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ABSTRACT 
 

Title: Poststructuralist and Postcolonial Analysis of the Myth of 

Objectivity of Anglo-American Literary Tradition 

 

Anglo-American Literary Tradition is humanist, mimetic, teleological and 

canonical. Humanism manifests itself in its emphasis on individual as a unified entity and 

a rational being and culminates in valorizing the author and the reader. Mimesis signifies 

representation, depiction, presentation, realism, correspondence, and resemblance. 

Mimetic view of language suggests that language describes and represents reality 

objectively. Anglo-American Literary Tradition is canonical. Shakespeare is presented as 
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the centre of Western literary canon and is considered as indispensable to the western 

culture as Christ is to Christianity. Teleology reflects itself in the concern among the 

western critics and authors for the maintenance of form of literature and its role in life. 

The objectivity of Anglo-American Literary Tradition implies that it is neutral, 

impersonal and universal. Poststructuralism challenges and subverts the traditional 

concepts of language, author, text, meaning and reading practices. It exposes the western 

culture to be phonocentric, phallocentric and logocentric. Postmodernism denies all 

claims to objectivity, universality and teleology. It denies all truth claims and privileges 

hyper-reality. Postcolonial criticism exposes western art and literature to be complicit in 

the colonization project. The postcolonial critics show how the myths of universality and 

objectivity were enlisted in projecting western culture and ideology through art and 

literature in the once colonized world. Shakespeare was imposed on the colonized people 

as a source of universal values. His works were projected as embodying human nature. 

Shakespeare was enrolled in the colonization project for his valorizing western race and 

culture and condemnation of people of other cultures and religions. Presence of racist and 

colonial content in his work has seriously dented his reputation as champion of humanity. 

The critics from the postcolonial world are taking Shakespeare to task for his 

involvement in race politics. 
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CHAPTER 1 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

1.1 INTRODUCTION OF THE STUDY 

 

Anglo-American Literary Tradition is one of the important literary traditions of 

the world and is a rich repository of some great literary and critical activity. This literary 

tradition has played a major role in shaping the lives and destinies of individuals and 

nations across the globe for centuries. It continues to be a major force in the international 

cultural market. In its first phase British writers encoded and propagated religious, 

cultural and ideological values and beliefs of the west in their works. In its second phase 

American authors joined the British colleagues and continued their tradition. The Anglo-

American authors and critics share the same humanist epistemological assumptions and 

ontological grounds of art, literature and criticism.  This tradition is based on consensus 

on the nature and function of art, literature and criticism. Underlying this consensus are 

the broadly held views of mimetic nature of language and humanist conception of 

individual with resultant privileging of the author and the reader. As inheritor of the 

Greek tradition, this tradition is teleological with focus on the maintenance of form of 

literature and its role in society. Anglo-American tradition is also canonical and political. 

It was deployed as a strategic tool for establishing the hegemony of the western culture 

over the rest of the world in the great project of colonization. Despite serious setbacks 

and grave challenges to it, this tradition continues to dominate the international cultural 

market in the wake of neocolonialism of late capitalism. 

 

Anglo-American literary tradition traces its origin to Greek Literary tradition. The 

Greeks continue to be the starting point of any discussion on any aspect of art, literature 
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or criticism. The Greeks were the first to speculate about the nature of the universe and 

existence of man in it in a systematic and rational manner. To them man was essentially 

rational; and reason was his defining characteristic. They originated art, philosophy, and 

science and laid the foundations of a civilization which continues to engage human mind 

and shape human lives. 

 

“The Greeks were not only supreme artists but also pioneers of thought. They first took the 

measure of the universe in which they lived, asserting the mind of man to be its measure, and it 

amenable and subject to reason.” (Carlyle 53).1     

 

With their focus on human reason and intellect, the Greeks initiated the humanist 

tradition that has since then pervaded the western thought. “The Greeks originated the 

Western humanist tradition” (Perry et al. 46).2 The west has inherited this humanist 

tradition in letter and spirit and humanism continues to be a major thriving philosophy of 

life for them as it is the driving force behind all of their intellectual, social and political 

thought and activities. The focus on man has wide ranging implications in the western 

culture and civilization.  The humanists made man the centre of the world. As 

Shakespeare made man pivot of existence when he said in Hamlet;” What a piece of 

work is a man! How noble in reason! How infinite in faculty! In form, in moving, how 

express and admirable! In action how like an angel! In apprehension how like a god! the 

beauty of the world! the paragon of animals” (Hamlet, 11.ii). 

 

Humanism as a philosophical movement did away with the shackles of religion 

and ushered in secularism prizing man as the crown of creation and human reason his 

crowning achievement. Humanism brought freedom of thought and ushered in great 

intellectual activity which was not possible in the preceding era of religious bigotry and 

conservatism. As Symonds says that humanism introduced a new and important vision of 

man as a rational being. He further says that “classical literature alone displayed  human 

nature in the plenitude of intellectual and moral freedom” ( Quoted in Davies 52).3 

 

The Greeks provided the framework for the western culture and civilization 

within which western intellectuals worked out their religious, social and political 

philosophies. The structure of the western culture is Greek but its spirit is Christian. 
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Western art owes its origin to the Greeks. The west also derives the principles of morality 

and ethics from the Greeks and Romans. “The Western world has its unity in this heritage 

in Christianity and in the ancient civilizations of Greece, Rome and Israel, form which, 

owing to two thousand years of Christianity we trace our descent” (Eliot 122-123). 4 

 

Christian civilization is, thus, inheritor of the Greek civilization. 

 

Humanism forms the bulwark of the Anglo-American literary tradition. Peter 

Barry (17-20)5 has enumerated ten tenets of liberal humanism which are fundamental to 

Anglo -American literature and criticism. They are summed up as; 

1). Good literature is of timeless significance; it somehow transcends the limitations and 

peculiarities of the age it was written in, and thereby speaks to what is constant in 

human nature. 

2).The literary text contains its own meaning within itself. It does not require any 

elaborate process of placing it within a context. 

3) To understand the text well it must be detached from contexts and studied in isolation. 

4) Human nature is essentially unchanging. 

5) Individuality is something securely possessed within each of us as our unique 

‘essence’. 

6) The purpose of literature is essentially the enhancement of life and propagation of 

humane values; but not in a programmatic way. 

7) Form and content in literature must be fused in an organic way, so that the one grows 

inevitably from the other. 

8) Sincerity (comprising truth-to-experience, honesty towards the self, and the capacity 

for human empathy and compassion) is a quality which resides within the 

language of literature. 

9) What is valued in literature is the ‘silent’ showing and demonstrating of something, 

rather than explaining, or saying, of it. 

10) The job of criticism is to interpret the text, to mediate between it and the reader. 

 

Closely allied to the humanist movement is the philosophical movement of 

enlightenment which privileges reason as the architect of human knowledge and values. 
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The major assumptions of enlightenment are that human self is stable and knowable 

through reason, it is rational and the knowledge that it produces is scientific, objective 

and universal. Science serves as paradigm for social knowledge. Language is also taken 

as rational.  The major focus of enlightenment was on reason. Reason was employed for 

speculating about the role of man and nature in the universe. It was used to encode the 

western values and beliefs in art and literature. It was also used to justify slavery, and 

colonization. Contemporary thinkers like Foucault have amply established that focus on 

reason proved counter-productive in the longer run; and reason itself instead of being tool 

of genuine enlightenment turned to be exploitative and discriminatory. 

 

Mimesis is the defining trait of Anglo-American Literary Tradition. Mimesis is 

basic to thinking about the nature of art and its relation to reality. It is translated as 

imitation and has many connotations which lend it with importance far bigger than 

simply this word on its surface suggests. Mimesis means representation, depiction, 

presentation, realism, correspondence, and resemblance etc. The art and literature may 

present reality as it is or as it may be i.e., in an idealized form, they still will be mimetic 

in nature. 

 

The word mimesis was first used by Plato in his Republic rather pejoratively. He 

expelled poets from his republic on the grounds that poets tell lies and poetry is twice 

removed from reality. Aristotle while defending charges against poetry affirmed mimesis 

as the binding principle in various kinds of art. He infused a new meaning into it and 

showed that mimesis was not merely photographic representation of reality; rather it was 

idealized one within the framework of laws of probability and necessity. He compared 

poetry with history and science and established the superiority of the former on the 

grounds that it was imitative implying that it involved imagination in its creation.  

Aristotle privileged poetry because it was imaginative and creative. Mimesis, thus, covers 

not only realistic and representational works, but also imaginative and creative. 

 

“The many meanings, attitudes and metaphors the mimesis elicits demonstrate its overriding 

significance to Western thought.. Not all art is, strictly speaking mimetic, but the very concept of 

art, for Western culture at least, is inconceivable without the theory of mimesis” (Potolosky 33). 6 
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The concept of mimesis applies to language as well. The mimetic view of 

language implies that language imitates, describes, represents, and mirrors reality as it is. 

Language is a neutral medium and it objectively portrays reality without being socially or 

culturally conditioned and mediated. In other words reality exists independently and 

language is just a tool for its description and has no role in its construction whatsoever. 

This traditional concept of language has far reaching consequences for the interpretation 

of literature. It results in the solidity and reliability of meaning as being definite and 

fixed. 

 

Anglo-American Literary tradition is canonical.  It privileges certain authors and 

works and ignores others. The word canon was originally used in relation to Bible. 

Literary canon consists of authors and works which are privileged and are considered 

central to a particular culture and civilization.  Some authors and works get selected and 

others are ignored. The selection of certain authors and their works depends on the social 

and ideological function they perform. Editors and publishers play key role in 

determining what to publish and what not to; and they always go with the dominant 

ideological and political philosophies. The works of Marxist, feminist and postcolonial 

writers and critics are generally overlooked. The process of canon formation is not simple 

one or value free. “Canon – formation has frequently been under the control of an official 

culture that valorizes only those works that in some way assert or reveal its dominant 

ideology” (Ross 515). 7 

 

Anglo- American literary canon traditionally privileges white male American and 

European authors over non-white, non–European, female authors. American and 

European publishing houses have monopoly over publication.  The writers from the rest 

of the world have to come up to their standards to get published. 

 

Harold Bloom, the last apologist of the western tradition, in his landmark book 

‘The Western Canon’ has selected only twenty-three authors from across the Europe and 

America and has placed Shakespeare at the center of the canon. There are only three 
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women in this highly exclusive elite group of writers. This amply testifies to the 

canonicity of the western tradition and its politics. 

 

Harold Bloom describes Shakespeare as ‘The Invention of the Human’. This is 

how he canonizes Shakespeare. 

 

“Shakespeare’s influence, overwhelming on literature, has been even larger on life, and thus has 

become incalculable, and seems recently only to be growing. It surpasses the effect of Homer and 

of Plato, and challenges the scriptures of West and East alike in the modification of human 

character and personality.” (Bloom  back cover). 8 

 

Anglo-American literary tradition is teleological. The Oxford Dictionary of 

Philosophy (1994) defines teleology as “the study of the ends or purposes of things. The 

idea that there is such a thing as the end or purpose of life is prominent in the Aristotelian 

view of nature (and ethics), and then in the Christian tradition.”(Simon 374).9 Blackwell 

Dictionary defines telos as “end, aim or goal. For Aristotle, one of the four causes: the 

final cause for the sake of which a process occurs or something is done. According to 

Aristotle’s distinction between activity and motion, every action has an end, either an 

internal end in itself or an external end outside itself” (Bunnin and Jiyun 680).10 

 

The Greeks had a teleological conception of art, life and universe. They were 

obsessed with pattern, order and symmetry. That was what they sought in their social life, 

art and literature. Their main concern was for the maintenance of form and they tried to 

systematize everything they came across. They distrusted chaos and passion as they 

found them inimical to their conception of life. Their concern for better life and honor 

definitely suggests that their view of life was purposive. That was one reason they wanted 

pattern, symmetry and order in art and literature.  They believed that universe at large 

should also be symmetrical. Consequently the works of art and nature are also supposed 

to be ordered and symmetrical.As Kitto says “ In the works of Man, Reason and 

Perfection assume a symmetrical form; Man is part of Nature; therefore Nature too, being 

ex hypothesi based on Reason, will be symmetrical” (Kitto 187). 11 
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Anglo-American literary tradition has definite aims and goals. These goals range 

from providing aesthetic pleasure to the readers to educating them. Art and literature have 

always been product of social and cultural milieu and have always responded to the 

various social, economic, political, ideological and religious challenges. Literature and 

art, however, ‘value-free’ they may appear have always served some ends and continue to 

do so. The Greeks searched for order in the universe and human life and focused on the 

questions concerning existence; and role and purpose of human life. The focus on the 

form and role of art and what we call literature were the issues of keen interest to them. 

Plato set the ball rolling by raising the issue of morality in poetry warranting an apt 

response from Aristotle who defended poetry on the basis of mimetic theory of art with 

focus on both form and function of art. Greek philosophers worshiped Apollo as the god 

of order. Nietzsche considered Apollo as the symbol of order, restraint, and form. 

“Nietzsche saw the birth of tragedy or the creation of art as a response of the basically 

healthy element in man, the Apollonian, to the challenge of the diseased frenzy of the 

Dionysian” (Stumpf 373).12 

 

Anglo-American Literary Tradition is teleological in two ways; one internal end 

i.e., concern for internal pattern and system; and external end i.e., the function that 

literature performs. The internal end i.e. the maintenance of order for sustaining the art 

has been achieved through rigid adherence to genres, forms, movements, symbols, 

similes, images, motifs and literary devices. All these have kept literature in a tight jacket 

and did not allow chaos to disturb the form of literature; and literature continues to be 

published under definite tags and labels.  It has maintained its structural order by 

following the stability provided by the dominant philosophical movements such as 

humanism, and enlightenment; and by following the cardinal principle of mimesis. As far 

as the external end of literature is concerned, literature has always served ideological and 

political purposes. 

 

Anglo-American Literary tradition is derivative. It is a common knowledge that 

the Anglo-American authors have always borrowed from various sources. The Greek 

civilization itself had borrowed many things from the earlier civilizations. The concern 
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for originality is a recent phenomenon. In Medieval era, originality was not the prized 

virtue and Chaucer, the father of English language and literature, was least original. His 

works have heavily borrowed the style and material from the medieval poetry. There is 

hardly any original theme or character in his poetry. The whole scheme and plan of The 

Canterbury Tales was borrowed from other poets. “Chaucer’s tales are based on folk tales 

or on narratives borrowed from Boccaccio, Petrarch, Nicholas Trivet, and so on… it 

becomes harder to see what is original in him” (Howard ii).13 

 

The greatest of all English dramatists Shakespeare borrowed heavily from 

different sources for almost all of his works. All of his famous tragedies are adaptations. 

Some of his works were borrowed from a single source, others from many. He even 

borrowed from his contemporary dramatists. A cursory study of sources of Shakespeare’s 

works reveals that Shakespeare was hardly original. Credit, however, goes to him for his 

mastery in altering the original sources and lending them an aura which the originals did 

not have. 

 

Shakespeare profited heavily from the material available to him in his age. He did 

not shy away from using the texts of other writers for his own purposes. As Stanley Wells  

says, “Indeed it is no exaggeration to say that almost all Shakespeare’s major sources are 

in the books written or first translated into English during the first thirty years of his life” 

(Wells 14).14  

 

There is no misgiving about Shakespeare’s borrowings. No critic has ever denied 

it. Shakespeare has always been praised for other purported attributes of his works but 

never originality. There is no single genuine work to his credit. It never happened that he 

entirely devised a story of his own. Given the conditions of the theater in which he was 

working, it was impossible. 

 

“He (Shakespeare) freely borrowed characters, plots, and ideas from other writers and just as 

freely ignored or contradicted them when it suited. He often used several sources simultaneously, 

collecting varying accounts of a character or incident. Heirs to later ideas about originality, 

modern readers sometimes confuse this creative method with plagiarism, the stealing of someone 
else’s work” (Miola 2).15 
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All the philosophical and literary movements such as reformation, humanism, 

renaissance, neo-classicism, romanticism, modernism, postmodernism and Marxism have 

their origin outside the Anglo-American academy. The Germans and the French have 

always been the leaders in philosophy, art, literature, and fashion. The Anglo-American 

philosophers and authors have always traversed the beaten track. 

 

The Anglo-American literary tradition is political. It has always subscribed to the 

ruling creeds and dominant values and prejudices. It is cultural and political and it 

promotes only Western World View and by no way has any right to claim objectivity and 

universality in its any form. This tradition is phallocentric, capitalistic, Christian, anti 

Semitic and racial. Anglo-American literature and criticism has been political beyond 

recognition. Recent postmodernist, poststructuralist, feminist, Marxist and postcolonial 

movements have exposed the underlying social, religious, cultural, and racial prejudices 

of this tradition. 

 

Shakespeare’s plays which for generations have been studied as standing for the 

universal human experience untainted by any prejudice or bias and exemplifying the best 

of human nature have taken a new turn in the wake of contemporary demystifying critical 

activity. Dr Johnson, A C Bradley , C M Bowra, Wilson Knight, Dover Wilson saw 

Shakespeare as the culmination of human intellect and perfection of objective 

representation of human nature and life. They did not see the issue of race in Othello, 

Tempest; they did not see the female characters underrepresented or misrepresented. 

