its exploration of colonial 
power dynamics.

4.3.2.1 Summary			 
In this adaptation, the play closely mirrors the narrative 

of Shakespeare’s original. Yet, Césaire underscores the 
significance of the indigenous inhabitants of the island prior 
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to Prospero and Miranda’s arrival: Caliban and Ariel. Both 
characters endure enslavement under Prospero, although 
Caliban once held dominion over the island before Prospero’s 
intrusion. Caliban and Ariel respond divergently to their 
circumstances. Caliban advocates for revolution, rejecting 
his imposed name in favour of X as a rejection of Prospero’s 
colonising language. He vehemently protests his enslavement 
and laments his lack of power to challenge Prospero’s rule. 
In contrast, Ariel pursues a path of non-violence, appealing 
to Prospero for autonomy. At the play’s conclusion, Prospero 
grants Ariel freedom while retaining control over the island 
and Caliban. This resolution contrasts with Shakespeare’s 
implication that Prospero, along with his daughter and the 
stranded men, will depart the island.

In Act I, the audience is introduced to the main characters 
and themes that will drive the narrative forward. Prospero, a 
powerful and authoritarian figure, rules over the island with 
his daughter, Miranda and his slave, Caliban. The arrival of a 
shipwrecked crew, including the King of Naples Alonso and his 
entourage, sets the stage for the power dynamics and conflicts 
that will unfold. Césaire’s adaptation confronts colonialism 
and oppression head-on, with Prospero’s control over Caliban 
symbolising the exploitation and subjugation of indigenous 
peoples by European colonisers. The act sets the tone for the 
exploration of themes such as race, power, and resistance 
that will unfold throughout the play. Concerned for the 
sinking ship, Miranda implores Prospero to aid the distressed 
passengers. However, Prospero dismisses her fears, revealing 
that the storm is merely an illusion crafted by his magic. He 
then shares their shared history with Miranda, recounting their 
past lives in Milan and the events that led them to their current 
exile on the island. Prospero reveals that his brother Antonio, 
aided by Alonso, the King of Naples, conspired against him, 
resulting in his banishment. Flashing back to his arrest by the 
Holy Inquisition for his practice of magic, Prospero describes 
how he was sent to the island where they now reside. Despite 
his isolation, Prospero acknowledges Gonzalo’s kindness, 
which provides him with books and instruments for survival. 
As Prospero reminisces, Ariel, his ethereal servant, enters and 
reports on the success of his task to sink the ship. However, 
Prospero is more concerned with Ariel’s obedience than his 
feelings, reminding him of his indebtedness for his freedom. 
Ariel, feeling constrained by his servitude, expresses regret at 
his liberation, lamenting the loss of his former existence.
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Meanwhile, Prospero confronts Caliban, his enslaved 
native inhabitant, accusing him of ingratitude and rebellion. 
When Caliban responds defiantly in his native tongue, 
Prospero admonishes him and denigrates his appearance. 
Their exchange reveals a deeper conflict rooted in colonial 
oppression as Caliban asserts his connection to the land and his 
mother, the witch Sycorax. He accuses Prospero of exploitation 
and betrayal, refuting the accusations of rape levelled against 
him. Through this intense confrontation, Césaire delves into 
themes of power, identity, and injustice, challenging the 
audience to confront the complexities of colonialism and its 
impact on both the coloniser and the colonised. The play’s 
theatrical framing is intensely meta-theatrical, with a Master of 
Ceremonies taking centre stage, donning a mask and inviting 
others to do the same, drawing from traditional African theatre 
and diverging from Western conventions. This deliberate 
theatricality, which is part of Césaire’s decolonisation efforts, 
reaffirms themes of subjugation and colonial control. Moments 
of meta-theatricality emerge as characters, fully aware of 
the artificiality of their circumstances, navigate through the 
narrative’s fantastical events. Even as intense occurrences 
unfold onstage, Prospero’s acknowledgement—”It’s only a 
play. There’s really nothing wrong.” This directly addresses 
the constructed nature of the performance, inviting both actors 
and the audience to analyse and question the representation 
critically. Through this complex interplay of realism and 
representation, Césaire prompts us to engage not only with the 
plot but also with its underlying socio-political implications 
from an external perspective.

In Act II, tensions escalate as Prospero’s control over Ariel 
and Caliban is challenged. Prospero’s harsh treatment of 
Caliban, threatening him with punishment for disobedience, 
highlights the power dynamics on the island. At the same 
time, Caliban’s defiance by refusing to answer his given name 
symbolises his assertion of identity and resistance against 
Prospero’s authority. The arrival of Alonso, Ferdinand, and 
their entourage further complicates the power dynamics 
on the island, as their presence sparks new conflicts and 
alliances. Caliban is driven by a desire for freedom and plots 
with Trinculo and Stephano to overthrow Prospero, adding to 
the mounting tension.