They could not imagine saying anything that could in any way imply a skeptic look at 

any of Shakespeare’s work.  Their only business was to eulogize Shakespeare and praise 

him as much as they could. They ignored that Shakespeare’s works were instrumental in 

regimenting the European prejudices against the non-Europeans, non-Christians, blacks 

and women. In the contemporary interrogatory spirit Shakespeare emerges as an 

accomplice in the great game of racial, political and ideological hegemony. 

“Shakespeare’s plays have been an extraordinary powerful medium between generations 
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and cultures , a conduit for transmitting and shaping ideas about colonialism and race” 

(Loomba 5).16 

 

Shakespeare’s portrayal of Othello as black moor with all the popular clichés and 

negative epithets of his age shows that he was fully aware of the politics of color and 

race. To suggest that Shakespeare was immune from any such thinking or that he did not 

have any such prejudice is contrary to what his plays display. Loomba (28)17 in 

‘Shakespeare, Race and Colonialism’ says that Indians, gypsies, Jews, Ethiopians, 

Moroccans, Turks, Moors, savages, the ‘wild Irish’ the uncivil Tartars and non-English 

Europeans were familiar stage figures of that age. Shakespeare did not lag behind his age 

in portraying these cultural others negatively in his works. 

 

The Tempest is ‘the world’s most contested text in the critical sphere’ (Hulme and 

Sherman xi).18 It offers unlimited space for questioning of issues of colonization, 

imperialism, race, language, exploitation, education, hybridity and syncerticity. It also 

provides opportunities to the postcolonial critics to question the status of Shakespeare as 

a playwright of universal values and human nature. The Tempest with its setting, 

characterization, language and themes has broad scope of appropriation and it has been 

enlisted in the resistance projects of discovering lost cultural roots and identities. Until 

recently Shakespeare’s reputation has mainly rested on his famous quarto of tragedies 

including Hamlet, King Lear, Macbeth and Othello. Othello will continue to be studied 

with more rigor and enthusiasm though for different reasons, but the play which will 

haunt Shakespeare for ages to come is The Tempest. Caliban has emerged as a bigger 

metaphor than its creator Shakespeare in the postcolonial world.  As Harold Bloom  says 

“Caliban …has become an African Caribbean heroic Freedom Fighter…Caliban has over 

taken the play” (Bloom 2-4).19 

 

The early modern discourses helped to sustain slavery and colonialism. They were 

instrumental in regimenting the racial and racist configurations. The colonial texts and 

discourses have become sites of a rigorous critical gaze in the contemporary milieu. They 

by virtue of their dialogic nature betray their underlying political, ideological and racial 
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assumptions and offer great potential for counter discursive practices which use these 

discourses to chart their own political and ideological courses. 

 

“Political criticism of Shakespeare as well as early modern England has begun to show, with 

increasing detail and sophistication, that it is virtually impossible to seal off any meaningful 

analysis of English culture and literature from considerations of racial and cultural difference, and 
from dynamics of emergent colonialism” (Loomba and Orkin  16).20 

 

 

1.2 STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM 

 

Literature in any language has always thrived on the myth of objectivity. The 

myth of objectivity is that both the art and artist are neutral and objective. Author is a 

robot who is not conditioned by the social, cultural, religious and political conditions. 

Similarly the work of the author is taken as insular to any kind of politics and mirrors 

human nature which is universal, fixed and same, irrespective of all the differences and 

disparities. 

 

The study of literature has been generally considered a pleasure activity which 

cultivates human values and refines the human personality. Literature is taken as the 

work of an author whose only motive in writing a work is to express his personality 

dispassionately in an artistic form and his motives are altruistic and he does not have any 

other motive beyond it. The work of art and literature in itself has no political or cultural 

project though it may embody certain values and preach certain lessons but these values 

and lessons are supposed to transcend all the physical and imaginary boundaries. 

 

1.3 OBJECTIVES OF THE STUDY 

 

The objectives of this study are political. This study aims at exposing the 

hollowness of the claims of objectivity, originality, and universality of the Anglo-

American literary tradition. This study aims to show that the Anglo-American literature is 

a mouthpiece of western civilization and is discriminatory. This study shows that 
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literature is a socially, culturally, politically and racially mediated ‘construct’ and has 

been used as a mere tool in the politics of exploitation and colonization. 

 

1.4 RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

 

As this research thesis is divided into two parts, the research questions for the first 

part are as under; 

1) Is language a transparent medium and a mere tool in literature with  

       no role of its own in the construction of the reality in literature? 

2) Is there any original text? Or there is only intertextuality. 

3) Is objectivity possible? 

4) Is literature complicit in the project of colonization? 

 

The research questions for the part two are as under 

      1) Is Shakespeare a myth or reality? 

2) Was Shakespeare in the vanguard of colonization? 

3) Is ‘The Tempest’ a parable of colonial relations? 

4) Is the issue of race in Othello insignificant? 

 

1.5 RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

 

This is a ‘Qualitative Multi-method’ research which uses ‘composite research 

design’. Poststructuralist, postmodernist and postcolonial theories provide the theoretical 

and conceptual work. Textual Analysis and Genealogical Method are the research 

methods used in this research. 

 

1.5.1 RESEARCH 

  

If Derrida were to deconstruct the word research, one way he would do would be 

by hyphenating research as re-search. It means searching again what has already been 

searched. The purpose of research is to add to knowledge. A research thesis seeks to 
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establish a hypothesis following standard procedures and norms. It derives its reliability 

and credibility from the consistency with which it adheres to the theoretical framework 

within which it operates. It seeks to achieve the goals and purposes which are appropriate 

in a particular context. Research does not seek to create something absolutely new. 

Rather in some cases it also means reworking, rearranging and reorganizing the existing 

data according to some particular perspective. Commenting of what research is, Belsey 

says: 

 

 “It is much more likely to involve assembling ideas that have not been brought together in quite 

that way before. And it does not have to shift the paradigm: the contribution can be quite small, a 

piece of the jigsaw. But researcher is expected to make a difference to the standard account of a 

topic, whatever that topic might be (p.160)” .21 

 

A literary research falls within the domain of the qualitative research. Qualitative 

research is a heterogeneous field with a variety of theories and methods available 

depending on the nature of the research project. The qualitative research has always 

responded to the changes in the human knowledge. It has gone through many phases. 

Starting with traditional foundational, positivist and empiricist assumptions of human 

knowledge, it entered the poststructuralist and postmodernist phase, embracing a host of 

diverse and varied terms, concepts, theories and assumptions. It incorporated cultural 

studies and postcolonial theories to respond to the challenges posed by the emergence of 

the counter political discourses of the other and race. 

 

 Qualitative research is subjective and eclectic. The researcher’s perspective plays 

important role in the selection of the theoretical frame work and method/methods of 

research. The researcher can select the data from the texts  according to the requirements 

of his research questions and theoretical framework. Denzin and Lincoln describe 

qualitative research as ‘bricolage’ and the qualitative research ‘a brioleur’. The researcher 

as bricleur can pick and choose from a wide range of theoretical and methodological 

options to build his own montage. The interpretive bricleur works within ‘his or her own 

personal history, biography, gender, social class, race, and ethnicity’. (Denzin and 

Lincoln p.6). 22 
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The qualitative research allows the researcher to select the material from a wide 

range of sources to substantiate his argument. The qualitative research is subjective as it  

gives the researcher freedom to select the material for research from all the available 

sources and use them according to his research requirements. As Salkind says“it is not so 

much the sources of the information that are important, but how they are used to answer 

the research question’ (Salkind p.11) .23  

 

1.5.2 MULTI-METHOD APPROACH 

 

There are number of methods available in qualitative research. The researcher can 

select any or many of them to support his argument. This is approach is called Multi-

method Approach. It is different from Mixed Methods approach. Mixed Methods allow 

mixing of qualitative and quantitative approaches, whereas Multi-method Approach 

allows working within the qualitative framework. 

  

Multi-method Approach allows researcher to explore the issues using different 

methods. Gray says that a researcher can use a variety of methods for the thorough and 

in-depth understanding of the issues. He characterizes this approach as ‘multimethod’ 

(Gray p.209).24 

 

Eclecticism is an important feature of qualitative research because it facilitates the 

analysis of a large number of social and cultural phenomena from diverse qualitative 

methodologies. Eclecticism is reflected in the ‘multiple complementary methods in 

composite research designs’ (Collier and Elman, 780) .25 The eclectic use of the various 

qualitative methods involves overlap of the various methods and tools. Collier and Elman 

suggest that ‘it is appropriate to designate this area of methodology as involving 

“qualitative and multi-method research” (Collier and Elman, 780).26 ‘Qualitative Multi-

method’ approach is necessitated because of considerable overlap among the various 

contemporary philosophical, literary and cultural theories. Poststructuralism and 

postmodernism share the same worldview in the wake of Derrida’s, Foucault’s, Lacan’s 

criticism of the modernist and humanist assumption of truth, reality, objectivity, power, 
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discourse and representation. Postcolonial theory and methodology also use 

poststructuralist and postmodernist methodologies to negotiate with the issues of 

colonization and race in the postcolonial perspective.  

 

1.5.3 POSTSTRUCTURALIST AND POSTMODERN FRAMEWORKS  

 

Poststructuralism and postmodernism destabilize enlightenment arguments of 

reason and rationality and expose western civilization as phonocentric, logocentric and 

phalocentric. Both movements decenter western metaphysics. Derrida deconstructs 

binary oppositions, stresses ‘aporia’ ‘supplement’, ‘play’, ‘trace’ in the texts and denies 

the existence of anything outside the texts; and puts ‘under erasure’ key western 

concepts. ‘Differance’ emerges as the key poststructuralist and postmodern strategic tool 

for any textual analysis. Discovery and recognition of ‘difference’ and ‘other’ are the key 

tenets of these two movements. Foucault’s archaeological and genealogical analysis of 

the structures of power inherent in discourses disrupted the sanctity of the western 

construction of reality through language. Lacan highlighted the role of language in the 

construction of the human subjectivity. Representation, reality, truth, originality and 

objectivity are the key casualties in the current counter culture discourses 

1.5.4 POSTCOLONIAL METHOD 

Postcolonial methods fall within the qualitative paradigm of research. The 

heterogeneity of the postcolonial theory and the multiplicity of the issues involved 

account for the appropriation of the qualitative matrix in the postcolonial methods. This is 

despite the fact that certain sections of postcolonial researchers consider ‘research’ the 

tool and agent of the colonizers. Linda Tuhiwi Smith says: “ the term ‘research’ is 

inextricably linked to European imperialism and colonialism”(Smith 9) .27 

Postcolonial research seeks to recover the Other from the deep inside of the 

variety of the western texts. It works to restore the psycho-existential displacement 

caused by colonial oppression. It brings to light the lingering horrors of epistemic and 

linguistic violence perpetrated by the western cultural and educational machinery. It 
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exposes western renaissance movements like humanism, enlightenment, and secularism 

as discriminatory, exploitative and racist. 

“Postcolonialism has been defined as both a social movement and a research approach whose main 

agenda addresses racism and oppression. Postcolonial research names the cultural, political, and 

linguistic experiences of former colonized societies by including voices, stories, histories, and 

images from people traditionally excluded from European/western descriptions of the world.” 

 ( Bauchpies,p.1) .28 

Postcolonial researchers focus on the role of western languages and literatures in 

the imperial projects of colonization. They highlight the stereotypical representation of 

the orient as other in the western culture and literature. 

The following two methods have been employed in this research study. 

1) Textual Analysis 

2) Genealogical Method 

1.5.5 TEXTUAL ANALYSIS 

 

Textual Analysis is a very useful methodology for the study and analysis of any 

kind of text. It increases the possibilities of exploring a text from different angles and 

perspectives. The texts are always caught in the historical, social, cultural, and political 

moments of their creation and reception. As the texts are ‘intertexual’ and have subtexts, 

they become subject to many competing readings and interrogations.  Texts are cultural 

and ideological products. Therefore, different cultures are bound to react to texts 

differently. Textual analysis helps in understanding how different cultures interpret 

reality differently. 

 

Textual analysis is a way for researchers to gather information about how other human beings 

make sense of the world. It is a methodology – a data-gathering process – for those researchers 

who want to understand the ways in which members of various cultures and subcultures make 

sense of who they are and of how they fit into the world in which they live.(McKee 2003:1) .29 
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Texts are always polyphonic and subject to different readings and interpretations. 

Literary texts are constructed of language which works on the principle of difference as 

enunciated by Saussure. Texts by their very nature contradict and deconstruct themselves 

denying the possibility of a unified and stable meaning and reading.  As texts are 

ideological and cultural constructions, they can be deconstructed differently with 

different interpretative strategies and tools. “Texts do not simply and transparently report 

an independent order of reality. Rather, the texts themselves are implicated in the work of 

reality construction (Atkinson, 1990:7 quoted in Holliday p.16) .30 

 

Roland Barthes in his essay ‘The Death of the Author’ dethrone the Author as the 

source of meaning and interpretation of the text. He empowers readers saying that the 

text becomes the property of the reader who reads it according to his own peculiar 

perspective and ideology. ‘The reader is the space on which all the quotations that make 

up writing are inscribed without any of them being lost; a text’s unity lies not in its origin 

but in its destination’ (Barthes quoted in Belsey) 31 .   

 

Catherine Belsey staunchly advocates Textual Analysis as a research method for 

interpretation of all the cultural constructions.  

 

“Textual analysis is indispensable to research in cultural criticism, where cultural criticism 

includes English, cultural history and studies, as well as any other discipline that focuses on texts 

or seeks to understand the inscription of culture in its artefacts.”(Belsey,p.57) 32 

 

McKee (2003) has suggested that Textual Analysis should be based on the 

assumption that a text never exhausts all the possibilities of interpretations. ‘There are 

always many possible descriptions/interpretations of each text”. In ‘Textual Analysis’ the 

researcher can select the parts of the text according to the research questions. McKee says 

in this regard ‘in fact, this is the correct approach for poststructuralist textual analysis”. 

(McKee p.80) 33 
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1.5.6 STEPS IN TEXTUAL ANALYSIS 

 

Textual Analysis focuses on all the ontological, epistemological and ideological 

assumptions of the text. Some of the major questions which Textual Analysis answers 

are: 

 

1) Why is this text important? 

2) What is the text’s relationship with society, history, gender, sexuality, and race? 

3) How are contemporary values and cultural assumptions reflected in the reading of 

a text? 

4) What values (aesthetic, social, moral, philosophical, etc.) are used to form a 

literary canon, and how are these reflected/ challenged in the text?  

5) How does the text reorganize our paradigms for looking at the world? 

                    ( file:///D:/LiteraryTextual Analysis.htm) 34 

 

1.5.7 GENEALOGICAL METHOD 

 

Derek Hook (2001) has outlined four important principles of genealogical 

method. They are ‘reversal’, ‘discontinuity’, specificity’, and ‘exteriority’. 

Foucault’s approach suggests that what is held to be true ‘is a product of at least three 

factors:  relations of power which saturate it, forms of knowledge which surround it, and 

rules of conduct which infuse it.’ (Hook,54 quoted in Williams p.8). 35  

 

 Anthea Williams (2005, p.9) 36has summarized Foucault’s Genealogical Approach as:  

 

1. Designating  the problem 

2. Relationship of the problem with its constituent elements 

3. ‘Effective history’ of the discursive practices and other elements which produced 

the problem 

4. Focusing on ‘how’ rather than ‘why’ in the historical analysis 

5. Dispassionate analysis of the discursive manifestations of the problem. 
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6. Opening up of the future possibilities and political choices for the society and 

individual. 

 

1.5.8 APPLICATION OF METHODS 

 

Genealogical Method and Textual Analysis have been used to analyse the Anglo-

American Literary Tradition and the Shakespearean plays ‘The Tempest and Othello’.  

 

1.5.9 APPLICATION OF GENEALOGICAL MMETHOD 

 

1) The first step in Genealogical method is ‘Designating the problem’. The problem 

identified is that Anglo-American Literary Tradition is passed on as objective. 

The first Chapter ‘Introduction’ focuses on ‘the objectivity’ of the Anglo-

American Literary Tradition and how it is established. 

The second step in this method is ‘Relationship of the problem with its constituent 

elements’. The Anglo-American Literary Tradition is humanist, mimetic and 

teleological. It is embroiled in racial and colonial politics. Shakespeare is the 

pillar of the western civilization and is a major exponent of Anglo-American 

Literary Tradition. The first two steps of the Genealogical Method are discussed 

in the First Chapter of the thesis. 

2) The third step is ‘Effective history’ of the discursive practices and other elements 

which produce the problem. The second chapter ‘Literature Review’ focuses on 

the different phases of critical practices that helped shape the Anglo-American 

Literary Tradition. It also shows how Shakespeare was used as a tool in the 

ideological practices of promoting western culture and values in the non western 

world. 

3)  The fourth step is ‘Focusing on ‘how’ rather than ‘why’ in the historical 

analysis’. The Objectivity of Anglo-American Literary is based on the 

assumptions of the transparency of language as a medium of expression, the 

sanctity and stability of the text.  A poststructuralist analysis reveals arbitrariness 

of language and instability of the text(Chapter 3). In Chapter 4 the ‘Postmodern 
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Analysis decenters some of the major pillars of this tradition. The postcolonial 

theory has destabilized the Anglo-American tradition and has challenged its major 

assumptions like objectivity and universality. It has exposed the hollowness of the 

claims of civilizing mission of the western colonizers. Postcolonial critics also 

highlight the role of language and literature in the project of colonization and their 

role in the psycho-existential displacement of the colonized people.(Chapter 5) 

4)  The fifth step is ‘Dispassionate analysis of the discursive manifestations of the 

problem.’ Shakespeare both in colonial and postcolonial perspectives has been a 

product of discursive practices. He was canonized through discursive practices 

and has been displaced through the same. This study analyses both the rise and 

fall of Shakespeare in the light of the various theoretical frameworks which have 

impacted Shakespeare and his changing influence over the centuries.(Chapter 6) 

5) The sixth step is ‘Opening up of the future possibilities and political choices for 

the society and individual.’ The study of the Anglo-American literature and 

criticism and especially that of Shakespearean plays will undergo a dramatic 

change in the wake of the poststructuralist, postmodernist and postcolonial 

theories. The issues which remained hushed up under the burden of objectivity 

and universality have suddenly gained voice and momentum in the current 

intellectual milieu. This aspect of Genealogical Method is spread all over the 

thesis. 

 

1.5.10 APPLICATION OF TEXTUAL ANALYSIS  

 

Textual Analysis has been applied to the study of The Tempest and Othello Chapter 7, 8). 

 

Textual Analysis of these two plays is based on the following principles.  

 

1) Why are the texts important? 

The foremost reason of the importance of the texts is that they have been written by 

Shakespeare who has been a major cultural tool in the British cultural warfare in the 

postcolonial world. Secondly, both The Tempest and Othello are crucial texts for the 
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postcolonial world. Both the texts are saturated with the colonial and racial content. The 

Tempest deals with the whole gambit of the postcolonial theory. All the issue of the 

postcolonial concern like colonization, language, race, education, binary opposition, 

resistance, appropriation, subversion, fear of miscegenation, quest for freedom for 

colonization and hybridity are present in this play. The issue of Race is the dominant 

feature of the play Othello. The analysis of this play allows study of the attitudes towards 

race in the early Modern Europe. 

 

2) What are the texts’ relationship with society, history, gender, sexuality, and race? 

Shakespeare’s plays have major bearing on the social, historical, sexual and racial 

aspects of human life across the globe. His plays played a major role in the construction 

of the identity and subjectivity of the individuals and the societies. Shakespeare’s 

inclusion in the syllabi in the third world has far reaching consequences. Historically 

Shakespeare plays were written, staged, and included in the formative stages of the early 

modernity which brought racism, slaver, racism and colonization for the third world. 

Shakespeare’s plays are vividly gender biased. His female characters are notoriously 

underrepresented and play secondary roles in the plays. Issue of race has undervalued 

Shakespeare’s status is master of universality and objectivity. 

 

3) How are contemporary values and cultural assumptions reflected in the reading of 

a text? 

The current poststructuralist and postmodern theories on the one hand and the 

postcolonial theory on the other have changed the study of Shakespeare in a big way.  

The focus on difference and concern for the ‘other’ has forced revaluation of 

Shakespeare’s plays. 

4) What values (aesthetic, social, moral, philosophical, etc.) are used to form a 

literary canon, and how are these reflected/ challenged in the text?  

 

Shakespeare is the pillar of the western canon. The western critics over the centuries 

have made heavy intellectual investment in creating a larger than life Shakespeare. 
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Humanist and positivist assumptions and mimetic theory of art went hand in projecting 

the universality of Shakespeare’s plays. The challenge to traditional approaches to the 

study of Shakespeare is enormous and threatens to put Shakespearean phenomenon into 

the dustbin of the history. Shakespeare is unlikely to survive the challenge posed by the 

postcolonial theories. 

 

5) How does the text reorganize our paradigms for looking at the world? 

 

The texts of The Tempest and Othello warrant a revaluation of Shakespearean plays. 

They also highlight the importance of studying the texts in the wider historical and 

ideological contexts to fully deconstruct their cultural politics. The study of these texts 

suggests that reading literature is no longer a leisure and pleasure activity. Rather it is a 

very demanding exercise which requires rigorous scrutiny of the text, context and various 

subtexts. 

 

1.5.11 ORGANIZATION OF STUDY 

 

Chapter 1 introduces the Anglo-American Literary Tradition. It focuses on the 

humanist and mimetic bases of this tradition. It highlights Shakespeare’s centrality in the 

western culture. This chapter also includes Statement of Problem, Objectives of the 

Study, Research Questions, Research Methodology, Delimitation, and Significance of 

Research. Key Operational Terms are introduced at the end of the chapter. 

 

Chapter 2 is Literature Review. It traces the changes in the approaches to the 

study of literature from Leavisites Method to Linguistic turn, followed by Cultural turn, 

Postmodern turn and finally the latest turn i.e. Political turn. There is a comprehensive 

overview of literature on Shakespeare’s status and fortunes before and after theory. The 

significance of canon, objectivity, and teleology in the Anglo-American Literary 

Tradition have also been focused in this chapter. 

 



 34 

Chapter 3 ‘Poststructuralism and Anglo-American Literary Tradition’ discusses 

how Poststructuralism has destabilized the constituent elements of this tradition. Post-

Saussurean Perspective on Language highlights the role of language in the construction 

of reality and culture. It also shows how language shapes the worldview. Derrida’s 

Deconstruction demystifies the western metaphysics exposing it to be phonocentric, 

logocentric, and phalocentric. Intertextuality has gained new meaning in the wake of 

Poststructuralism. It denies the myth of originality and suggests all texts are intertextual. 

Julia Kristeva , Roland Barhes and Bakhtin are major proponents of intertextuality. 

 

Chapter 4’ Postmodernism and Objectivity of Anglo-American Literary 

Tradition’ discusses how postmodernism denies all the claims to reality, truth, objectivity 

and universality. Lyotard blows grand narratives apart and Baudrillard pronounces the 

death of the ‘Real’ in his discussions of hyperreality. Jameson believes that 

postmodernism is grappling with the realities of late capitalism. Richard Rorty rejects 

epistemological foundationalism and Foucualt analyses the power structures permeating 

the discourses. Lacan studies human subject and subjectivity in linguistic terms and gives 

a new dimension to psychoanalysis. 

 

Chapter 5 ‘Post-Colonial Theory and Objectivity’ highlights the role of language 

and literature in the western imperialism and colonization. It discusses the theoretical 

issues bedeviling the post-colonial theory. It highlights the dehumanizing effects of 

colonization. It also brings to light Faiz’s role as one of the pioneers of the Post-Colonial 

theory. 

 

Chapter 6 ‘Shakespeare in Postcolonial Perspective’ puts Shakespeare in wider 

western renaissance perspective. It discusses the presence of race in the western 

civilization, renaissance and Shakespeare. It focuses on orientalism in Elizabethan plays. 

It also discusses Shakespeare as site of opposition between the west and the rest of the 

world. It throws light on the absurdity of the Bloom’s arguments to defend Shakespeare.  
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Chapter 7 ‘Postcolonial Analysis of The Tempest’ is divided in many sections. 

The Tempest is a complex colonial and postcolonial text. It covers the postcolonial theory 

in its complexity. It can be studied as an orientalist discourse and document of initial 

colonial relations. Prospero emerges as a prototype colonizer. Caliban is the colonized 

subject. His outbursts against Prospero highlight the issues of resistance, subversion, 

appropriation and hybridity. The study also focuses on the fear of miscegenation and how 

Miranda is treated as a subaltern.  

 

Chapter 8 ‘Issue of Race in Othello’ focuses on the race as a subtext of the play. 

The play Othello cannot be studied disregarding race. The study shows how fair 

Desdemona turns black after her marriage with black Othello. 

 

Chapter 9 ‘Conclusion of Thesis’ concludes emphasizing the role of language and 

literature in the construction of reality and subjectivity and highlighting the importance of 

studying literature with eyes on the underlying cultural, ideological and political 

assumptions. Syllabi of English should not focus on British literature only. Literature 

written in other parts of the world should also be included in the syllabi. Pakistani 

literature in English should be especially included in the syllabi to develop national 

identity.  

 

1.6 DELIMITATION 

 

This study is delimited to the interrogation of founding assumptions of the Anglo-

American literary tradition in the poststructural, postmodern and postcolonial 

perspectives.  This research also interrogates Shakespeare’s role and complicity in the 

colonization; and analyzes ‘The Tempest’ and ‘Othello’ in the postcolonial perspective. 
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1.7 SIGNIFICANCE OF RESEARCH 

 

The significance of this research especially in Pakistani context can hardly be 

exaggerated. British and American literatures hold a sacrosanct position and the impact 

of theory in the interpretation of literature here is still negligible. Whereas this is not an 

attempt at promoting theory, this research, however, touches on those issues in theory 

which help facilitate in establishing the thesis that the Anglo-American literary tradition 

is not objective. Shakespeare is still an idol in this part of the world, though his reputation 

has suffered irreparably in the wake of postcolonial and postmodernist theories across the 

globe. This research shows that Shakespeare was a man with all the prejudices that a 

person inherits from his society; and much of glory thrust on him was the work of some 

over enthusiastic critics and was part of a wider project of propagating Shakespeare as the 

epitome of the western culture and civilization, embodying the highest values of the 

humanity. 

 

1.8   DEFINITIONS OF KEY OPERATIONAL TERMS 

 

1.8.1 POSTSTRUCTURALISM 

 

Poststructuralism subverts basic assumptions of structuralism and demystifies 

many of the traditional concepts and beliefs about the nature of language, author, text, 

meaning and reading practices. Saussure posited the relation between the signifier and 

signified, though arbitrary, as socially fixed. Poststructuralism breaks loose the 

connection between the two and frees signified from the hold of signifier. This loosening 

the link between the signifier and signified has opened up the Pandora box.  Language   

has all of a sudden become a suspect medium instead of being a natural and transparent 

medium. Language is socially and culturally mediated and different languages construct 

reality differently as is suggested by Sapir-Whorf hypothesis. Meaning is unstable and 

not fixed; text is only the echo of other texts and author does not have any monopoly on 

the text any longer. Poststructuralism exposes the western culture to be phonocentric, 
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phallocentric and logocentric. Poststructuralism thus changes the whole perception of 

reality, life and the universe. 

 

1.8.2 POSTMODERNISM 

 

Postmodernism is both a reaction to modernism and goes beyond it. 

Postmodernism is a critique of discourses of enlightenment and challenges traditional 

generalizations, beliefs, and assumptions of universality. It marks death of grand 

narratives. It also rebuffs arguments of teleology in the scheme of universe. 

Postmodernism shatters all the claims to objectivity and establishes that access to 

objective knowledge is impossible; and all knowledge even scientific knowledge is 

cultural. There is no reality; there is only hyper- reality or simulation in art, literature or 

movies. Postmodernism breaks the boundaries between the ‘high’ and ‘low’ culture, art 

and literature and thus deals a blow to the canonical and elitist approaches to the study of 

art and literature. Postmodernism challenges the traditional views of representation, 

realism, individual and common sense and stresses the need of dedoxification of all 

cultural forms. Postmodernism rejects western canon and teleological explanations of 

life, universe and general scheme of things. Postmodernism rejects traditional theories of 

representation. It also rejects modernist and humanist view of the theory as the mirror of 

the reality. Postmodernism privileges perspective and relativism and holds that all 

representations are historical and linguistic constructs. “Some postmodern theory 

accordingly rejects the totalizing macro perspectives on society and history favored by 

modern theory in favor of microtheory and micropolitics” (Best and Kellner 4) 37 

 

1.8.3 POST-COLONIAL 

 

Bill Ashcroft et al, have referred to ‘post-colonial’ to cover “all the culture 

affected by the imperial process from the moment of colonization to the present day” 38. 

Postcolonial theory covers all the 

 

“ Postcolonial theory involves discussions about experience of various kinds: migration, slavery, 

suppression ,resistance, representation, difference, race, gender, place and responses to the 
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influential master discourses of imperial Europe such as history, philosophy and linguistics and 

the fundamental experiences of speaking and writing by which all these come into being”  

(Ashcroft et al. 2). 39 

 

Postcolonial theory deals with the history of colonization and its impact on the 

lives of the colonized peoples. It interrogates all the discursive practices which paved 

way for colonization and provided it with the rationale and justification. The west used 

all of its intellect, reason, knowledge and science to prepare itself for this adventure. All 

the branches of knowledge contributed directly towards inscribing the European superior, 

civilized and rational and the rest of the world inferior, barbarian, and pathologically 

emotional. Postcolonial theory critiques the European metanarratives and establishes that 

western reason and knowledge were the tools and agents of colonization, exploitation and 

racism. “In this perspective, the term postcolonial refers not to a simple periodization but 

rather to a methodological revisionism which enables a wholesale critique of Western 

structures of knowledge and power, particularly those of post-Enlightenment period” 

(Mongia 2). 40 

 

The project of colonization was carried out under the garb of civilizing the 

barbarians. The colonized were regarded as inhuman, and the colonizer posed itself as a 

well wisher, benefactor and teacher. But the reality was different and harsh. Colonization 

brutally shattered the personality and identity of the colonized. It developed inferiority 

complex among the colonized people. The local cultures were vandalized and displaced. 

In Africa, the colonizers were very ruthless in treating the human beings. They used 

zoological names like monkeys and donkeys to dehumanize them. Fear psychosis and 

inferiority complex left the self image, ego, and psyche of the African people abused and 

debased. 

As Fanon says; 

 
“On the unconscious plane, colonialism did not seek to be considered by the native as a gentle, 

loving mother who protects her child from a hostile environment, but rather as a mother who 

unceasingly restrains her fundamentally perverse offspring from managing to commit suicide and 

from giving free rein to its evil instincts. ” (Fanon 372). 41 

 

 

Colonization was degrading and exploitative. The only purpose the colonizer had 

in occupying the people and their lands around the globe was the accumulation of the 
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wealth. They were not serious in their stated mission of civilizing the colonized people. 

They taught their language and literature only for their own purposes. Had colonization 

been carried out with the purpose of helping the colonized people and their countries, 

decolonization would not have left these peoples, countries and their institutions battered. 

 

1.8.4 MYTH 

 

The Anglo-American literary tradition thrives on the myth of objectivity.  The 

question is whether myth means falsehood or fabricated story as is generally believed or 

it denotes literal truths that are taken as for granted. Myth as a term has long history and 

carries with it varied meanings and implications. 

 

Myth is defined in Coles Dictionary of Literary terms as “An anonymous story, 

rooted in primitive folk beliefs, presenting supernatural episodes to explain natural events 

and phenomena Every country and literature has its mythology” (Eds 125). 42 Myths 

generally offer supernatural explanations for the creation of the world and humanity. 

These can be superstitious and contrary to the scientific facts. There are many myths that 

circulate regarding various people of various races, religions, classes and castes as well. 

Such myths are generally cultural and reflect the prejudice of one group against the other. 

Myths are generally stories that are handed down for generations. They are popular tales 

that embody collective wisdom. The significance of myths varies from culture to culture. 

Most of the myths belong to primitive people and contain folk wisdom. “Very often 

myths are accepted as the literal truths. They are not presented as engaging fictions but as 

fact. Even in the sophisticated, intelligent culture of classical Greece myths were 

frequently viewed as actualities.” (Eds. 9). 43 

  

Myths when they become very familiar and get repeated off and on and they are 

taken as truths. Myths become learning and wisdom of society and they provide reason 

and justification for the issues of life and universe.“Anybody of myths tries to give a 

comprehensive account of the world and of the people to whom it belongs” (Eds.10)  44 

Despite their cultural differences the myths generally share the perceptual framework and 
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the underlying structures are generally the same. Psychologists suggest that myths reveal 

a collective human unconscious and a common inheritance among all human beings. 

 

John Fiske has divided myths into three categories; the ritual / anthropological, 

the literary and the semiotics. According to him ritual/anthropological myths take the 

form of anonymously composed narratives that offers explanations of why the world is as 

it appears.“In literary theory, myth becomes a story about, or image of, what are seen as 

eternal, permanent human truths, usually of a spiritual, moral or aesthetic kind. 

(O’Sullivan et al. 192).45 Myths thus become archetypes and link literature with culture 

and beliefs. Myths are generally vague and unsound but they are generally held as 

collective wisdom and become part of the collective consciousness of the community that 

holds them. The semiotic meaning differs markedly from these two. It refers to an 

unarticulated chain of associated concepts. It is culture specific and not transcultural. “Its 

prime function is to make the cultural natural, and it thus shares with other usages the 

function of naturalization” (O’Sullivan et al. 193).46 

 

Levi-Strauss equates myth with order and rules. He believes various myths 

provide the order which sustains the universe.  He believes that myths become the bases 

of interpretation of the social and cultural phenomena and serve as schema of human 

intellectual activity. Thus myths satisfy human quest for pattern and order. As he says; 

“To speak of rules and to speak of meaning is to speak of the same thing; the common 

denominator is always to introduce some kind of order” ( Levi- Strauss 9). 47 

 

Roland Barthes was inspired by Saussure’s structuralist ideas and systems of 

representation.  He believed that the function of myths is that they appear natural and do 

not draw attention to the fact that instead of being natural they are cultural and historical.  