Meanwhile, Ariel continues to grapple with his own 
conflicted loyalties, torn between his allegiance to Prospero 
and his longing for liberation. As the act unfolds, the stage 
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is set for a dramatic confrontation that will test the bonds of 
power and authority, paving the way for the climax of the 
play. As Prospero commands Ariel to instil fear in the passing 
ship’s crew while sparing their lives, he expresses a desire 
to reconcile past grievances, envisioning harmony through 
the union of Miranda and Ferdinand. However, Prospero’s 
sudden accusation of Ferdinand as a traitor disrupts their 
budding romance, as Ferdinand, compelled by his affection 
for Miranda, accepts servitude under Prospero to remain 
close to her. Caliban, sceptical of Ariel’s compliance with 
Prospero, accuses him of being exploited, while Ariel 
advocates for disrupting Prospero’s tranquillity to confront 
his injustices. Despite their disagreements, Ariel envisions 
a future where they can unite against Prospero, but Caliban 
insists on Prospero’s lack of empathy. Gonzalo, Sebastian, 
and Antonio discuss the island’s resources and colonisation, 
with Gonzalo cautioning against exploitation and advocating 
for the preservation of native cultures. As Prospero invisibly 
manipulates their perceptions, the men are awed by seemingly 
magical occurrences, symbolising Prospero’s control over 
the island. Prospero’s brutal treatment of Caliban, coupled 
with derogatory language and violence, serves as a vehicle 
for Césaire’s scathing critique of racism and colonialism. 
Through Caliban, Césaire confronts the dehumanising effects 
of colonial oppression, highlighting Prospero’s exploitation of 
Caliban’s knowledge and identity. Caliban’s retort regarding 
his mother, Sycorax, exposes colonial entitlement and 
ignorance towards the earth’s vitality, underlining the violence 
inflicted not only on humans but also on the environment. 
The interactions between Caliban and Prospero unveil the 
multifaceted dynamics of colonial domination, encompassing 
issues of environmental exploitation, racial superiority, and 
sexual panic. Caliban’s grievances echo historical struggles 
against racism and supremacy, reflecting the white coloniser’s 
perceived superiority over non-white subjects, exploitation, 
and unfounded fears of non-white sexuality.

Meanwhile, Ferdinand’s immediate attraction to Miranda 
introduces a romantic subplot amid the supernatural narrative, 
further complicating the power dynamics enforced by 
Prospero’s control. The dialogue between Caliban and Ariel 
offers contrasting strategies for coping with enslavement, 
reflecting diverse approaches to subjugation among non-white 
enslaved people. Caliban’s advocacy for violent resistance 
opposes Ariel’s compliance, portraying a nuanced portrayal 
of resistance strategies. Additionally, Gonzalo’s colonial 

	f White coloniser’s 
superiority

	f Critique of racism 
and colonialism

SG
O
U



162 SGOU - MA English - SLM - Postcolonial Studies

aspirations reveal European perspectives on colonisation, 
affirming Caliban’s distrust towards the colonisers’ intentions. 
Gonzalo’s proposal to colonise the island while preserving 
the natives as “noble and good savages” emphasises the 
paternalistic and exploitative nature of colonial attitudes 
towards indigenous peoples.

In Act III, the dynamics of colonisation and resistance 
take centre stage as Prospero’s control begins to falter. As 
Alonso and Gonzalo prepare to eat, their meal is interrupted 
by the appearance of Elves, who swiftly remove the table 
and then promptly bring back the food. The intricate web of 
power dynamics becomes increasingly tangled as Prospero 
exerts his authority over the royals from Naples, using Ariel’s 
interventions to manipulate them and asserting his dominance 
with the resounding declaration, “I am Power.” Meanwhile, 
Antonio and Sebastian hatch a sinister plot to overthrow 
Alonso and seize control, drawing eerie parallels to their past 
treachery against Prospero. Amidst these power struggles, 
Ferdinand continues to labour under Prospero’s watchful eye. 
At the same time, Caliban reluctantly assumes his duties and 
endures mistreatment from the non-black characters, revealing 
the pervasive racism embedded within the colonial hierarchy. 
Césaire’s portrayal of Caliban as a victim of racial prejudice 
within a postcolonial framework serves as a poignant critique of 
systemic oppression, challenging conventional interpretations 
of Shakespeare’s narrative and highlighting the insidious 
dynamics of domination and subjugation that permeate the 
play’s landscape. The play explores the fluid nature of power, 
exemplified by the machinations of Antonio and Sebastian as 
they plot regicide to seize Alonso’s authority, reminiscent of 
their previous treachery against Prospero. Amidst this power 
struggle, the characters feign subservience while covertly 
vying for dominance, as highlighted by Ariel’s warning about 
the danger of sleeping soundly amidst treacherous adversaries. 
Upon learning of Prospero’s rule over the island, Alonso and 
his companions are initially relieved to discover Ferdinand’s 
survival, oblivious to the impending confrontation with 
their former ally-turned-ruler. Their disregard for Prospero’s 
authority underscores their fixation on personal interests, 
setting the stage for a climactic reunion fraught with tension.

Meanwhile, Caliban’s mistreatment by non-black characters 
exposes prevalent racist attitudes, evident in Miranda’s 
accusations and Trinculo and Stephano’s exploitative fantasies. 
By portraying Caliban as a victim of racial prejudice within a 
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postcolonial framework, Césaire sheds light on the insidious 
dynamics of domination and subjugation embedded within 
Shakespeare’s narrative, presenting him not as a mere monster 
but as a marginalised individual navigating a landscape of 
systemic violence and oppression. As tensions reach a boiling 
point, Act III sets the stage for a climactic confrontation that 
will determine the fate of the characters and the island itself.

In Act IV, the tensions between Prospero and his captives 
escalate as he continues to wield his magical powers to assert 
dominance over them. Trinculo and Stephano are reunited on 
the shore, sharing their experiences of surviving the shipwreck 
and discussing their plans regarding Caliban. Stephano offers 
Caliban alcohol, and as they converse, they express relief over 
the shipwreck’s outcome and revel in the idea of newfound 
freedom from oppressive figures. Stephano, seizing the 
moment, proclaims himself king of the island, believing the 
former rulers to be deceased. Trinculo and Stephano’s comedic 
escapades provide a brief respite from the overarching power 
struggles. However, their schemes to exploit Caliban for profit 
ultimately reveal deeper themes of colonial exploitation and 
racial prejudice. While Trinculo is a jester with a penchant for 
drink, Stephano, a butler, shares his penchant and bumbling 
demeanour. When they encounter each other, mistaking 
one another for bodily extensions of Caliban, they briefly 
struggle to comprehend the situation, highlighting their 
shared ineptitude. Their interactions also shed light on class 
disparities among white characters, as Trinculo and Stephano, 
despite their racism and violence towards Caliban, occupy 
lower status compared to their aristocratic counterparts. They 
serve as foils for Ariel and Caliban, discussing not racial but 
class discrimination. Stephano mocks Trinculo for enjoying 
the company of their oppressors, paralleling Caliban’s critique 
of Ariel’s desire to appease Prospero. Amidst revelry, Caliban 
pledges allegiance to Stephano as king, lamenting Prospero’s 
tyranny and recounting his loss of the island. They plot to 
overthrow Prospero with Trinculo’s aid.

Meanwhile, Prospero directs Ariel to stage a spectacle 
for the children, but the presence of Eshu, a Yoruba trickster 
god, disrupts the performance. Eshu’s uninvited presence 
symbolises resistance against colonisation, underscoring the 
intrusion and marginalisation brought by Prospero and his ilk. 
This inclusion highlights the island’s pre-existing culture and 
spirituality, challenging the colonisers’ dominance. Despite 
Prospero’s attempts to dismiss him, Eshu defiantly sings of 
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his trickery, challenging Prospero’s authority. Concerned 
about Caliban’s rebellion, Prospero orders Ariel to punish him 
with poisonous creatures. In the forest, spirits converse, and 
Caliban delivers a passionate monologue against Prospero. 
Trinculo and Stephano, lower-class characters, mirror each 
other’s indulgence and incompetence, vying for power 
in a comical twist. In an effort to instil his ideals of logic, 
beauty, and harmony, Prospero directs Ariel to organise a 
spectacle featuring gods, goddesses, and nymphs. However, 
Miranda’s perception of Eshu as a devilish presence disrupts 
the performance. Despite Prospero’s attempts to dismiss 
him, Eshu defiantly boasts of his trickery, unsettling the 
Greek gods. Concerned about Caliban’s rebellion, Prospero 
orders Ariel to punish him. As night falls, spirits converse 
in the forest, and Caliban delivers a passionate monologue 
denouncing Prospero as anti-nature. Through Eshu’s presence 
and Caliban’s defiance, Césaire critiques colonialism, 
highlighting resistance and the futility of dominating nature. 
As the characters navigate their precarious positions on the 
island, Act IV delves deeper into the complexities of power, 
control, and resistance in a colonial context.

In Act V, Prospero orchestrates the final resolution of the 
play’s conflicts. He confronts his enemies, including Alonso, 
Antonio, and Sebastian, revealing his identity and asserting 
his power. Stephano and Trinculo’s encounter with Caliban 
exposes their ignorance and incompetence, contrasting with 
Caliban’s reverence for nature and condemnation of Prospero’s 
deceit. Despite warnings, their futile attempts at rebellion reveal 
their ineptitude, leading to their swift defeat by Prospero’s 
magic. Meanwhile, Miranda and Ferdinand’s engagement 
brings joy, but Prospero’s dismissal of Ariel and confrontation 
with Caliban underscore the lingering tensions. Caliban’s 
refusal to reconcile with Prospero highlights his defiance 
and rejection of oppression, sparking a heated exchange that 
exposes the complexities of power and resentment between 
them. Ultimately, Prospero grapples with his own doubts 
and justifies his actions as necessary for maintaining order, 
concluding the play with a poignant exploration of authority 
and redemption. As Prospero and Caliban find themselves 
alone after the departure of the nobles, a weary Prospero 
reflects on the island’s changes. At the same time, Caliban 
sings of freedom in the distance, revealing his deep connection 
to nature. This contrasts sharply with Prospero’s manipulative 
use of power to control it, as Caliban reveals to Stephano 
and Trinculo how Prospero suppresses rebellion with his 
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magical abilities, labelling it as his “anti-riot arsenal.” Despite 
Caliban’s aspirations to reclaim the island, his rebellion is 
swiftly quashed by Prospero’s strategic manipulation aided 
by Ariel, highlighting Caliban’s vulnerability to Prospero’s 
power dynamics. In the reconciliatory Scene 5, Ferdinand 
and Miranda’s engagement resolves past conflicts, including 
between Alonso and Prospero, who plan to return to Europe 
together. Prospero’s act of freeing Ariel after years of servitude 
contrasts starkly with Caliban’s continued imprisonment, as 
Ariel’s jubilant response to freedom juxtaposes with Caliban’s 
stoic dignity. Caliban, refusing to defend his rebellion, asserts 
his desire for freedom over peace, rejecting Prospero’s attempt 
to depict their relationship as mutual and equal. Their dynamic 
symbolises the struggle between coloniser and colonised, with 
Caliban recognising his exploitation and loss of self under 
Prospero’s control. His impassioned tirade against Prospero 
exposes the gravest injustice of their relationship: Prospero’s 
manipulation of Caliban’s self-perception illustrating the 
deeper harm of colonialism beyond physical enslavement. 
Caliban’s assertion of his true self marks his liberation from 
the psychological shackles imposed by Prospero’s colonial 
dominance.