He contends that myths carry “In their decorative display of what –goes-without-saying, 

the ideological abuse, in my view, is hidden there” (Barthes 11).48 Barthes (1981) further 

says that ‘Myth is a language” (Barthes 132).49 
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He explains this phenomenal phrase in his essay titled; ‘Myth as a stolen 

language’. He says; “What is the characteristic of myth? To transform a meaning into 

form. In other words, myth is always a language robbery.” (Barthes 132) .50 Barthes 

contends that concepts used in language are abstract and they never exhaust their full 

meanings and can mean differently at different times to different people. The concepts 

are thus vague and are liable to be interpreted differently. “One could say that a language 

offers to myth an open-work meaning. Myth can easily insinuate itself into it, and swell 

there: it is the robbery by colonization” (Barthes 132). 51 

 

So ‘myth of objectivity’ implies that objectivity is taken as a literal truth, it is 

taken for granted, it suppresses the processes through which it comes into being; or in 

other words all the cultural processes that lead to the formation of the myth are ignored. 

Objectivity as myth is never contested. When we say literature is objective we imply that 

literature is neutral and repository of universal human values surpassing all cultural and 

ideological differences. 

 

1.8.5 OBJECTIVITY 

 

The term objectivity when applied to a work of literature implies that the work is 

not colored by the beliefs or biases of the author; and it is neutral and impartial and does 

not impinge on the feelings or biases of people of different colors and creeds. “A 

commitment to objectivity is a general mark of intellectual integrity, according to which 

one respects the virtue of truth and seeks valid and unbiased theories, explanations, and 

judgments” (Bunnin and Jiyun 484).52 Objectivity in literature implies that the writers 

refrain from making any overt ideological or political comment. Objectivity is the 

opposite of subjectivity. Subjectivity implies that authors present everything from their 

personal perspective. The authors trying to be objective try to be impersonal in stating 

different views and opinions. Bedford Dictionary of Literary Terms defines objectivity as 

“Writers tying to achieve objectivity try to suppress their personal feelings and opinions 

in order to present the most impersonal, neutral view possible” (Muffin and Ray 256). 53 
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If we consider the Anglo-American Literary Tradition objective, it implies that it 

is free from all prejudices and is not discriminatory. The authors of this tradition though 

write in a definite cultural milieu, their works transcend all the geographical and 

ideological boundaries. 

 

1.8.6 SHAKESPEARE 

 

Shakespeare, a ‘construct’ and a ‘signifier’, was a sixteenth century dramatist 

whose works echo the early modern social, cultural, religious, political and racial 

discourses. His works because of their cultural and civilizational content were implicated 

in the project of colonization. His works served to inflict the superiority of the white race 

over the people of color and especially blacks. Shakespeare was made part of education 

in a motivated bid to hypnotize and hybridize the local intelligentsia with the supremacy 

of the colonizers. Shakespeare’s works were accomplice in cementing and regimenting 

the disparities of race and class. As Jyotsna Singh has said, “Shakespeare served as a key 

signifier within colonial discourse, while demarcating the familiar binaries: barbarism 

and civilization, tradition and modernity” (Jyotsna 104).54 

 

1.8.7 ANGLO-AMERICAN 

 

The phrase ‘Anglo-American’ is used by philosophers and critics to describe the 

philosophy, literature, criticism and literary theory written in America and Britain. Both 

the British and American writers acknowledge the same western tradition as their origin 

and share similar social, cultural, economic and political values. The American 

intellectuals are striving hard to establish a separate identity from their ancestral English 

language, literature and culture, the fact remains that they usually lumped with the 

English or this is how the rest of the world designates them. Waugh and Rice in their 

‘Modern Literary Theory: A Reader’ (Waugh and Rice xiii)55  use the phrase ‘Anglo-

American tradition’ to discuss the impact of literary theory on this tradition and contend 

that ‘The very foundations of the Anglo-American tradition had been irrevocably 

challenged and displaced’ in the contemporary intellectual milieu. Paul de Man in his 
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book ‘Resistance to Theory’ (de Man 6)56 has talked of ‘an Anglo-American blend of 

intellectual gentility’. W J Mitchell in New Key Words (Mitchell 21)57 has talked of 

‘American and English canon.’ Pierre Bourdieu (p.10)58 talked of ‘Anglo-American New 

Criticism’ in his famous work ‘The Field of Cultural Production’. 

 

1.8.8 TRADITION 

 

Western culture is obsessed with tradition. The western tradition takes its roots 

from the Greeks and traces it to present and covers the whole of Europe and America. T. 

S. Eliot in his famous essay ‘Tradition and Individual Talent’ has underscored the 

importance of tradition for the western culture. He urges the writers and critics to nurture 

tradition with special effort because it cannot be inherited. In his view Tradition is not a 

dead past. It is active living reality. He believes it is vital to acquire the historical sense. 

The western literary starts from the Greeks and the western writers must develop the 

consciousness of this tradition because  “whole of the literature of Europe from Homer 

and within it the whole literature of his own country has a simultaneous existence and 

composes a simultaneous order” (Eliot 242).59 

 

Raymond Williams in his book ‘Modern Tragedy’ while talking of tragedy has 

talked ‘of a common Graeco-Christian tradition, which has shaped Western civilization’. 

(Williams 15-16).60 Williams further says that “tradition is not the past, but an 

interpretation of the past: a selection and valuation of ancestors, rather than a neutral 

record…the present, at any time, is a factor in the selection and valuation” (Williams 

16).61 This shows that Anglo-American tradition is not secular. It is a mix of Christian 

religion and Greek heritage. 
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CHAPTER 2 

 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

2.1 FROM LITERARY CRITICISM TO POLITICAL CRITICISM 

 

Literature and criticism have always been conditioned by the social, cultural, 

political and ideological circumstances. Literature has always enjoyed a high place in all 

the imaginative arts by virtue of its creativity, originality, objectivity and for its appeal to 

human passions and emotions. It has always responded to the dominant social, cultural 

and political values and issues. Literature has always carried with it the spirit and ethos of 

its age. Criticism likewise has traditionally been empiricist and humanist, focusing on the 

form and function of literature. It has tried either to justify the existing literary practices 

or to suggest changes to it looking for new trends and tendencies. The critics have always 

agreed that literature does serve some kind of end. It may be pure aesthetic pleasure or 

some moral purpose. Literature and criticism have always had a close reciprocal relation 

with the developments in one field affecting the other. 

 

The word literature is derived from the Latin word litteratura, which means the 

ability to use letters or to read. With the passage of time, the word literature became more 

and more exclusive and its usage came to be associated with learning, scholarship and 

creativity. In the 18thC, the word literature came to be associated with imaginative 

writings, including poems, plays, novels, short stories and drama. Somehow in its history 

of evolution the word literature acquired sacrosanct position and its creators started 

assuming superior position with claims to being divinely inspired and especially gifted 

genius who were above the rest of humanity. The focus on author as god like figure and 

literature as a work similar somehow to scriptures kept focus away from the artificiality 
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and constructed nature of both the author and the work and the social function   which 

they invariably performed. 

 

F R Leavis’ approach to literature and criticism is regarded as the quintessence of 

traditional approaches to literature as it embodies all the key principles of approaches to 

literature prior to the advent of theory. His approach is now generally called ‘Leavis 

method’ (15)1 and his followers are dubbed as ‘Leavisites’. 

 

Eaglestone  (15-16)2 has summarized the key points of ‘Leavis method’ as under; 

 The study of literature has a ‘civilising mission’ to ‘humanize’ people 

 A text can and should be studied and judged ‘objectively. Writing in third person 

rather than first person is assumed to be more objective. 

 The reader must demonstrate sensibility or an individual response to the text 

which happens ‘naturally’ when a literary text is read. 

 Practical criticism is the most effective method for studying literature. 

 There is ‘canon’ or authoritative list of great literary works that everyone with 

sensibility should study and admire. 

 A literary text is free from history and time, and has intrinsic artistic worth. 

 

A major shift in the contemporary intellectual milieu has been from literary 

criticism to literary theory. This shift marks a decisive break in the approaches to the 

study of literature and its appreciation. Literary criticism is a broad term which refers to 

the appreciation, evaluation, elucidation and analysis of literature. It is normative, 

evaluative and analytical in its approach. While literary critics criticized literature from 

various angles and perspectives they never questioned their own perspective or the tools 

which they were using for their purposes. Goring et al. 3,  in ‘Understanding Literature’ 

‘distinguish criticism’ from ‘theory’ by suggesting that they have different objects of 

investigation. Theory is metacriticism. It provides tools for the business of criticism. The 

tools are patterns of thought that form the basis of literary criticism. 
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Paul de Man (8)4 in ‘Resistance to Theory’ has attributed the advent of literary 

theory to ‘linguistic turn’ and rejection of the non-linguistic historical and aesthetic 

approaches to the study of literature. According to him literary theory emerged when the 

object of discussion shifted from the product to the tools of production and linguistic 

terminology became pivotal in the metalanguage about literature. He equated resistance 

to theory with resistance to the rhetorical or typological dimensions of language. He 

believes that rhetorical function of language is more obvious in literature than in anything 

else and it should be foregrounded in criticism also. 

 

Literary theory has shattered the basis of the humanist Anglo-American literary 

tradition and has replaced it with post-humanist, post-positivist and post-structuralist 

principles which deny the very assumptions on which the traditional criticism has rested 

its claims. 

 

Some apologists of the western tradition argue that the theory is uncalled for and 

literature can still be read without it. Why there should be a theory?  Answer to this 

question is that there has always been some theory at work whenever literature has been 

written, read and criticized and the only difference is that we have recognized its 

presence now. Newton 5 contends that to be unconscious of or uninterested in theory does 

not mean that theory does not exist. Theory is always implied in reading literary 

discourses. Bertens 6 in ‘Literary Theory: The Basics’ also suggests that interpretation of 

literary texts and literary theory are not two different things. A text is always studied 

from a theoretical perspective; one may or may not be aware of it. Selden7 stresses the 

point further when he says that the even the opponents of theory cannot deny the fact that 

interpretation and reading of text cannot avoid implicit theory.  He further says that 

critics take  refuge in common sense and talk about writer’s personal experience, the 

social and historical background of the work, the human interest, imaginative ‘genius’, 

and poetic beauty of great literature. He hits the nail on the head when he says that critics 

criticized literature without disturbing our picture of the world and in this way they were 

champions of status quo one way or the other. He decries the traditional privileging of 

feeling, imagination, genius and reality as part of the dead theory. 
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Bauerlein 8 in ‘Literary Criticism: An Autopsy’ says that critics now raise 

theoretical points as a quick mark of departure and a heuristic angle on the material being 

interpreted. He believes that the term ‘theory’ signifies non-empirical, conceptual or 

abstract. 

 

The rise of theory has opened up a Pandora box for the western world and has 

great consequences for the repressed, ignored, silenced, and colonized ‘others’ who lie on 

the margins and periphery. Wolfreys 9 says that theoretically informed approaches have 

provided vantage points from which different ‘voices’ could be heard. These approaches 

bring to surface the identities which are different from the implicit Christian, humanist, 

western, male European identities. 

 

Contemporary theory has impacted the whole domain of human knowledge and 

existence. Theory which is multidisciplinary.It draws its tools from various fields of 

study and has outlived its sources and is now in the driving seat with other fields 

following it. As Mohanty 10 in ‘Literary Theory and Claims of History: Postmodernism, 

Objectivity, Multicultural Politics’ (1998) says that contemporary criticism is a larger 

social phenomenon. It has supplanted history, philosophy and religion as the site of 

cultural and moral pedagogy. 

 

‘Cultural turn’ sheds light on art and literature from a new angle and establishes 

them to be products of culture. Culture becomes all the more important when we realize 

that it is the site where all the forces of the society compete and contest for hegemony. 

All the power relations among the various segments of the society actually find their 

expression in culture. Cultural critics agree that it is in culture that the inequalities of 

class, gender and race are naturalized. 

 

Williams 11 questioned the dualism of ‘art’ and ‘reality’. He traced the presence of 

this dualism from Plato to Renaissance and suggested that renaissance marked 

exaggerated emphasis on the notion of art as a special creation. To him Romanticism by 
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focusing on the imagination of the artist showed that art was creation of the individual, 

the artist. However there was no change in the basic assumption that art and reality are 

two distinct entities. Williams 12 claimed that the purported dualism of art and reality was 

false. He contended that biology of perception reveals that all perception is conventional. 

All the individuals see the reality same way but the angle varies and the world is never 

given in intelligible form. Each individual makes sense of the world according to his/her 

own sense.  Williams further says that reality that we experience is human creation. 

Learning and communication are cultural processes and culture is not image of the world 

but a mode of its constitution. Without these two processes i.e., learning and 

communication, it is not possible to make sense of the world. As creation is not 

exceptional rather cultural, it is ordinary. 

 

Turner in ‘British Cultural Studies’ says that impact of Saussure’s theory of 

language endows language with great determining power. ‘Reality’ becomes ‘construct’ 

and language becomes determiner of reality. Meaning is the function of culture. People of 

different cultures view world differently. “Culture, as the site where meaning is generated 

and experienced, becomes a determining, productive field through which social realities 

are constructed, experienced and interpreted”  (14).13 

 

The cultural studies have done away with the distinction between ‘highbrow’ and 

‘lowbrow’ culture and literature. Literature has always been favorably appreciated as 

compared to popular fiction which is believed to cater to the low taste.  The question of 

valuation of literature is also a question of culture. Cultural elite decides what elite 

literature is and what is not. Milner 14 in ‘Literature, Culture and Society’ says that 

distinction between literature and fiction and between ‘elite’ and ‘popular’ cultural forms 

clearly reflects the differences between the elite and non-elite social groups. Popular 

fiction has never been accepted by the literary critics and has always been recognized as 

catering to low taste i.e. the taste of those belonging to low classes. 

 

Bennett et al 15 also argue that monopoly of ‘cultural value’ of a particular canon 

of literary, music or artistic works is not tenable now. The claim of ‘intellectual elite’ to 
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any special value for any ‘preferred cultural activities’ over the other cultural groups is 

unjustified. 

 

Bourdieu 16 contends that aesthetic judgments are not objective, autonomous 

aesthetic logic rather they are determined by the class differences.  The distinctions of 

taste fortify the divisions between classes. He calls this phenomenon ‘cultural capital’. 

Cultural capital is the ability to appreciate art and culture and he asserts that this ability is 

not equally distributed among the social classes. 

 

Berube 17 in ‘The Aesthetics of Cultural Studies’ considers it necessary to study 

popular forms of culture for proper understanding of ‘social subjectivity’. He suggests 

that any attempt to isolate or circumvent the popular culture will not encompass the total 

reality of culture. Thus the importance once given to the elitist literary and artistic culture 

is no longer the desired goal. 

 

Frow contends that these are the literary regimes which control the institutional 

practices which determine which set of values is to be promoted which is to be ignored. 

“Texts and readings are in the first instance not entities but functions , values within a 

system, and texts and reading count as literary or nonliterary by virtue of protocols which 

govern this distinction and specify the process by which it is ongoingly realized” (52).18 

Mulhern in ‘Culture/Metaculture’ says that culture is a signifying practice which is based 

on “the same general process of selection and combination of terms and relations from 

already-given code”(102).19  

 

Literature is ideology. Literature is ideological in the sense that whatever it is, it is 

ideological; its very being serves some function which may or may not be stated one. 

Ideology is not something which is remote in the realm of ideas and abstract thinking or 

some philosophy which is manifested in manifestos or the declared principles or ideals of 

some persons or groups of people. Ideology conditions our existence and shapes the way 

we think, behave and respond to the world. Its expression is unconscious and does not 
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require any deliberate effort.  The action that is performed automatically without any 

conflict or pangs of conscience is the most ideological. 

 

Ideology reflects the social cultural, economic, political and religious practices of 

a people and goes with the dominant political and institutional practices. Ideology 

manifests itself as common sense, realism, and reflex action. Belsey says that ideology is  

inscribed in discourse. Ideology is not a theory or philosophy that exists independently 

and separately of texts and human actions. Rather it reflects itself through the texts and 

interactions. She says that ideology is a “way of thinking, speaking, experiencing”(5).20  

 

Literature has always been ideological, though this aspect came under scrutiny 

only in the wake contemporary intellectual milieu. Marx was the first to point finger to 

this direction. He believed art and literature are part of exploitation and go by the 

dominant or official line and prepare way for the smooth functioning of the system and 

maintaining hegemony of the ruling class. The ruling classes perpetuate their ideology 

very systematically. The dominant ideology is propagated through discursive and non-

discursive practices. The recipients of ideology absorb it unknowingly and 

unquestioningly. When this happens the domination becomes complete because it implies 

that this ideology has been subscribed by everybody and there is no resistance to it.. 

 

Althusser says that ideology is not promoted and maintained by RSAs i.e. 

repressive state apparatuses; rather it is maintained by ISAs i.e. Institutional State 

Apparatuses.  He says that schools, churches, and other institutions ensure that the ruling 

ideology functions smoothly. This is done by turning individuals into subjects. As he 

says, “All ideology hails or interpellates concrete individuals as concrete subjects, by the 

functioning of the category of the subject” (461) 21.  English literature has also been 

ideological as it has always been the site of social cultural economic and religious 

politics. At its every stage it has worked for the dominant ideology. Renaissance marked 

the beginning of colonization. Ground for colonization was paved by literature. English 

literature has always been capitalistic. Novels of Dickens, Hardy and George Eliot bear 

ample testimony to it. It has been political. It has been discriminatory and instrumental in 
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silencing the women, the blacks or simply the others of the western society. As Bennett 

and Royle say, 

 

“Literary texts do not simply or passively ‘express’ or reflect the ideology of their particular time 

and place. Rather, they are sites of conflict and difference, places where values and 

preconceptions, beliefs and prejudices, knowledge and social structures are represented and, in the 
process, opened to transformation” (177). 22  

 

‘Postmodern turn’ takes ‘cultural turn’ to another level. It challenges the basic 

assumptions of the modernist beliefs and tenets. Postmodern cultural theory challenges 

the universality of reason and questions the presence of external reality. It interrogates the 

enlightenment philosophy of rationality which posits a consensus among the human 

beings what is just, right, and humane. It suggests that there is only contingency, 

temporality and situational logic. Adam and Allen suggest that  “this type of cultural 

theory destabilizes our multidisciplinary reliance on a realm amenable to the practices of 

‘objective’, ‘detached’ and ‘neutral’ research enquiry” (xiv).23 

 

With Edward Said criticism took a ‘political turn’ and ushered in Postcolonial 

theory which has exposed the colonial narratives as legitimizing discourses of the West. 

He has shown how the grand narratives of the West have been an accomplice in 

maintaining the hegemony of the western culture and empire over the rest of the world. 

Edward Said considered literary theory ineffective on the grounds that it was relativistic 

and did not take into account the politics of the texts. He considered Marxism as exercise 

in text and vacuum. Ashcroft and Ahluwalia contend that the criticism for Said is 

“personal and active and entwined with the world” (32).24 They further say that Said 

believed that “the intellectual, through the operation of the oppositional, critical spirit, 

can reveal hypocrisy, uncover the false, prepare the ground for change” (3).25 

 

In Orientalism, Edward Said has shown how western philosophers, historians, 

philologists, novelists, and critics have presented Orient as a knowable, governable and 

manageable entity. The west used ‘Orientalism’ as ‘the corporate institution for dealing 

with it by making statements about it, authorizing views about it, describing it, by 
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teaching it, settling it, ruling over it .  Said highlighted the fact that imperialism and 

colonization were not merely mercenary enterprises. They went beyond it.  

 

“Neither imperialism nor colonialism is a simple act of accumulation and acquisition. Both are 

supported and perhaps even impelled by impressive ideological formations that include notions 

that certain territories and people require and beseech domination, as well as forms of knowledge 
affiliated with domination” (Said 8).26  

 

Postcolonial critics are engaged in an intense intellectual battle to challenge, 

counter and subvert the western cultural forms that have so menacing an effect on their 

minds and lives that they find it difficult to recover their original innocent cultural forms. 

Hybridity is the colonial legacy and postcolonial agency. Hybridity is the postcolonial 

condition. Appropriation, counter discursive practices, cultural resistance and privileging 

of their own intellectuals are the strategies through which the postcolonial world can 

grapple with the legacy of the colonization. 

 

2.2 SHAKESPEARE 

 

Shakespeare was not of his age but of all ages, Shakespeare is our contemporary, 

Shakespeare is timeless etc these are the familiar phrases which one comes across reading 

Shakespeare in the traditional critical perspective and that is how he has been described 

and canonized in the west. 

 

The contemporary postcolonial critics, however, have amply established that 

Shakespeare is our contemporary only because he is so densely rooted in his age , time 

and place. Kastan 27 in his impressive work ‘Shakespeare After Theory’   while quoting 

Leonard Digges’ comment says  that Shakespeare is able to ‘Look/Fresh to all Ages’ has 

said that “it is because he enables each age to see for itself what it has been , and, in 

measuring its distance from that world to discover what it has become” (12).28 

 

Shakespeare’s phenomenal rise to idolatry was paved by critics like Dr Jonson, 

Coleridge, and A C Bradley. Dr Johnson was the first critic who brought up the issue of 

nature in the discussion of Shakespeare’s plays. Dr Johnson (1765) considered 
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Shakespeare the greatest dramatist because he represented general nature in his plays. His 

plays embody passions, emotions and principles which are representative of humanity 

and not of a single individual.  “In the writings of other poets a character is too often an 

individual; in those of Shakespeare it is commonly a species” (cited in Parker xii).29 

 

An important development in Shakespeare’s criticism is the portrayal of his 

characters as actual, living human beings and not as characters of fiction. Shakespeare’s 

characters somehow came to be discussed as real human beings, living actual life and 

going beyond it. Babcock in ‘The Genesis of Shakespeare’s Idolatory’ says that 

Shakespeare’s characters became ‘real people’, “and with varying degrees of relevance – 

the plays were discussed in terms of the interaction or real people for whom sympathy or 

antipathy was enlisted” (57).30 Bradley 31 is the main figure who gave solid ‘character’ 

quality to Shakespeare’s personae and focused on the development of character in 

Shakespeare as evolving systematically and growing gradually in stature as if they were 

real figures. For Bradley, “the centre of the tragedy  ...may be said with equal truth to lie 

in action issuing in character, or in character issuing in action’;’ ‘action is the centre of 

the story’, but ‘this action is essentially the expression of character” (7).32 Studying 

Bradley’s ‘Shakespearean Tragedies’ one feels that Shakespeare’s philosophy of tragedy 

is the quintessence of all the theories of tragedies from Aristotle to his time and even all 

that followed after him. Stewart in his essay ‘Shakespeare’s Men and Their Morals’ 

ironically says about Bradley’s contention. 

 

“Perhaps he is little too good to be true, this serene and timeless Shakespeare, with Aristotle and 

Hegel in one pocket, the Oxford of 1904 in the other, and the sacred coal ever at his lips. But only 

perhaps—for who can tell? Is there anything, then, demonstrably wrong with Bradley?”(cited in 

Garrett 16). 33  

 

Bridges says that “grossly inconsistent characters are dumped and jockeyed 

through a variety of sensational incidents” (cited in Garrett 78).34 He further suggests that 

Shakespeare was just responding   to the audience ‘in terms of the crudest melodrama. 

 

  Shakespeare’s art of drama has always come under great critical gaze. Schucking 

claimed that Shakespeare’s art of drama was ‘popular and primitive’. He further says that 
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“Shakespeare simply moves from scene to scene seeking immediate theatrical effect” 

(quoted in Garrett 19). 35 

 

Shakespeare was genius and his works were a kind of revelation. They were not 

the result of reading. To imagine Shakespeare having read something for his plays is 

heresy. Shakespeare was a man of this world but then he was somehow out of this world. 

He was larger than life phenomenon. He lived and worked and wrote, this is fact, but he 

himself was more than a fact. He lived in Elizabethan period but he was not conditioned 

by it. He was white, Christian, male; but to say all this is to disgrace him. This is the 

attitude that has marked Shakespeare’s criticism over the centuries.  Miola in 

‘Shakespeare’s Reading’ says, “the idea of Shakespeare as reader may shock and disturb. 

We prefer to romanticize him as the ‘Bard’, i.e. a divinely inspired singer, or as a natural 

genius, ‘Fancy’s child’ warbling ‘native wood-notes wild” (1). 36 

 

Shakespeare has been very lucky in his literary life. The critics who were 

dexterous in interpreting his plays in manner that these texts probably hardly warranted 

always missed what was more obvious, and more relevant about him. No critic ever dared 

to believe that Shakespeare was a man who lived in London which was not an ideal city 

in his times. It offered a dreary look. Its roads and streets were dirty. There were disease, 

plague and madness in the city. The crime rate was high and the public punishment like 

hanging or burning alive was a common scene. Poverty made life miserable. Age 

expectancy was very low. Literary rate was deplorable. There was hardly anything that 

could be counted as bright, beautiful or glamorous. Critics presenting Shakespeare in 

supernatural glow have never mentioned these harsh and ugly facts of his age. Reading 

Shakespeare, then, one finds that he was not even of his own age. It is hard to digest now 

that he was proclaimed as one belonging to all ages. His plays do not describe the harsh, 

greedy and rugged life of Elizabethan England. He was not even of his own age. 

 

It is very surprising that critics have never mentioned that Globe was located in 

red light area and the visitors to the Globe were invariably those who visited 

whorehouses also. Globe must not have been a decent place to visit. It is no surprise that 
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the students of Oxford and Cambridge were not allowed to visit Globe and they were 

punished in case they did so. Globe was no less than a dangerous place; and had least to 

do with preaching of morals, ethics or lessons. 

 

Pauline Kiernan, a distinguished Shakespearean critic, in her landmark book 

‘Filthy Shakespeare’ claims that sex is the subtext of his plays and adds that 

“Shakespeare must have been mercilessly ribbed all his life. He was a walking, talking, 

breathing sexual pun” (9)37. She laments the fact that very little attention has been give to 

Shakespeare’s vulgar, lewd and downright filthy puns. Referring to the location of 

Shakespeare’s play house, Kiernan further says “Around the corner from the Globe 

Theatre where Shakespeare’s most famous  plays were performed was a brothel, one 

among untold number that lined London’s Bankside in those days (bank – brothel) (12) 

The ‘contents’ page of ‘Filthy Shakespeare’ makes a very indecent reading. 

 

Shakespeare’s complicity with the colonization project surfaced when the critics 

started scrutinizing renaissance discourses. It all started with Foucauldian archaeological 

and genealogical studies which recovered lost voices and suppressed other under the 

burden of the grand narratives. The renaissance witnessed the initiation of the 

expansionist projects of the colonizers with the primary objective of looting and 

plundering raw and natural resources of the new territories. The explorers soon realized 

that in order to run the exploitative business successfully they needed to control these 

colonies administratively and politically. They did this first with military arms and then 

with culture. The encounter with the new people with different skin colors made them 

proud of their own color and race.  They started denigrating and insulting the people of 

the color. The blacks suffered the most of the ignominy as they were treated as inhuman, 

barbarians, savages and uncivilized. 

 

The task of maintaining the hegemony was very shrewdly planned.  The teaching 

of language became the first priority. English was taught through various mechanisms in 

the territories controlled by the British and French was taught in the areas controlled by 

the French. The project of converting the local inhabitants to Christianity met with 
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varying success in different parts of the world. In some parts of the world it encountered 

serious resistance and was abandoned and was replaced with a more congenial and 

effective tool, i.e., literature. English literature proved the most effective tool for 

perpetuating the colonial designs of perpetuating the western religious, cultural and 

political values. It was made part of carefully prepared education curricula.  As Jyotsna          

in ‘Colonial Narratives/Cultural Dialogues’ says English literature as “vast repository of 

Christian values” was discovered as “an ally in promoting the superiority of the 

British/Christian culture under the guise of liberal education” (108).39 

 

If there was one author who promoted western culture and civilization more than 

anyone else, it was Shakespeare. Shakespeare was the cornerstone of the British cultural 

policy and was promoted with religious zeal. Shakespeare’s success in the subcontinent 

even astonished his promoters. As Eden wrote in a letter back home that the audience at 

Hindu College was “perfectly mad about Shakespeare. What a triumph it is for him, dear 

creature” (cited in Singh 101).40 The people of the subcontinent were so gripped with the 

fever of Shakespeare that the hybrid intelligentsia prided themselves on their learning of 

Shakespeare and quoting him whenever they could. Shakespeare’s characters became 

mighty figures and some of the lines spoken by his characters became shibboleths. As C 

D Narisimhaiah remarked that the arrival of the colonizers was synonymous with the 

arrival of Shakespeare.  He further said that Shakespeare’s characters, and the memorable 

lines of his had become a part of their lives.” Shakespeare, more than the English 

monarch, seems to be the true and vital link between India and England” (cited in Singh 

112).41 Same sentiments were echoed by Carlyle who proclaimed that Indian Empire 

might go from the hands of the colonizers but Shakespeare would stay there. “Indian 

Empire, or no Indian Empire; we cannot do without Shakespeare. Indian Empire will go, 

at any rate, someday, but this Shakespeare does not go, he lasts forever with us” (cited in 

Singh 101).42  

 

Loomba and Orkin in their phenomenal work ‘Postcolonial Shakespeare’ have 

argued that Shakespeare’s plays owe much of their aura to the colonial authority which 

nurtured his plays and which promoted them. The colonial administrators used 
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Shakespeare to stamp the superiority of the civilized race and ‘to reinforce cultural and 

racial hierarchies’. 

 

“ Shakespeare was made to perform such ideological work both by interpreting his plays in highly 

conservative ways (so that they were seen as endorsing existing racial, gender and other 

hierarchies, never as questioning or destabilizing them and by constructing him as one of the best, 
if not the best, writer in the whole world” ( Loomba and Orkin 14). 43                                                                                                                                               

                           

 

The break from the idolatry criticism of Shakespeare came with the emergence of 

postcolonial studies. The postcolonial critics have responded to Shakespearean plays in a 

variety of ways. They appropriated his plays in ways which exposed the racial and 

cultural bases of Shakespearean plays and doing so they also registered their own 

response to it. The critics have shown how Shakespeare’s plays echo early modern racial 

and colonial discourses. As Loomba and Orkin say that the postcolonial critics and 

dramatists and activists ‘appropriated Shakespeare as their comrade in anti-colonial arms 

by offering new interpretations and adaptations of his works (14). 44 

 

Shakespeare’s Othello has assumed special importance in the postcolonial milieu. 

The presentation of Othello as a black moor in the given social and cultural conditions 

was not a coincidence; rather it was inevitable. The Londoners of Shakespeare’s time 

were deeply interested in the tales of the moors and other stories of adventures to exotic 

lands. The discoveries of new lands and new kind of people with different skin color 

made them think of themselves as superior people. They regarded moors as savages, 

subtle and intolerant. Shakespeare’s play Othello echoes all these popular sentiments of 

his countrymen. As Alexander and Wells (3)45 contend that Shakespeare was not 

confused in his racial knowledge when he chose to represent a moor on the stage, rather 

he was more aware of the “complex pattern made by white and black”. Shakespeare’s 

moor is potentially a more significant marker of politics of prejudice than an individual 

moor could have been. For this moor is black, Egyptian, Turk and Muslim, all at the same 

time. So this moor was more of a stereotype and provided Shakespeare with plenty of 

space to document all the popular innuendos and derogatory terms that could be used 

against this phenomenal moor. 
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The Tempest is “the world’s most contested text in the critical sphere” (xi)46. It 

offers unlimited space for questioning of issues of colonization, imperialism, race, 

language, exploitation, education, hybridity and syncerticity. It also provides 

opportunities to the postcolonial critics to question the status of Shakespeare as a 

playwright of universal values and human nature. The Tempest with its setting, 

characterization, language and themes has broad scope of appropriation and it has been 

enlisted in the resistance projects of discovering lost cultural roots and identities. Until 

recently Shakespeare’s reputation has mainly rested on his famous quarto of tragedies 

including Hamlet, King Lear, Macbeth and Othello. Othello will continue to be studied 

with more rigor and enthusiasm though for different reasons, but the play which will 

haunt Shakespeare is The Tempest. Caliban has emerged as a bigger metaphor than its 

creator Shakespeare in the postcolonial world. Hulme and Sherman(xi)47 in  ‘The 

Tempest and its Travels’ contend in this regard that in the second half of twentieth 

century there is major shift of emphasis from Shakespeare and Prospero to Caliban. 

“much of the credit has shifted from Prospero—and, through him, from Shakespeare—to 

Caliban.” Russell Hobson also shares the same position when he says “Shakespeare 

didn’t invent Caliban; Caliban invented Shakespeare”. He further says “Caliban is a 

hungry idea, he’s always looking for someone to word him into being so he can have 

another go and may be win Miranda this time or next time. Caliban is necessary idea.” 

(xi) 48 

 

Leela Gandhi in her book ‘Postcolonial Theory’ has emphasized the importance 

of Caliban as metaphor of resistance .She talks of ‘Caliban Paradigm’ while quoting the 

famous altercation between Caliban and Miranda when Caliban retorts that he uses the 

language taught to him  to curse them. “The dynamics of the ‘Caliban paradigm’ are seen 

to generate a host of creative anxieties among the anti-colonial literary practitioners. 

Nationalist writer-appropriators must both reorganize and subvert the authority of 

imperial textuality” (149).49 

 

Harold Bloom (1) 50 grudgingly admits in his introduction to ‘Caliban’, that “we 

are living in the age of Caliban” and doggedly defends it against any insinuation by the 
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proponents of “contemporary ‘School of Resentment’ who covert him into an anti 

imperialist allegory” (2) 51 . Kermode does not agree with typical, apologetic Bloomian 

refusal to accept the presence of racial, colonial and cultural content in Shakespeare’s 

Caliban. He contends that “Caliban is the tearing – point of the play” (cited in Thieme 

xxiv) 52. 

 

Shakespeare’s “cultural after life” (Desmet and Swayer 1)53 has stunned the 

apologists of western tradition like Harold Bloom and his clique. Shakespeare’s 

appropriation in different cultures has inverted Shakespeare’s relation to these cultures.  

It is no longer possible to read Shakespeare with Elizabethan zeal, Victorian morality and 

Bradley’s ‘character’ criticism.  Dr Johnson’s universality and Dryden’s nature are no 

more than dogmatic clichés now. Shakespeare’s plays were not crafted in vacuum, they 

were nurtured in a social and cultural milieu and are cultural artifacts and as such deserve 

cultural response. The universality of Shakespearean plays lies in their contingency and 

what is contingent cannot appeal universally and timelessly. Shakespeare’s plays have 

been appropriated with great ingenuity and have answered back to him on almost all the 

issues. “The Tempest and Othello… are after all reinvented each time they are 

performed.”(1).54 Shakespeare’s appropriations have definitely displaced him and his 

‘cultural capital’ is definitely in deficit and the debt that he owes to those at whose cost 

he thrived remains to be paid. Shakespeare in the contemporary age has become a 

Chameleon who has changed his face so many times that he has almost lost it. As Desmet 

and Swayer say “Something happens when Shakespeare is appropriated, and both the 

subject (author) and object (Shakespeare) are changed in the process” (4).55 

 

Caliban’ potential as anticolonial hero has fascinated the critics across the globe. 