4.3.2.2 Analysis
The play A Tempest by Aimé Césaire explores several 

interconnected themes. Slavery and colonialism are central, 
depicted through Prospero’s role as a colonial ruler and the 
subjugation of characters like Caliban and Ariel. Caliban’s 
revolutionary resistance against colonial oppression contrasts 
with Ariel’s submission, highlighting the complexities of 
rebellion and obedience. Despotism is portrayed through 
Prospero’s authoritarian rule, revealing the exploitation and 
tyranny inherent in colonial power dynamics. Obedience and 
submission are explored through Ariel’s loyal compliance, 
which paradoxically leads to attachment to subjugation. 
The theme of nature underscores the Indigenous characters’ 
connection to the natural world, contrasting with the colonisers’ 
exploitation and disregard for it. Love, though present, serves 
political as well as personal ends, reflecting the intersections 
of power and affection. Additionally, the inclusion of African 
spirituality, such as the character Eshu, expands the cultural 
and spiritual landscape of the play, further illustrating colonial 
dynamics and resistance. 

A Tempest is viewed as a continuation of the intellectual 
movement known as “Négritude, “In this reimagining of 
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Shakespeare’s The Tempest, Prospero finds himself exiled to 
a secluded Caribbean isle with his daughter Miranda and two 
enslaved individuals, Caliban and Ariel. Determined to exact 
vengeance upon those who wronged him, Prospero summons 
a storm that strands the traitorous royals on his shores. The 
heart of the narrative lies in the struggle for autonomy waged 
by Ariel, a compliant “mulatto slave” who clings to the hope 
of one day earning his freedom through loyalty, and Caliban, 
a resentful enslaved Black person who sees rebellion as 
the sole path to liberation. Their complex dynamic unfolds 
against the backdrop of colonial exploitation and resistance, 
with Caliban’s defiance and Ariel’s obedience serving as 
contrasting responses to Prospero’s authority. Throughout the 
play, the spectre of colonialism looms large, underscored by 
the introduction of Eshu, a Yoruba trickster deity symbolising 
the African cultural presence. As the story unfolds, themes of 
power, oppression, and identity come to the fore, culminating 
in Caliban’s poignant freedom song that resonates with echoes 
of resistance and resilience. Even as the narrative concludes 
with plans for a return to Naples and Miranda’s impending 
nuptials, Prospero remains locked in a struggle for control 
over the island, emblematic of the enduring legacy of colonial 
power dynamics. Through its exploration of these themes, the 
adaptation invites audiences to reflect on the complex legacies 
of colonialism and the ongoing quest for freedom and self-
determination.

Symbolism is paramount in A Tempest, as natural elements 
like wind, rain, and lightning serve as potent metaphors 
for the overarching power dynamics within the narrative. 
Through the Master of Ceremonies’ emphasis on the wind’s 
significance and his direction of these natural forces, Césaire 
imbues the environment with agency, emphasising its pivotal 
role in shaping the story. Furthermore, the playwright utilises 
foreshadowing effectively, with the dramatic portrayal 
of these elements hinting at forthcoming conflicts and 
resolutions. His language, characterised by poetic imagery 
and evocative dialogue, deepens the text’s meaning, inviting 
readers to grapple with themes of colonialism, identity, and 
resistance. Overall, these literary devices not only enrich 
the play’s aesthetic appeal but also contribute to its thematic 
depth, encouraging reflection on the complexities of power 
and liberation in a colonial context.

A Tempest commences with an atmosphere akin to 
psychodrama as a Master of Ceremonies enters, setting the 
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stage for dynamic transformations. The cast, led by the Master 
of Ceremonies, adopts masks and invites improvisation, 
blurring the lines between roles. The directive for a formidable 
storm, symbolising chaos and upheaval, underscores the 
dramatic tension and thematic depth of the production. 
The play unfolds across five acts, each contributing to the 
structured narrative progression of the play. Act I serves as 
the introduction, establishing the main characters, power 
dynamics, and conflicts surrounding colonialism and 
oppression. In Act II, tensions escalate as Prospero’s control 
over Ariel and Caliban is challenged, leading to the arrival 
of Alonso and further complicating the power struggles on 
the island. Act III marks the climax and confrontation, as 
rebellion and conflict reach their peak, testing allegiances 
and loyalties among the characters. Act IV focuses on 
resolution and reflection, exploring themes of forgiveness and 
redemption amidst the aftermath of the rebellion. Finally, Act 
V brings closure to the narrative arcs and character journeys, 
offering reflections and epilogues that leave a lasting impact 
on the audience. Through this structured progression, Césaire 
effectively explores complex themes and character dynamics 
while building tension and intrigue throughout the play.

In A Tempest, characters from Shakespeare’s original play 
are reimagined through a postcolonial lens. The familiar 
characters from the original play are present but with altered 
roles in terms of race and ethnicity. Prospero, once the 
colonial master, is transformed into an authoritarian figure 
representing European oppression. Caliban, now a symbol 
of Indigenous resistance, challenges colonial authority, while 
Ariel embodies the complexities of cultural assimilation and 
collaboration. Notably, Ariel is described as a mulatto enslaved 
person, while Caliban is portrayed as an enslaved Black 
person. Additionally, a new character, Eshu, is introduced as 
a “black devil-god,” enriching the narrative with elements of 
African spirituality. 