Especially his appropriation of language is subject of hot debates and the unfortunate 

postcolonial peoples whose languages have been displaced and replaced by English see a 

way forward in Caliban’s strategic deployment of language as a tool of resistance. 

 

Jonathan Goldberg (3) 56 in ‘Tempest in the Caribbean’ has interrogated the role 

The Tempest has played “to articulate colonial relations” and more importantly has 
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surveyed it as a site from which anticolonial response has been launched by the 

Caribbean, African, Asian, Canadian and Latin American critics in a bid to write back to 

the center and launch a counter offensive in the great cultural war. He further says that 

the interpretations of ‘The  Tempest’ have gone beyond traditional “Prospero-Caliban 

couple as a short hand for colonizer-colonized relationship”(3) 57 to explore other issues 

of language, hybridity and discuss the possibilities of writing oppositional versions of the 

Tempest catapulting the binary and whole narrative of the play in a bid to challenge the 

cultural binaries. 

 

The Tempest is both a colonial and anti-colonial allegory. The play is open to 

many interpretations and offers unlimited space for interrogation. The play which was 

previously studied as romance turns out to be probably the most realistic of the 

Elizabethan period. The tale told in the play echoes Bermuda pamphlets and hints at the 

discovery of American colonies and touches upon issues which relate to the shared 

experience of the peoples of colonies in various parts of the world. Prospero emerges as 

an archetype colonizer, Caliban a prototype colonized, and Miranda a subaltern. The 

binaries of culture vs. nature, civilization vs. barbarism, and teacher vs. student make 

play very controversial. The use of word ‘race’ to insult Caliban is of course the most 

provocative of all the damning epithets used to brand Caliban as inhuman, savage and 

animal. The issues of language, Prospero’s fear of miscegenation in wake of Caliban’s 

attempted rape of Miranda, Caliban’s use of language of the colonizers for subversion 

and resistance and his undying desire for freedom make this play a wonderful site for 

counter discursive strategies adopted by the anticolonial critics. Subaltern groups have 

taken keen interest in Miranda as subaltern or ‘captive child’ to enquire Prospero-

Miranda father –daughter relation as a manifestation of phallocentrism in this play. Along 

with Caliban, Miranda can also be an explosive tearing- point of The Tempest. Whatever 

the future course of interpretations of  The Tempest may be, one thing is loud and clear 

that ‘accents of Caliban’(Bloom 3) 58 will be more audible than  that of Shakespeare’s. 
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2.3 HYBRIDITY: AS ‘THE POSTCOLONIAL CONDITION’ 

 

Hybridity is the Postcolonial Condition. It is the legacy of colonization and 

agency for the future of postcolonial world. It is the predicament of the colonized 

societies that they cannot throw away the legacy of the colonization. They have been 

thoroughly hybridized; both visibly and invisibly. The colonizer’s culture has become a 

fact of life. For many postcolonial societies have been so thoroughly colonized that they 

cannot even hope to recover their identity. Language is the one area where the impact of 

colonization is lived every day. Many postcolonial societies speak the language of the 

colonizer. If identity is constructed through language, as the contemporary work on 

language and culture suggests, these societies have lost their identity for ever. Critics use 

hybridity as term similar to multiculturalism, acculturation, transculturation and 

syncerticity. However they fail to locate the potential of hybridity as a site of resistance, 

subversion and liberation. Robert Young recognizes the potential of hybridity to reverse 

“the structures of domination in the colonial situation” (cited in Ashcroft et al 120).59  

 

Ashcroft et al(121) 60 contend that the theories of hybrid nature of post-colonial 

assert a model for resistance ‘ locating this in the subversive counter-discursive practices 

implicit in the colonial ambivalence itself and so undermining the very basis on which 

imperialist and colonialist discourse raises its claims of superiority. 

 

Shakespeare’s Caliban is the ‘paradigm of postcolonial hybrid condition’. Caliban 

has become a catch word in the postcolonial world as a metaphor for the colonized. All 

the heterogeneity of the postcolonial theory and its vocabulary can be employed to 

explore the phenomenon of Caliban. Caliban was the native of the island who was 

captured and enslaved by a white colonizer. The colonizer subjected him into submission 

with brute force and used him as slave for the drudgery. He was taught the colonizers 

language and was induced to drink the wine, a symbol of western culture. Caliban is a 

hybrid both physically and metaphorically. He is half man and half animal on the one 

hand; and half native and half colonizer on the other when he mimics his masters and 
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uses their language. He uses their language to curse them. Caliban is, thus, a model of 

post-colonial hybridity. 

 

2.4 CANON 

 

Pierre Bourdieu (29) 61 says that the authority of literary field to determine the 

legitimate definition of the literary work is untenable in the contemporary milieu.  He 

especially questions the authority which ‘guarantees the configuration of the literary 

canon.’ The formation of literary canon is a political process. Such a process is both 

positive and negative as it includes some works at the cost of other works.  As Bourdieu 

62(30) in ‘The Field of Cultural Production’ says that the establishment of canon in the 

guise of a universally valued cultural inheritance or patrimony constitutes an act of 

‘symbolic violence’. He believes that canon gains legitimacy when the underlying 

conditions of its formation are ignored. As he says “The literary or artistic field is a field 

of forces, but it is also a field of struggles tending to transform or conserve this field of 

forces” (31) 63. 

 

Frank Kermode (29)64 in his essay “Canon and Period” says that ‘canons are 

complicit with power’. Canons serve an important purpose; they privilege certain works 

over other works. Kermode says that once a work becomes a part of a canon it enjoys 

certain privileges. It is treated as both as temporal and atemporal, it becomes part of “ 

‘whole’ and ‘that whole, with its interrelated parts, can be thought to have an 

inexhaustible potential of means” (29) 65.  He further says “”The canon, in 

predetermining value, shapes the past and makes it humanly available, accessibly 

modern” (31).66 

 

2.5 OBJECTIVITY 

 

Richard Rorty (cited in Rouse 31) 67 in ‘Objectivity, Relativism and Truth’ has 

described how the idea of ‘objectivity’ became central in the Greek and Western 

intellectual tradition. He says the preoccupation with the search for Truth for its own sake 
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is pervasive and it is an ‘attempt to find a sense in one’s existence by turning away from 

solidarity to objectivity.’ The pursuit of truth not for one’s own sake but for the general 

humanity is the base of objectivity. The Greeks feared parochialism in describing local 

conditions and hence sought refuge in describing their enterprises in general terms. The 

important turn in the western intellectual thought came with adoption of the ‘Newtonian 

physical scientist as a model of the intellectual’. The intellectuals tried to follow Nature 

as guiding principle in all spheres of life. Rorty says that intellectuals in the wake of this 

tradition tried to obliterate the distinction between the natural and social. He laments that 

scientific inquiry is taken as objective and based on invariable factors. Rouse in his essay 

‘From Realism or Antirealism to Science as Solidarity’ says that Rorty rejects scientific 

realism and ‘objects to yearning for objectivity’ that motivates the philosophers and 

intellectuals in their search for truth. “Indeed, realists and others seeking objectivity want 

some stronger guarantee that we are really on the right path” (Rouse 82).68 This quest for 

guarantees is untenable in the cotemporary intellectual milieu which denies the existence 

of such guarantees. 

 

2.6 TELEOLOGY 

 

Aristotle was among the first to suggest that whatever happens in the universe is a 

struggle towards achieving a particular goal and the main goal is survival .he suggested 

that even animals and plants survive because of their instinctive behavior which helps 

them to fulfill their needs of survival. He believed that nature too must have some 

purpose in it. Aristotle believed that “it is for the sake of the end (telos) that everyone 

does the other things” (cited in Bunnin and Yu).69 With the advent of religions it came to 

be recognized that God has created this universe with a definite purpose and there is a 

definite design in the scheme of things. 

 

Darwin’s’ theory of evolution, of course, did not endorse Aristotle’s Final Cause 

or religious creationist theories or teleological explanations of the universe. But with his 

focus on adaptation, continuity, natural selection, survival of the fittest and the gradual 
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character of variations in evolution did definitely endorse teleology as a central element 

in the scheme of things. 

 

We find a definite presence of some aspects of both Aristotelian and Darwinian 

teleology in the course of history of language and literature. Literature is teleological in 

the sense that it has always served some declared or undeclared purpose. It has always 

maintained its form. Then it has always, adapted, evolved, incorporated gradual 

variations keeping intact the continuity of the tradition. Different disciplines and genres 

have competed for survival and only those disciplines and genres which were fit enough 

were able to survive in the race of the fittest. 
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CHAPTER 3 

 

POSTSTRUCTURALIST ANALYSIS OF ANGLO- 

AMERICAN LITERARY TRADITION 

  

3.1 POST-SAUSSUREAN PERSPECTIVE ON LANGUAGE 

 

Ferdinand de Saussure’s contribution to linguistics and other fields of knowledge 

is immense. His findings based on lifelong work on various languages in various 

perspectives enabled him to postulate a theory of language which, though inherited many 

of its basic assumptions from his predecessors starting from the Greeks, differed 

markedly from what was being said about language and its role in the construction of the 

world in his contemporary time period. Traditionally language has been viewed as 

rational and organic having its own life with words having only naming function called 

nomenclaturist role and serving only as proxies for thought making linguists think only in 

terms of surrogationalism. A corollary to this view was the assumption that words have 

their meanings in advance. Language thus was viewed as independent of speakers and 

societies which originated it. Saussure also stressed the need of studying language 

synchronically and not diachronically which was so embedded in western linguistics 

practices for centuries. 

 

One of Saussure’s major achievements was to show that language and thought are 

not independent of each other. Earlier primacy in thought –language debate was given to 

thought. Language was considered only as secondary or incidental to thought. This was 

the view which was especially held by the 17th century Port Royal grammarians who saw 

language as “a mirror of thoughts and based on a universal logic” (Lechte 149).1  
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Saussure’s views are also antithetical to the nomenclaturist approaches to 

language.  He argued that language should not be confused with a nomenclature. 

Saussure’s intellectual contribution stands out more clearly when we see that in the 19th 

C. language was seen as separate from thought. Rather language was seen as secondary to 

thought; and words were not supposed to be instrumental in shaping ideas. Commenting 

on the western philosophy of the nineteenth – century, Harris says that the linguists 

believed that language and thought were two separate activities. Language was concerned 

only with words and thought was separate from words and dealt with ideas. Ideas existed 

outside the language and exited independently as free objects. “ Words depended on 

ideas, but ideas did not depend on words.” (Harris 2).2  

 

Saussure argued that language is a social fact and stressed that language does not 

just describe the reality, it also constructs it. He believed that it is language that enables 

us to achieve a rational understanding of the world in which we live. The understanding 

of reality depends on the social use of the words which constitute the language. Words 

are not peripheral. Rather they are central to human existence. Human existence owes its 

existence to linguistic articulation of it. 

 

Saussure does not agree with the traditional view of language as the universal 

mode of communication. His stance also negates Locke’s view of words as signs which 

stand for ideas. Saussure says that when we confuse language with nomenclature, it leads 

towards surrogationalism. The surrogationalists view words as surrogates or proxies. The 

words, according to them, stand for something else.  This view of language leads to the 

assumption that there is a semiological relationship between language and the outside 

world. 

 

Saussure’s inquiry into language took a dramatic turn when he equated words 

with signs. For him language is not an inventory of names; rather it comprises of 

linguistic signs. As Joseph  observes “to think of language in terms of ‘signs’( rather than 

‘words’) is to emphasize the signifying function—the mechanics of meaning and 
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interpretation --and to draw analogy between  language and other kinds of signs that 

people interpret and generate” (61).3   

 

Saussure offers a ‘dyadic’ or two –part model of the sign. He interpreted the 

linguistic sign as comprised of two integrally related parts: an acoustic –visual 

component, the signifier, and a conceptual component, the signified. In other words the 

signifier is the form that the sign takes and the signified as the concept to which it refers. 

For Saussure the signifier and the signified were purely ‘psychological’. According to 

Saussure the linguistic sign was arbitrary and there was no natural bond between the 

signifier and the signified. There is only a contingent and cultural connection between the 

two. He also emphasized that the sign was differential, part of a system of meanings 

where words acquire significance only by reference to what they are not.  “In language, 

there are only differences without positive terms” (de Saussure 120)4.  

 

Saussure contends that the relation between language and the outside world is 

semiotic and it works on the principle of arbitrariness. For Saussure, language is the 

categorical terms that are employed by the individuals to construe their experience in 

their cultural ways. These categories are constructed by language. Language does not 

reflect the already existing  and pre-given natural ideas or objects. Nothing exists prior to 

the language.  

 

“The system of linguistic categories shapes and guides the perceptions, actions and interactions of 

speaking subjects in largely unconscious ways…the basis of the categories is social, semiological, 

rather than naturalistic. A given categorical distinction is defined by its values in the system of 

differences to which it belongs” (Thibault 165,166). 5 

 

Arbitrariness implies that the categories in a system are organized on the basis of 

similarities and differences among them. A given category selectively construes what is 

salient and relevant and what is not in a culture. The selection of a category in a given 

culture functions to orientate the experience one way or the other. 

 

Thought without expression “is only a shapeless and indistinct mass” (de 

Saussure, 111) 6. Philosophers and linguists have always agreed that without the help of 
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signs we would be unable to make a clear-cut, consistent distinction between two ideas. 

“Without language, thought is vague, uncharted nebula. There are no pre-existing ideas, 

and nothing is distinct before the appearance of language” (de Saussure 112)7.  

 

Thought therefore takes its shape and meaning through a system of semiological 

values which a society adopts. Before Saussure, Kant had also theorized about the nature 

of thought and stated that there was “a necessary agreement of experience with the 

concepts of its objects”  (cited in Thibault 167)8.  

 

Kant pondered over both the possibilities: whether experience makes concepts 

possible or concepts make experience possible and arrived at the conclusion that mind 

generates representations on the basis of a priori categories governed by pure reason. 

Saussure did not agree with this Kantian position and argued that thought was embedded 

in a socially and historically constructed environment and shaped the experience 

likewise. Saussure’s stance was shared by Reddy who declared that language was not a 

“conduit” (Thibault 170)9 through which pre-existing extra linguistic concepts or 

meanings are moulded into linguistic shape. Derossi also shares the same position when 

he says that linguistic sign does not simply “stand for” the thing that exists outside in the 

real world (Cited in Thibault 170)10.  

 

He says that this ‘thing’ is not in itself thinkable. It is only thinkable in so far it is 

categorized, or able to be categorized. The use of language is not as simple and as 

innocuous as it is naively believed to be.  The users of language use language to their 

advantage in an effort to get the desired impact or result. It is not possible to look at the 

same thing in the same way from different angles. People using different languages view 

things differently. They cannot have the same understanding of reality. Perspective 

determines reality."All language users, and do, make similar choices about the 'angles of 

telling'(Simpson 1993quoted in Singh). 1.1      

 

Sapir and Whorf on the bases of their studies of the cultures of several Native  
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American people established that different languages have words for the ideas and 

objects which are important for them. According to Sapir, “The complete vocabulary of a 

language may indeed be looked upon as a complex inventory of all the ideas, interests 

and occupations that take up the attention of the community" (Cited in Bonvillain 90-

91)12.  

Sapir is of the view that all human experience is, to some extent, mediated 

through culture and language. He further asserted that objects and forces in the physical 

environment become labeled in language only if they have cultural value, or if they "take 

up the attention of the community". And once an object is named it becomes culturally 

significant. Sapir at another occasion says “Human beings do not live in the objective 

world alone... The fact of the matter is that the "real world" is to a large extent 

unconsciously built up on the language habits of the group" (Cited in Bonvillain 92) 13.  

 

Language is emphatically not the "dress" of thought: that is, the medium through 

which we communicate to each other information about a reality that already exists in the 

'real world' outside us. On the contrary, language 'causes' that reality to exist." Language 

is not the 'substitute' for real experience; rather by articulating experience it ‘constitutes' 

it. Saussure points out that the speakers of different languages engage in an arbitrary 

division of reality that is "different languages cut up reality in different ways" (cited in 

Singh 19).14  

 

It implies that languages construct and communicate the world views of its 

speakers and nothing escapes language. Sapir-Whorf hypothesis comprises two parts, 

linguistic relativity and linguistic determinism. Linguistic relativity suggests that 

languages in different cultures represent reality differently. Linguistic determinism on the 

other hand highlights the vital role that language plays in the in the making of thought 

and how it affects the thought processes of its speakers. 

 

Whorf's position is that there is a causal link between language categories and 

non-verbal cognition. The speakers of a language are hardly aware of the relative nature 

of their linguistic system and its impact on how they think. Rather they think that 
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whatever their perspective on life, reality and its different aspects are natural and 

universal, hardly ever realizing that it is just contingent and cultural and is not the whole 

thing. 

 

So it is obvious that language use is embedded in culture and it is not used in a             

context-less vacuum but it is used   in a host of contexts which are charged with different 

ideologies. It is evident then that the powerful groups perpetuate their ideologies through 

language. Their job becomes easy because the use of the language is never interrogated 

and it is always taken for granted as natural and obvious medium of representation. 