4.3.2.3 Character Sketch
Prospero: In Césaire’s adaptation of The Tempest, Prospero 

undergoes a stark transformation from Shakespeare’s portrayal 
as a wise and ultimately benevolent figure. Here, Prospero 
emerges as a power-hungry and vengeful tyrant, driven 
by his desire for control and retribution. Stranded on the 
island in exile, he rules with a cruel and manipulative hand, 
displaying little regard for the humanity of others. Rather than 
a sympathetic exile seeking redemption, Césaire’s Prospero is 

	f Exploration of 
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a cunning and ruthless individual who exploits the indigenous 
inhabitants, such as Ariel and Caliban, as mere tools to 
advance his own ambitions. This portrayal emphasises themes 
of colonial oppression and exploitation, as Prospero’s actions 
reflect the ruthless exploitation of resources and labour that 
characterised European colonial enterprises. By depicting 
Prospero as a symbol of colonial authority, Césaire confronts 
the audience with the harsh realities of oppression and 
domination, challenging conventional narratives of power and 
authority. In this reimagining, Prospero embodies the darker 
aspects of colonialism, serving as a cautionary tale about the 
corrupting influence of unchecked power and ambition. Ariel is 
reimagined as a bi-racial figure, symbolising the complexities 
of identity and allegiance within a colonial context. Despite 
his enslavement to Prospero, Ariel harbours an unwavering 
faith in his master, believing in Prospero’s inherent goodness 
and holding onto the hope of eventual liberation through 
obedience and devotion. However, when Prospero finally 
grants Ariel his freedom, the liberated spirit is overwhelmed 
by the magnitude of his newfound autonomy. Freed from the 
shackles of servitude, Ariel’s jubilation borders on madness, 
suggesting that his unwavering loyalty to Prospero may have 
come at the cost of his own sense of self and mental stability. 
This portrayal underscores the psychological toll of colonial 
subjugation, as Ariel’s liberation reveals the profound impact 
of years spent invested in his master’s whims and desires. 
Through Ariel’s character arc, Césaire confronts the audience 
with the complexities of power dynamics and the erosion of 
individual identity under the oppressive weight of colonialism.

Caliban: Caliban emerges as a powerful symbol of 
resistance and defiance against colonial oppression. As the 
son of the witch Sycorax, a tree spirit, Caliban embodies the 
indigenous spirit of the island and represents the rightful ruler 
of his ancestral land. However, he finds himself enslaved 
by Prospero, forced into servitude and subjected to the 
indignities of colonial dominance. Unlike Ariel, who seeks 
liberation through obedience, Caliban rejects Prospero’s 
authority and actively resists his oppression. With a fierce 
determination fuelled by resentment, Caliban advocates for 
resistance through force, refusing to succumb to the sweet-
talking tactics employed by his master. Throughout the play, 
Caliban serves as the voice of the colonised, articulating the 
profound injustices inflicted upon him by Prospero’s colonial 
rule. He denounces Prospero’s efforts to strip him of his 
language, culture, and autonomy, asserting his right to reclaim 
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his identity and sovereignty. In the climactic moments of the 
play, Caliban’s defiant spirit prevails as he hauntingly sings his 
song of freedom, symbolising his unwavering commitment to 
resisting colonial subjugation. Through Caliban’s character, 
Césaire challenges the audience to confront the harsh realities 
of colonial exploitation and to acknowledge the enduring 
legacy of resistance against oppression.

Ariel: Ariel, Prospero’s fairy slave, is portrayed as biracial. 
He holds deep faith in Prospero, viewing him as benevolent 
or hopeful of eventual liberation under his rule. Unlike in 
Shakespeare’s original play, where Ariel is often depicted as 
obedient and loyal to Prospero, Césaire’s Ariel exhibits a more 
ambivalent attitude towards his master. While he initially 
believes in Prospero’s promises of liberation, Ariel ultimately 
experiences a crisis of identity and allegiance as he grapples 
with the contradictions of serving a colonial oppressor. Upon 
being freed by Prospero, Ariel’s reaction borders on mania, 
suggesting that his intense focus on serving his master may 
have compromised his sense of identity and sanity. Césaire’s 
depiction of Ariel introduces complexity to the notion that 
embracing negritude is the optimal path to freedom. While his 
portrayal of Caliban critiques Shakespeare’s colonial narrative, 
the portrayal of Ariel reveals the nuanced implications 
embedded within the original text. Through Ariel, Césaire 
explores themes of agency, identity, and resistance, presenting 
him as a symbol of the internal conflict faced by marginalised 
individuals under colonial rule.

Eshu: Eshu, a Yoruba trickster god, emerges as a 
disruptive force amidst Prospero’s celebration, embodying the 
unpredictable and chaotic nature of the Caribbean landscape. 
As a deity associated with mischief and trickery in Yoruba 
mythology, Eshu’s intrusion serves as a symbolic reminder 
of the indigenous spiritual presence that permeates the island, 
challenging Prospero’s colonial authority and disrupting the 
proceedings with his enigmatic presence. Césaire subverts 
Western ideologies embodied by Greek gods like Iris, Juno, 
and Ceres in Shakespeare’s play by empowering the African 
god, Eshu, symbolising the resilience of African values. This 
act serves to decolonise Shakespeare’s narrative, erasing the 
imprint of colonial ideologies and reaffirming the cultural 
significance of West Africa, particularly Yoruban traditions 
embodied in Eshu. Additionally, Césaire introduces the 
Swahili term “uhuru,” meaning freedom, as the first word 
spoken by Caliban in his final monologue. This deliberate 
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inclusion allows Caliban to assert his cultural identity and 
challenge Prospero’s authority, thus reclaiming his autonomy 
and provoking Prospero’s ire.

Miranda: Miranda, Prospero’s daughter, assumes a 
complex role in the narrative, embodying the tensions of 
colonial power dynamics and gender relations. Portrayed as 
a young white woman, she is depicted as fearful of the sexual 
advances of Caliban, the enslaved indigenous inhabitant of 
the island. Her apprehension reflects the broader anxieties 
surrounding interracial relations and the exploitation of 
indigenous peoples within the colonial context. Despite 
her initial trepidation, Miranda ultimately falls in love with 
Ferdinand, the son of Alonso, one of the royals stranded on 
the island. Their burgeoning romance serves as a poignant 
counterpoint to the oppressive forces of colonialism, offering 
a glimmer of hope amidst the tumultuous backdrop of power 
struggles and exploitation. Her relationship with Ferdinand 
highlights themes of love and connection transcending barriers 
of race and class while also underscoring the complexities of 
navigating identity and desire within a colonial framework. 
Through Miranda’s character arc, Césaire explores the 
intersections of race, gender, and power, inviting the audience 
to consider the ways in which individuals navigate agency and 
autonomy within systems of oppression. Her journey highlights 
the importance of solidarity and empathy in confronting 
the injustices of colonialism while also underscoring the 
transformative potential of love and compassion in fostering 
genuine connections across divides.

Ferdinand: Ferdinand, the son of Alonso, plays a central 
role in the narrative as he falls deeply in love with Miranda, 
Prospero’s daughter. Their romance blossoms amidst the 
tumult of the island, offering a glimpse of hope and connection 
amidst the chaos and strife. Ferdinand’s character serves as a 
vehicle for exploring themes of love, desire, and resilience in 
the face of adversity, embodying the transformative power of 
human connection amidst the oppressive forces of colonialism. 
Unlike Shakespeare’s portrayal, where Ferdinand is depicted 
as a noble and virtuous character, Césaire’s Ferdinand is more 
complex. He represents the colonial oppressor’s offspring, 
embodying the guilt and complicity associated with privilege. 
Ferdinand’s relationship with Miranda becomes a metaphor for 
the power dynamics between the coloniser and the colonised, 
highlighting the complexities of love and identity within a 
colonial context. Through Ferdinand, Césaire explores themes 

	f  Tensions of colonial 
power dynamics and 
gender relations

	f Themes of love, 
hope, and desireSG

O
U



SGOU - MA English - SLM - Postcolonial Studies 171

of love, desire, and the consequences of colonialism on both 
the colonisers and the colonised.

Alonso: Alonso, the King of Naples, represents the 
colonial power structure that Prospero seeks to undermine 
and challenge. As a figure of authority and privilege, Alonso 
embodies the oppressive forces of colonial domination, 
wielding power over both land and people. Similarly, Antonio, 
Prospero’s brother and the Duke of Naples, symbolises the 
betrayal and treachery that Prospero has endured, as well 
as the corrosive influence of greed and ambition within the 
colonial hierarchy. Alonso represents the coloniser and the 
oppressive forces of colonialism. Césaire’s portrayal of 
Alonso emphasises his role in perpetuating the injustices of 
colonial rule, as well as his complicity in the exploitation of 
indigenous peoples. Alonso’s presence serves as a reminder 
of the political and social hierarchies that underpin colonial 
societies, and his actions contribute to the broader critique of 
imperialism present in Césaire’s work.

Gonzalo: Gonzalo, Alonso’s counsellor, provides a 
contrasting voice within the narrative, advocating for a 
more benevolent approach to colonisation. His belief in the 
possibility of creating a utopian society on the island reflects 
the complexities of colonial ideology, highlighting the tension 
between altruistic intentions and the inherent violence and 
exploitation of colonial conquest. Gonzalo is depicted as a 
kindly and well-intentioned character who serves as a voice 
of reason amidst the chaos of the island. He is one of the 
few characters who expresses sympathy and compassion 
towards Caliban, advocating for his humane treatment and 
expressing regret over the injustices inflicted upon him. 
Césaire’s portrayal of Gonzalo highlights his role as a foil to 
the oppressive colonial attitudes embodied by characters like 
Prospero and Alonso. Gonzalo’s idealism and belief in the 
possibility of creating a utopian society on the island stand in 
stark contrast to the exploitative and oppressive practices of 
the colonisers. Gonzalo serves as a symbol of hope and moral 
integrity in the face of colonial domination. Through these 
diverse characters, Césaire explores the multifaceted dynamics 
of power, identity, and resistance within the colonial context, 
inviting the audience to question and challenge conventional 
narratives of authority and control.

Trinculo and Stephano: Trinculo, the King’s jester, and 
Stephano, his butler, are characterised by their love for 
revelry and alcohol. Caliban involves them in his scheme to 
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overthrow Prospero, drawing them into his plot with promises 
of power and freedom. Despite their comedic antics, Trinculo 
and Stephano become unwitting pawns in Caliban’s bid for 
liberation, showcasing the disruptive influence of alcohol 
and ambition in the political dynamics of the island. Césaire 
reimagines them as symbols of colonial arrogance and folly. 
Through their exaggerated behaviour and misguided actions, 
Césaire critiques the exploitative nature of colonial power 
dynamics, highlighting how even those lower in the hierarchy 
perpetuate oppression through their compliance with authority 
figures like Prospero. Additionally, their interactions with 
Caliban underscore themes of resistance and agency as they 
unwittingly become entangled in his quest for liberation, 
serving as a commentary on the complexities of collaboration 
and complicity within systems of oppression.