 

The use of language has great repercussions in the life of the individuals and 

nations. The representations and implications of the language must not go unchallenged. 

There is no doubt that there is a correlation between the form and content of a language 

and beliefs, values, and needs present in the culture of its speakers. The vocabulary of a 

language serves as guide to the things which are considered important in a society and 

shows us how the members of a community categorize experience. Language is actually 

always soaked in culture, history and religion of a society. 

 

Thinking is affected by the grammar of language. Grammar is generally used with 

clear conceptual distinctions. Whorf is of the view that that these distinctions are not used 

when putting thoughts into words; rather they affect the manner in which we understand 

an experience.“We dissect nature along lines laid down by our native language... (Cited 

in Hudson 96).15 

 

Language has direct bearing on the different concepts that we have. We start 

learning concepts at an early stage as children but we learn them especially when get 

formal education. The way children learn different concepts varies from community to 

community. Language plays an important role in determining why we learn some 

concepts more easily than others especially abstract concepts. Languages acquire special 

significance when we alternative ways of interpreting experience. “The concepts that 



 79 

people learn through language may be different according to the language through which 

they learn them” (Hudson 95).16 

 

Some recognized figures in the field of sociology and anthropology have 

confirmed the general principles of this hypothesis. Emile Durkheim shares the same 

position though on a different level. He says that language is the product of a collective 

experience and as such it “as a whole represents the facts of experience” (Quoted in 

Herbert Lander, p. 149 in Hawkes 79).17  

 

When we accept the fact that language reflects a culture it implies that most of the 

aspects of culture are represented in language through vocabulary, syntax, and metaphor. 

It further means that English language can describe only English culture comprehensively 

and it cannot describe other cultures as fully because it does not have resources in terms 

of vocabulary, syntax and grammar to describe an alien culture.  “it would be difficult to 

talk as fully in English about non- English cultures, or as fully in a language other than 

English about the English culture” (Hawkes 17).18 

 

Lyon despite his reservations accepts that the nexus between language and culture 

cannot be denied. “But there are, of course, many differences of both grammatical and 

lexical structure which can be correlated with differences in the cultures with which the 

particular languages are associated” (Lyons 312).19  

 

Language plays an important role in configuring the worldview i.e. the way we 

see and approach the world. People with different languages and cultures view the world 

differently.  Crystal (49) 20 says that language is a “guide to understanding a community’s 

worldview”. Humboldt defined worldview as ‘the fundamental and necessary processing 

of the world by the mind through language” (Quoted in Underhill 16). 21 This position is 

also shared by Catherine Belsey who says there is nothing obvious or natural. She says 

what appears as obvious or natural is actually cultural. As she says 'obvious' and the 

'natural' are not given but produced in a specific society by the ways in which that society 

talks  and thinks about itself and its experience" (Belsey  3).22 
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Continuing her discussion on common sense, Belsey further says that language is 

not transparent and it is not merely a medium in which individuals communicate their 

messages about the world of things. On the contrary, she says:"It is language which 

offers the possibility of constructing a world of individuals and things, and of 

differentiating between them. The transparency of language is an illusion” (Belsey 4).23 

  

Belsey contends that language is experienced as nomenclature because its 

existence precedes our understanding of the world. Words become very important 

because they assume the role of symbols and appear very natural, neutral and only as 

labels for the things and concepts that they describe. The role of the words in the 

configuration of the concept or in labeling the object tends to be overlooked. If the 

ordinary use of the language is fraught with so many ideological and cultural and political 

biases, the literary language must have far greater implications then. 

 

As Sapir says “our linguistically determined world not only collaborates with our 

cultural idols and ideals, but engages even our unconscious personal relations in its 

patterns and gives them certain typical characters”(Sapir 154).24As Belsey says: 

 
“The claim that a literary form reflects the world is simply tautological. If by ‘the world’ we 

understand the world we experience, the world differentiated by language, then the claim that 
realism reflects the world means that realism reflects the world constructed in language” (Belsey 

46). 25 

 

Thus we see that in the wake of Saussurean insight into language, language has 

emerged as the most important and powerful factor in human lives. Language constructs 

the world in which we live. Language constructs human psyche. Language constructs 

personal and national identity. Language being cultural carries with it all the values and 

prejudices of its culture. Language is the site where the power plays. Language has 

indeed played key role in promoting western ideology since the age of modernity 

supporting slavery, regimenting racial prejudices and powering colonization.  Sapir has 

befittingly remarked in this regard;“A particular language tends to become the fitting 

expression of a self-conscious nationality” (Sapir 29).26 
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3.2  DERRIDA’S DECONSTRUCTION 

 

Derrida’s Deconstruction has been heralded as a major coup in philosophy for its 

ingenious unmasking of grand narratives of western culture and exposing their 

underlying assumptions and in- built contradictions. Derrida’s telling critique of some of 

canonical western texts is of great importance for the racial and cultural others who have 

otherwise remained ignored, suppressed and silenced in these texts. 

 

Deconstruction undermines the western metaphysics and brings to fore their 

inherent contradictions. It exposes the western metaphysics to be logocentric, 

phonocentric, and phallocentric. Different critics have described deconstruction from 

different angles. One of the important approaches to it is to see it as   dismantling of 

center and structure. Culler says   that deconstruction operates by undermining the very 

philosophy which a discourse seeks to enunciate or the hierarchical oppositions which 

sustain a work. This is done by “identifying the rhetorical operations that produce the 

supposed grounds that argument, the key concept or premise” (Culler 86)27. 

 

Norris says that Derrida’s important essays are “devoted to the task of dismantling 

a concept of structure that serves to immobilize the play of meaning in a text and reduces 

it to a manageable compass” (7).28 He further argues that deconstruction critiques western 

metaphysics and shows that western metaphysics pose as natural and true by relying on 

the purported transcendental nature of their assumptions and drawing attention away 

from their constructed nature. “Deconstruction works to undo the idea—the ruling 

illusion of western metaphysics—that reason can somehow dispense with language and 

arrive at a pure, self-authenticating truth or method” (Norris 19).29 

 

Deconstruction is not a formulaic proposition with set pattern and methodology. 

Being anti-system and anti-order it cannot be a theory with well defined and rounded off 

boundaries. Deconstruction is a disruption and intervention that catapults the intended 

argument and brings to fore what the argument seeks to hide. It has its own unique tools 
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which allow  it to strike at the heart of argument and break it. It “replaces and lets itself 

be determined by such other words as differance, pharmakon, trace, supplement, hymen, 

iterability, parergon and the like”(Nial 12).30 

 

Silverman says that deconstruction is not concerned with the meaning of texts and 

their implications. Rather it works by showing “how a text’s explicit formulations 

undermine its implicit or non-explicit aspects” (Silverman 4).31 

 

Deconstruction as practice works by “overturning the boundaries of classical 

opposition and a general displacement of the system” (Stocker 188).32  Deconstruction is 

a kind of disruption which works by catapulting the order and scheme of thought and 

reversing the governing logic of the discourse. It disturbs and destabilizes the whole 

pattern and system of argument.  It works by “overturning and displacing a conceptual 

order, as well as non-conceptual order within which the conceptual order is articulated” 

(Stocker 189).33 

 

Derrida by his critique of prominent western intellectual thinkers shows that the 

predominant mode of constructing identity in the west is by excluding the other from it. 

Glendinning says that deconstruction works by identifying texts in which identity is 

constructed by excluding the other. The deconstructive practice shows that “such 

construction depends on such transgression” (Glendinning 79).34 

 

Deconstruction for Derrida is not a dismantling of philosophy and reason. Rather 

his approach shows that he accepted the authority of philosophy and reason and sought a 

way out of it within its parameters. As Kates says in this regard “thought and reason are 

believed to be a sort of enclosure or trap—such that only by remaining within them in the 

right way, by acknowledging the inevitability of ongoing recourse to them, is any sort of 

meaningful escape to be had” (Kates 4).35 

 

Derrida’s critique of language is central to his project of deconstruction. 

Deconstruction dismantles the notion of the text being a logical whole and a unified 
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entity and shows that the texts have multiple and contradictory meanings and deconstruct 

themselves. Deconstruction is variously presented as philosophical position, apolitical or 

intellectual strategy, and a mode of reading. The characteristic feature of the twentieth 

century thought is the focus on language and the critical discovery that central to all the 

philosophical and epistemological problems was the problem of language which hitherto 

remained ignored. So language emerges as a key player in the philosophical and literary 

studies. 

 

This means that language became the most important object of philosophical 

interrogation and Derrida’s writings are regarded as the radical version of the ‘linguistic 

turn’ in western philosophy. 

 

Derrida views the turn to language a historical necessity within the metaphysical 

epoch. Derrida says that language itself is a sign and is beginning to be equated with 

writing. Derrida thus privileges writing over speech reversing the western tradition of 

privileging speech over writing.  As he says “language is beginning to let itself be 

transferred to, or at least summarized under the name of writing” (Derrida 6).36 

 

Deconstruction involves attentiveness to even the minute details. It focuses on 

small texts in a specific context and it looks for the cracks or fissures in the text. In an 

interview in 1993 Derrida describes how deconstruction works: 

 

“[D]econstruction moves, or makes its gestures, lines and divisions move, not only with the corpus 

[of a writer] in general, but at times within single sentences or a microscopic element of a corpus... 

It is a sort of great earthquake, a general tremor, which nothing can calm. I cannot treat a corpus, 

or a book, and even the simple statement is subject to fission” (Quoted in Royle 25-26).37  

 

Derrida’s critique of Saussurean model of sign occupies a central position in his 

radical approach to language. In Saussurean thought a sign is seen as structured by 

signifier and signified, but in Derrida’s view of language the signifier is not directly 

related to the signified. There is no one –to-one connection between the signifier and the 

signified. In his view word and thing or thought never in fact become one. He sees the 

sign as a structure of differance. Signifiers and signifieds continually break apart and 
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reattach in new combinations. There is no fixed distinction between the signifiers and 

signifieds, and vice versa. 

 

When we read a sign, meaning is not immediately clear to us. Signs refer to which 

is absent, so meaning is also absent. As meaning moves along on a certain chain of 

signifiers, there can be no final meaning. What Derrida implies is that one signifier leads 

to another signifier instead of a signified. Signified thus does not exist. As he says “every 

concept is inscribed in a chain or in a system within which it refers to the other, to other 

concepts” (Quoted in Bertens 125).38 

 

For Derrida the sign can never be taken as a homogeneous unit bridging a referent 

and meaning. His strategy is that a sign should be studied ‘under erasure’, as being 

inhabited by the trace of another sign. As all words/signs contain traces of other 

words/signs, they cannot have a final meaning. “For the signification “sign” has always 

been understood and determined, in its meaning, as sign- of, a signifier referring to a 

signified, a signifier different from its signified” (Derrida 354-355).39 

 

3.2.1 PHONOCENTRISM 

 

Derrida’s deconstruction is the demystification of the ‘metaphysics of presence’. 

Derrida believes that the western philosophy is based on the certainty of presence. He 

contends that western philosophers have always focused on what is immediately present. 

In Husserl’s case the search for the form of pure expression is at the same time search for 

that which is immediately present. Derrida critiques this possibility of presence. Derrida 

says that it is because of the assumption of presence that a priority has been given to 

speech over writing. Derrida calls this phonocentrism. Speech is given priority because it 

is present, direct, immediate and unmediated and meaning is immanent. Writing is 

deplored because it is absent, indirect and what Saussure calls corrupt. Derrida criticizes 

Saussure for his insistence that linguistics should be a study of speech and not writing. 

Derrida suggests rejection of writing is embedded in western phonocentrism which in 

itself is an effect of logocentrism. 
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Derrida sees a whole metaphysics behind the privilege granted to speech in 

Saussure’s methodology.  Voice serves as a metaphor of truth and authenticity, a source 

of self- present living speech as opposed to the secondary and lifeless expressions of 

writing. Speaking involves a direct link of sound and sense and carries an inward and 

immediate realization of meaning which leads to transparent understanding. As Culler 

says: “the authority of presence , its power of valorization, structures all our thinking, the 

notions “ making clear” , “grasping,”  “demonstrating,” “revealing, “ and “showing what 

is the case” all invoke presence. ” (Culler 94)40.  

 

Writing is condemned on the ground that it destroys this ideal of pure –

expression. It thrusts itself between intent and meaning. In opposition to this tradition 

Derrida argues that writing is in fact the precondition of language and must be conceived 

as prior to speech. Derrida argues that from Plato to Heidegger and Levi-Strauss, the 

Western philosophical tradition has downgraded writing as if it were artificial and 

alienated compared with the immediacy  of the human voice. In this phenomenological 

structure of the voice is regarded as the most immediate evidence of self-presence. 

Rousseau also shares the same views about voice. He contends that languages are 

primarily meant to be spoken and not writing. Writing is indirect representation and can’t 

be pure.  As he says “the art of writing is nothing but a mediated representation of 

thought” (quoted in Royle 51). 41 

 

So the repression of writing has deep roots in the western philosophy and is 

deeply embedded in Saussure’s methodology. Saussure does not take into account any 

other form of notation other than the phonetic-alphabetic script of Western culture. In 

quite contrast to Saussure, Derrida discusses the hieroglyphs, algebraic notions, and 

formalized languages of different kinds. Derrida proposes that writing should not be 

considered the transcription of the elements of speech. Derrida justifiably says that 

privileging of speech is reflects logocentric bias of the western tradition. “This 

logocentrism, this epoch of the full speech, has always placed in parenthesis, suspended , 
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and suppressed for essential reasons, all free reflection on the origin and status of 

writing” (Quoted in Norris 29).42    

 

 

3.2.2 LOGOCENTRISM 

 

Logocentrism is the belief that the first and last thing is the Logos, the World, the 

Divine Mind, the self-presence of full self-consciousness. Derrida emphasizes that the 

Western thinking is Logocentric. Logocentrism implies that meaning exists 

independently of the language and language does not play any role in the determination 

of the meaning. 

 

He says that western philosophy is dependent on logos. It assumes that there is an 

essence, or truth which acts as the foundation of our beliefs.Logocentrism is a search for 

an authority which could serve as a guarantee for the meaning. Only ‘transcendental 

signifieds’ which do not lead to other signifieds can guarantee such a foundation, 

security, sanctity, stability to meaning. Derrida argues transcendental signifieds and 

signifiers are only fiction. 

 

Derrida says that the acts of reading, writing, interpretation of signs; and the text 

in general as a fabric of signs are “preceded by a truth, or a mean-ing already constituted 

by and within the element of the logos. Even when the thing, the “referent”, is not 

immediately related to the logos of a creator God where it began by being spoken 

/thought sense, the signified has at any rate an immediate relationship with the logos in 

general (finite or infinite), and a mediated one with the signifier, that is to say with the 

exteriority of writing” (Derrida 14-15).43 

 

3.2.3 BINARY OPPOSITIONS 

 

Derrida says that the western metaphysics is based on the conceptual oppositions 

i.e. binary oppositions. The binary oppositions provide solid base to the western thinking 

and serve as paradigm for constructing the privileged views, values, norms and functions 
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of their culture as superior and that of the rest of the world as inferior “The very idea of a 

binary opposition implies a centering or imposition of order: such binary signification is 

stable and systematic to structuralists, and unstable and decentred to poststructuralists” 

(Cuddon  82-83).44  

 

Derrida argues that phonocentrism-logocentrism relates to the human desire for 

centre. This longing for centre results in hierarchichized oppositions. The superior term in 

the binaries belongs to presence and the logos, and the inferior term defines its status. 

 

Derrida believes that the binary oppositions are not as oppositional as they appear 

to be. Rather the existence of the privileged term is dependent for its existence and 

identity on the repressed or ignored term. Deconstruction works by undermining, 

reversing or ignoring these oppositional terms.  Culler says that deconstruction of binary 

oppositions shows that these binaries are just constructs and not natural. “To deconstruct 

an opposition is to show that it is not natural and inevitable but a construction, produced 

by discourses that rely on it” (Culler 126).45 

 

3.2.4 DIFFERANCE 

 

Derrida’s deconstruction revolves round quite a few terms that he coined to put 

forward his radical views on the traditional philosophy and knowledge. If there is one 

term that serves as pivot for the rest of the terms, it is differance. Differance has its origin 

in Heidegger’s philosophical and Saussure’s semiological difference. Differance is 

Derrida’s main strategic weapon. It allowed him to tear apart all the facile and 

ideologically embedded western cultural concepts and values. As Bauerlain says 

“differance was Derrida’s definitive intervention into the history of metaphysics and the 

characteristic argumentative trait of deconstruction” (Bauerlain 42-43).46  

 

Differance is what rips apart the whole gambit of the western philosophy and 

smashes the traditional concepts exposing them to be contingent, expedient and illusory. 
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It hits at the ‘centre’ and shatters the foundation of everything conventional and 

traditional. 

 

“For Derrida differance  is  the  opposite of and alternative to logocentrism; while logocentrism 

posits the existence of fixed meanings guaranteed by an extra-systemic presence or origins, 

differance  sees meaning as permanently deferred, always subject to and produced by its 
difference from other meanings and thus volatile and unstable” (Hawthorn  68).47  

 

Derrida has coined the term in the light of his researches into the Saussurean and 

structurlist theory of language. When Saussure said that language could be understood as 

a system of differences, ‘without positive terms’, he was unable to visualize its 

implications. Differance implies that whenever language is used for whatever purposes, it 

will always contradict itself and language can offer only a perspective and can never 

cover the total reality. “With Derrida, difference becomes the proto-type of what remains 

outside the scope of western metaphysical thought.” (Lechte 107).48 

 

Derrida argues that language is constituted by differance, a word he coined that 

puns on the French verb differer, which can mean either ‘to differ’ or ‘to defer’. He uses 

this term to demonstrate that words are only the deferred presences of the things they 

‘mean’. The meaning of the words is grounded in their difference from other words. 