In the context of A Tempest by Aimé Césaire, scholars like 
Ania Loomba question the appropriation of Shakespeare’s 
narrative of imperialism for anti-imperialist purposes. They 
argue that reshaping the colonial narrative may inadvertently 
reinforce Eurocentric ideologies and diminish the authenticity 
of non-European perspectives. Conversely, scholars like 
Russell West find value in directly engaging with the source 
material, recognising the play’s exploration of themes such as 
assimilation as a compelling response to colonial legacies. This 
debate accentuates the complexity of Césaire’s adaptation, 
highlighting how it navigates the tension between critiquing 
colonialism and potentially perpetuating its narratives.

	f Symbols of colonial 
arrogance and folly

	f Adapting colonial 
narratives

Summarised Overview
Postcolonial drama interrogates the legacies of colonialism and imperialism through 

theatrical expression, offering nuanced examinations of cultural identity, power dynamics, 
and resistance. Plays within this genre often explore themes such as the clash of 
traditional customs with colonial influences, the psychological effects of colonisation on 
individuals and societies, and the continuing struggle for autonomy and self-determination 
in postcolonial contexts. Marguerite Duras’s India Song portrays the exoticised East 
through a postcolonial lens, revealing the complexities of desire, power, and colonial 
representation. Aimé Césaire’s A Tempest reimagines Shakespeare’s The Tempest from 
a postcolonial perspective, challenging colonial authority and exposing the violence 
inherent in colonialism. Through their innovative storytelling techniques and thought-
provoking narratives, Césaire and Duras invite audiences to critically engage with issues 
of power, identity, and resistance in a postcolonial context. As pivotal dramatists in the 
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Assignments

1.	 Assess the exploration of power dynamics and human relationships in India Song 
by Marguerite Duras. 

2.	 Evaluate the portrayal of colonial attitudes in Marguerite Duras’s India Song. 
3.	 Elucidate how Anne-Marie Stretter’s character embodies the themes of longing 

and displacement in Marguerite Duras’s India Song.
4.	 How does Marguerite Duras explore themes of power dynamics and cultural he-

gemony in India Song? 
5.	 Delineate the male characters’ contributions to the exploration of themes such as 

colonialism, power dynamics, and societal expectations within the narrative and 
setting of Marguerite Duras’s India Song.

6.	 Examine the incorporation of African spirituality and postcolonial critique in 
Aimé Césaire’s A Tempest, reshaping Shakespeare’s The Tempest. 

7.	 Discuss how Aimé Césaire’s reinterpretation of Caliban in A Tempest challenges 
traditional depictions and explores themes of power, identity, and resistance.

8.	 What thematic insights does Aimé Césaire’s A Tempest offer into power dynamics, 
resistance, and colonialism’s legacy? 

9.	 How do the diverse characterisations in Aimé Césaire’s A Tempest enrich the ex-
ploration of postcolonial themes such as identity, agency, and cultural heritage?

10.	In what ways does Aimé Césaire’s A Tempest challenge the traditional narrative of 
colonialism and offer alternative perspectives on power dynamics and resistance?

realm of postcolonialism, their works continue to inspire dialogue and reflection on the 
complexities of colonial legacies and the pursuit of social justice in our globalised world. 
Together, these works exemplify the diverse ways in which postcolonial literature engages 
with and critiques the colonial legacy, offering alternative perspectives and narratives that 
interrogate dominant power structures and highlight the agency of formerly colonised 
peoples.  
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Space for Learner Engagement for Objective Questions
Learners are encouraged to develop objective questions based on the content in the 

paragraph as a sign of their comprehension of the content. The Learners may reflect on the 
recap bullets and relate their understanding with the narrative in order to frame objective 
questions from the given text. The University expects that 1 - 2 questions are developed for 
each paragraph. The space given below can be used for listing the questions.
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Model Question Paper Set-01

 SREENARAYANAGURU OPEN UNIVERSITY

QP CODE : ………                                                                 Reg. No : ……......

                                                                                           Name  : ………………... 

Fourth Semester - Discipline Core Course
MA English Language and Literature
M21EG12DC- Postcolonial Studies

( CBCS - PG )

2022-23 - Admission Onwards

 

Time: 3 Hours                                                                                   Max Marks: 70

Section A

Answer any five of the following questions in one or two sentences each.  Each question 
carries 2 marks.

              									                        
(5x2=10 Marks)

1.	 Define Orientalism according to Edward Said. 
2.	 What is the concept of mimicry as described by Homi Bhabha? 
3.	 How does Ngũgĩ wa Thiong'o view the relationship between language and culture? 
4.	 What is the main argument of Ngũgĩ wa Thiong'o regarding the use of indigenous lan-

guages in African literature? 
5.	 How does Jean Rhys reimagine the character of Bertha Mason in Wide Sargasso Sea? 
6.	 What is the significance of the title "Midnight's Children" in Salman Rushdie's novel? 
7.	 Who is Elesin Oba in Wole Soyinka's Death and the King's Horseman? 
8.	 How does Aimé Césaire reinterpret Shakespeare's The Tempest in his play A Tempest?

Section B

Answer any six of the following questions in half a page each.   Each question carries 5 
marks.								                                    

(6x5=30 Marks)

9.	 Analyze how Edward Said connects Orientalism with the power dynamics between 
colonizers and the colonized. 

SG
O
U



10.	Evaluate Homi Bhabha's concept of cultural hybridity and its implications for postco-
lonial identity formation. 

11.	Examine Ngũgĩ wa Thiong'o's critique of the use of European languages in African 
literature. How does he argue this perpetuates mental colonization? 

12.	Discuss Ngũgĩ wa Thiong'o's concept of "decolonizing the mind" and its relevance to 
postcolonial studies.

13.	Compare and contrast the portrayal of colonialism in Jean Rhys's Wide Sargasso Sea 
and Salman Rushdie's Midnight's Children. 

14.	Analyze the use of magical realism in Salman Rushdie's Midnight's Children and its 
significance in conveying postcolonial themes. 

15.	Evaluate how Jean Rhys explores themes of identity and displacement in Wide Sargas-
so Sea. 

16.	Analyze the significance of ritual and tradition in Wole Soyinka's Death and the King's 
Horseman. 

17.	Compare and contrast the characters of Caliban in Shakespeare's The Tempest and Cé-
saire's A Tempest. 

18.	Discuss how Marguerite Duras's India Song explores themes of colonialism and cultur-
al alienation. 

Section C

Answer any two of the following questions in four pages each.  Each question carries 15 marks.

	 	 	 	 	                                                          (2x15= 30 Marks)

19.	Critically assess the impact of Edward Said's concept of Orientalism on postcolonial 
studies and contemporary understanding of East-West relations. 

20.	Evaluate the significance of Ngũgĩ wa Thiong'o's arguments about language and culture 
in the context of postcolonial African literature and politics. 

21.	Analyse how Salman Rushdie's Midnight's Children serves as an allegory for post-in-
dependence India, discussing its narrative techniques and major themes. 

22.	Compare and contrast the treatment of colonialism and resistance in Wole Soyinka's 
Death and the King's Horseman and Aimé Césaire's A Tempest. SG
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Model Question Paper Set-02

 SREENARAYANAGURU OPEN UNIVERSITY

QP CODE : ………                                                                         Reg. No :…….....

                                                                                            Name  : ………………... 
Fourth Semester - Discipline Core Course

MA English Language and Literature
M21EG12DC- Postcolonial Studies

( CBCS - PG )
2022-23 - Admission Onwards

 

Time: 3 Hours                                                                                   Max Marks: 70

Section A

Answer any five of the following questions in one or two sentences each.  Each question 
carries 2 marks.

              									               		                                                                                                            
(5x2=10 Marks)

1.	 What does Homi Bhabha mean by the "ambivalence" of colonial discourse? 
2.	 How does Edward Said define the relationship between knowledge and power in Ori-

entalism? 
3.	 What is Ngũgĩ wa Thiong'o's view on the role of language in shaping cultural identity? 
4.	 How does Ngũgĩ wa Thiong'o characterize the impact of colonial education on African 

children? 
5.	 What is the significance of the Sargasso Sea in Jean Rhys's novel? 
6.	 Who is Saleem Sinai in Salman Rushdie's Midnight's Children? 
7.	 What is the central conflict in Wole Soyinka's Death and the King's Horseman?
8.	 How does Marguerite Duras use narrative structure in India Song? 

Section B

Answer any six of the following questions in half a page each. Each question carries 5 marks.	
	 	     	 	                                                                                  (6x5=30 Marks)

9.	 Discuss the role of stereotypes and representation in Edward Said's concept of Orien-
talism. 
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10.	Analyze Homi Bhabha's concept of the "third space" and its significance in postcolonial 
theory. 

11.	Examine Ngũgĩ wa Thiong'o's argument about the relationship between language and 
power in colonial and postcolonial contexts. 

12.	Discuss the concept of "cultural bomb" as described by Ngũgĩ wa Thiong'o and its rel-
evance to postcolonial studies. 

13.	Analyze the portrayal of madness in Jean Rhys's Wide Sargasso Sea and its connection 
to colonialism. 

14.	Discuss the significance of history and memory in Salman Rushdie's Midnight's Chil-
dren. 

15.	Evaluate how Salman Rushdie uses the concept of "midnight's children" as a metaphor 
for post-independence India. 

16.	Analyse the role of gender in Wole Soyinka's Death and the King's Horseman. 
17.	Discuss the significance of Eshu in Aimé Césaire's A Tempest and its relation to post-

colonial themes. 
18.	Examine how Marguerite Duras explores themes of desire and power in India Song. 

Section C

Answer any two of the following questions in four pages each. Each question carries 15 
marks.	

	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 (2x15= 30 Marks)

19.	Critically analyze Homi Bhabha's concepts of mimicry, hybridity, and ambivalence, 
discussing their implications for understanding colonial and postcolonial identities.

20.	Assess the impact of Ngũgĩ wa Thiong'o's ideas on language and decolonization on 
African literature and cultural studies. 

21.	Analyse Jean Rhys's Wide Sargasso Sea as a postcolonial response to Charlotte Brontë's 
Jane Eyre, discussing how it challenges and reinterprets the original text. 

22.	Evaluate the significance of Wole Soyinka's Death and the King's Horseman in the 
context of postcolonial African drama, discussing its themes, structure, and cultural 
significance. SG
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k-v-t-\-l-Z-o-]-v-X-n-b-m-b-v----  h-n-f-§-W-w

\-o-X-n-s-s-h-P-b-´-n ]-m-d-W-w

i-m-k-v-{-X-h-y-m-]-v-X-n-s-b-¶-p-t-a-I-W-w

P-m-X-n-t-`-Z-a-m-s-I a-m-d-W-w

t-_-m-[-c-i-v-a-n-b-nÂ X-n-f-§-p-h-m³

Ú-m-\-t-I-{-µ-t-a P-z-e-n-¡-t-W

I-p-c-o-¸-p-g- {-i-o-I-p-a-mÀ
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