Derrida has replaced Saussure’s ‘difference’ with ‘differance’. Derrida has made this 

improvisation to include both what Saussure means by difference and the French sense of 

the deferment. Derrida lays stress on deferment to suggest that the present is always 

postponed and the ultimate never gets said. This view of language leads to another 

Derridean concept of ‘free play’. Derrida has coined this term to suggest that writing is 

only a play of differences without any centre. 

 

Differance is a tool of deconstruction. It helps Derrida chart his course of thought 

and action and unmask the western constructs.  “Differance, which comes before 

difference, dislodges the security or self-sufficiency of concepts like truth, presence and 

identity” (Nial 26).49 
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3.2.5 DECONSTRUCTION:  APOLITICAL OR POLITICAL? 

 

Derrida is generally regarded as the most controversial of all the philosophers of 

the twentieth century. His hotly debated ‘deconstruction’ has drawn all sorts of 

controversy from various quarters. He has been called ‘enfant terrible’ (Powell 6)50. Ever 

since he has put forward deconstruction as his philosophy of reading canonical texts of 

western philosophy, deconstruction has come under sharp critical gaze. “Derrida’s 

deconstruction has been variously celebrated and castigated as everything from a kind of 

intellectual terrorism that seeks to destroy everything western culture holds  dear to a 

libratory politics or personal choice” (Bradley 2)51.  

 

Surprisingly both the supporters and detractors of the ‘deconstruction’ take 

extreme positions.  Powell says that Derrida with “‘a major philosophical coup’ has ‘cast 

the entire history of philosophy in the West into doubt’” (Powell 7).52 Deconstruction has 

been criticized for being politically ineffectual, inert with no agenda. The detractors of 

deconstruction suggest that Derrida has oversimplified the Western philosophic tradition 

by suggesting that it thrives only on binaries and centers. It is termed as parasitic as it 

emerges only out of the study of some texts and does not have any independent existence 

as such. Some contend that deconstruction by just focusing on the text ignores the social, 

political and historical context of the production of the text. They largely take refuge in 

Derrida’s oft quoted statement that there is nothing out side the text. There can be nothing 

far from truth in this case. When Derrida says that there is nothing outside the text, he 

does not take the formalistic position, he rather contends that text within itself carries the 

seeds of all the forces which contribute to the production of the text and one does not 

have to look outside for the clues as is done in the traditional criticism where a text is 

interpreted in the light of the autobiographical details of the author or the intentions of the 

author. 

 

Another problem with deconstruction is that it does not offer any set formula or 

method for the study of the text. Derrida too never tried the same strategy twice. He 

studied and critiqued every text according to its own intrinsic merit and assumptions and 
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in a peculiar way. This implies that there can be as many deconstructive strategies as 

there are texts. So this baffles the critics and they find it hard to digest. 

 

Deconstruction is also termed as nihilistic. It is said that it destroys everything 

without putting forward any solution or suggesting anything positive. It is said to have 

created an epistemological chaos by smashing the foundations of the western 

philosophical tradition. Derrida’s freeing the signifier from the signified has led to 

undermining the stability and sanctity of the meaning. The resulting free play of the 

signifier plays havoc with the all the notions of the established meanings. He is believed 

to have produced a crisis of meaning by disconnecting the signifier from the signified. 

 

Quite contrary to the above point of view, there are many who staunchly advocate 

deconstruction as emancipatory. They find it revolutionary and radical. They contend that 

deconstruction has shaken the foundations of the western philosophy as potently as an 

earthquake of high magnitude would shake the foundations of the earth, but the casualties 

in this case would be the texts of the great authors who have been read for centuries so 

innocently and now seemingly childishly. 

 

Deconstruction loses its iconoclastic and seismic potency if it is equated with the 

textual analysis or to the task of teasing out binaries from the text or still focusing on the 

aporia in the text. Deconstruction’s potential of going beyond these seemingly naïve 

implications is what enchants its advocates and upsets its detractors. According to 

Bauerlein deconstruction is a conceptual analysis of the master concepts of western 

philosophy like presence, identity, voice and conscious. The purpose of this analysis is to 

highlight the dialectical nature of these concepts. As he says: 

 

“Specifically, deconstructive analysis aimed to reveal within those putatively fundamental 

concepts their implicit conceptual other (alterity, difference, writing, the unconscious), the 

repressed and opposed concepts that, though contrary to master concepts, are nevertheless 

necessary to the master concepts’ definition and use” (Bauerlain  42).53 

 

Having traced the origin of Derrida’s deconstruction in philosophy of Heidegger 

and linguistics of Saussure, Bauerlein adds that instead of being used in the same 
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philosophical and linguistic frame work, deconstruction is being employed for political 

purposes which he believes has  given a new dimension to it.“Deconstruction” now 

means, simply, “analysis with a political force” (Bauerlein 44).54 Deconstruction is a 

political analysis. It seeks to recover the suppressed concepts and others from the layers 

of history and knowledge.  

 

It goes to Bauerlain’s credit that he puts forward a strong case for the political use 

of deconstruction and terms it a political strategy. He endorses deconstruction when he 

says; ‘deconstruction’s inventive interpretative maneuvers have real world relevance and 

consequence’ (Bauerlein 46).55  The biggest accolade for deconstruction comes when he 

says that deconstruction has the “capacity to expose ideological lies, to dismantle cultural 

cover-ups” (Bauerlein 47).56 

 

Deconstruction as a matter of fact puts into question the whole western 

civilization, its culture, politics and values. It exposes the western civilization to be just 

an ethnocentrism instead of being natural and universal. It decries the claim of the west to 

be superior and the centre of the humanity. It challenges the grounds of western episteme 

and finds it merely a product of culture and politics. 

 

Robert Young in a telling critique of deconstruction shows how lethal and potent 

it is when he says: 

 

“It is [this] sovereign self of Europe which is today being deconstructed showing the extent to 

which Europe’s other has been a narcissistic self-image through which it has constituted itself 

while never allowing it to achieve a perfect fit. This can be allied to Derrida’s critique of a ‘certain 

fundamental Europeanization of world culture” (Young 17). 57 

 

Deconstruction has a special importance for the once colonized third world which 

was humiliated and subjugated by the west on the basis of its claim to its supposedly 

superior civilization and knowledge. “For we can say that deconstruction involves the 

decentralization and decolonization of European thought” (Young 18).58  

 

This is what deconstruction holds for the ‘other’ ‘subaltern’ ‘oppressed’ ‘margin’ 

and ‘periphery’. Deconstruction promises ‘recovery’ ‘revival’ ‘regeneration’ and 
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‘rediscovery’ of the ‘other’ and ‘subaltern’ and those lying at the ‘margin’ of either 

history or geography. So what we get out of Young’s critique of deconstruction is that the 

western tradition, whether it be philosophical or literary, far from being universal, natural 

, neutral and objective is just ‘ethnocentric’ or simply ethnic. 

 

3.3 INTERTEXTUALITY 

 

Intertextuality undermines the myth of objectivity of literature and art; it shatters 

the notion of ‘text’ as enclosed, encircled, and delimited entity cut off from the rest of the 

world by the boundaries of form, style and genre. It does away with the notions of 

stability and sanctity of meaning and enthrones reader at the cost of the author. Author is 

no longer the cult figure and father of the text, the source of its meaning and guarantor of 

its interpretation. The poststructuralist and postmodernist approaches to art and literature 

have changed everything so dramatically that all the traditional pillars of human 

intellectual activity have come down crashing and appear so remote, so old and outdated 

as if they belonged to prehistory. 

 

Intertextuality implies that a text echoes earlier texts with overt or covert 

borrowings from already read, written, or heard texts. Texts do not appear from nowhere. 

They always have context and they always respond to earlier texts one way or the other. 

 

The concept of intertextuality is also intertextual. Its origin is scattered across the 

boundaries of disciplines and geography. It takes origin in Saussure’s viewing linguistic 

sign as differential and relational.  Saussure contended that linguistic sign makes sense 

only in a network of similarities and differences. It implies that linguistic sign carries 

with it the traces of other signs either similar or different within a synchronic system and 

does not exist independently of other signs.  “In language there are only differences. Even 

more important: a difference generally implies positive terms between which the 

difference is set up: but in language there are only differences without positive terms” 

(Saussure 120) 59. 
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This implies that signs are not independent and free floating entities. They do not 

refer to a particular referent. There is nothing like one to one correspondence between the 

sign and what it signifies. The relation between signifier and the signified is only in a 

system. So it is the system comprised of similarities and difference that assigns 

significance to the signs. Without system, signs mean nothing and they have no 

significance. As Allen says that if linguistic signs make sense in a linguistic system, it is 

“doubly true for literary signs” (11).60 

 

As Saussure says, 

 
“ Authors of literary works  do not just select words from a language system, they select plots, 

generic features, aspects of characters, images, ways of narrating, even phrases and sentences from 

previous literary texts from the literary tradition. If we imagine the literary tradition as itself a 
synchronic system, then the literary author becomes a figure working with at least two systems, 

those of language in general and of the literary system in particular” (Saussure 11).61  

 

Intertextuality has destabilized author’s authority on the text especially.  There 

has been a preoccupation with the author in the all the literary traditions. The author did 

enjoy a position of an inspired figure with special faculties and extraordinary personality. 

Author’s status as a genius implied that he was a superman looking on the world from a 

lofty position unconditioned by the forces that produced him and it did not matter which 

medium he selected for his creative outpourings. An author is not supposed to have 

benefited from any person and thing. Even if an author was influenced by some other 

author or work, he was supposed to be above such influences. Author’s name worked as a 

brand name. As Belsey (1980) says in this regard that traditionally “the author’s name 

evokes given essences, qualities of insight and understanding, and not the labour of 

producing out of the available signifying systems of language and literature an intelligible 

fiction”(Belsey 127). 62  

 

Intertextuality has put an end to this romantic concept of author with supernatural 

imagination and gifted expression.  The author is a product of a system and tradition and 

same is the case with his products. The text being the product of system makes sense only 

in system. No text carries meaning on its own. Its meaning is dependent on other texts. 

The poststructuralists relying on the intertextual nature of the texts deny the stability of 
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meaning and objectivity of interpretation. “Meaning becomes something which exists 

between a text and all the other texts to which it refers and relates, moving out from the 

independent text into a work of textual relations. The text becomes the intertext” (Allen 

1).63 

 

Every literary text is dependent on all the texts that have gone before it. Any 

claim to originality and objectivity looks absurd in the wake of intertextuality. All the 

high sounding claims for the authors’ originality and universality now are rendered 

suspect. “Intertextuality refers to the various links in form and content which bind a text 

to other texts. Each text exists in relation to other. Texts owe more to other texts than to 

their makers” (Chandler 231).64 

 

The concept of originality has become untenable in the contemporary intellectual milieu. 

The assumptions that supported such a view have lost their ground and stand discredited. 

There is no way that literature can be studied with the same old set of principles. “It is not 

possible any longer to speak of originality or the uniqueness of the artistic object, be it a 

painting or a novel, since every artistic object is so clearly assembled from bits and pieces 

of already existent art” (Allen 6).65  

 

Intertextuality does not refer to the overt relations in the text only. Rather it refers 

to all the debt that a text carries with it from all other texts. “It refers to more diffuse 

penetration of the individual text by memories, echoes, transformations, of other texts” 

(Goring 257) 66. 

 

3.3.1 JULIA KRISTEVA AND INTERTEXTUALITY 

 

Julia Kristeva coined the term intertextuality out of her studies of Saussure and 

Bakhtin. Her work in psychology helped her further strengthen what she meant by 

intertextuality. Kristeva contended that any study of language that does not focus on the 

materiality of language will never lead to any proper study of any genre of literature. Her 

work on poetic language convinced her that language should be grasped in its dynamic, 

transgressive and practical forms. Kristeva firmly believed that language can not be 
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reduced to mathematical logic that can be comprehended by consciousness. She was of 

the view that the discovery of unconscious by Freud has displaced the western episteme 

permanently. Freud’s focus on unconscious made Kristeva speculate on the nature of 

subject. 

 

“Concern for the unconscious leads Kristeva to develop her theory of the subject 

in process” (Lechte 142). 67 This focus on subject in process is quite in contrast to the 

humanist concept of individual, fully conscious of himself and the world around him. The 

individual in the humanist perspective is not influenced by language. He is the one who 

uses language for his own purposes rather than the vice versa. If subject is in process, his 

creation can never be final. It is also bound to be in process, moving, shifting, changing, 

and never achieving finality. 

 

Kristeva presents semanalysis as a strategy to demystify the reduction of logic of 

transcendental reduction to a mathematical proposition and to highlight the materiality 

and heterogeneity of language. “Semanalysis conceives of meaning not as a sign –system 

but as a signifying process.” (Kristeva, 126).68 

 

Kristeva says that text has meaning in its social and cultural context and we 

cannot divorce text from its social and cultural background. To support her viewpoint she 

puts forward the term ideologeme. Kristeva views the text, or at least each of its 

constituent parts, as an ideologeme. As the words such as ‘natural’ or ‘justice’ are the 

subject of immense social conflicts and tensions, their existence in a text will represent an 

ideologeme. “The concept of text as ideologeme determines the very procedure of a 

semiotics that, by studying the text as intertextuality, considers it as such within (the text 

of) society and history. (Allen 37).69 

 

3.3.2 ROLAND BARTHES AND INTERTEXTUALITY 

 

Roland Barthes’ work is generally credited with exhibiting the transition from 

structuralism to poststructuralism. His influential essay ‘The Death of Author’ is a cogent 

argument against the conventional tying of a work to author. He vehemently challenged 
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the power of the author. This challenging of the power of the author is rooted in the 

poststructuralist thinking which critiques the western tradition as logocentric. The 

obsession with the origin and source and presence has resulted in edifying the figure of 

the author. Barthes by sounding the death of the author has broken a new ground whereby 

the focus of critical activity has shifted away from the author to the constructed nature of 

the work and the role of reader in rewriting the text. 

 

“The death of the author’ represents as aspect of the postmodernist and poststructuralist attack on 

origins, on the belief that we can explain anything by referring it to where we think that it comes 

from or to any process of cause and effect. t” (Goring 207).70 

 

Barthes says that text can never have a stable meaning and interpretation. 

Intertextuality sees text in action, always moving and taking on new meanings and 

signification.  With the loosening of the grip of the author on the work, the reader is at 

liberty to see, feel, imagine things in his/her own context. Barthes sees such a situation as 

liberation of the reader from the clutches of the author. He says that all texts are 

intertextual i.e they are derived from the earlier texts. 

 

“The text is a tissue of quotations drawn from the innumerable centres of culture…the writer can 

only imitate a gesture that is always anterior, never original.  His only power is to mix writings, to 

counter the ones with the others, in such a way as never to rest on any one of them.” (Barthes  

262). 71 

 

‘Intertextuality’ releases the texts from the artificially constructed prison house of 

idealism and places it at the center of material world where creation is viewed as 

production and meaning is seen as instable and culturally mediated rather than an 

absolute dictionary meaning. The reader now holds the key and is at liberty to give his 

own meaning to the text. “The birth of the reader must be at the cost of the death of the 

Author” (Barthes 263).72 

 

3.3.3 BAKHTIN AND INTERTEXTUALITY 

 

Bakhtin holds important position as a theorist of language and literature. His work 

on novel as a genre is of great importance. He emphasized the dialogic and polyphonic 

nature of novel. His focus on carnival as genre carries great importance in his theoretical 
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framework. He came very close to formalists when he suggested that what holds text is 

chronotope.  Bakhtin did not see a major role for the author in the creation of a literary 

work. He believed that the literary works are more a product of literary genres and 

literary history than the individual writing them. Bakhtin disagreed with Saussure on the 

question of linguistic utterance. Whereas Saussure’s focus on linguistic utterance is 

generally considered abstract and divorced from the society, Bakhtin regarded utterance a 

social and cultural phenomenon. 

 

Bakhtin used dialogism in two senses. In the first sense dialogism is the 

characteristic of all speech. He believed that even simple utterances are dialogic. “Neither 

a first nor a last word and there are no limits to the dialogic context”  (Bakhtin 1986: 170 

quoted in Bauman 2).73 

 

Bakhtin’s focus on dialogic nature of utterance has potent implications for art and 

literature. If utterances always carry two layers of meanings, it is not possible for the 

author or for any generation of readers to have access to absolute meaning. Dialogism 

renders meaning open ended and delayed to the next generations for renewal. “The 

Bakhtinian utterance is dialogic” (Holquist 60).74 In another sense, Bakhtin stressed that 

the language used in novels is always dialogic. “The novel is constructed almost 

exclusively with this kind of internally dialogized language, that is, language which 

contains two voices within a single grammatical construction” (Markaryk 537).75 

 

Bakhtin was a strong advocate of the genres as a major force in literature. He 

emphasized that the history of literature is above all history of genres. He did not assign 

much importance to the figure of author, a position that is shared by both Kristeva and 

Barthes. He laments the fact that the critics do not understand the significance of the 

genres in literature. He says that genres play crucial role in this regard. He says that 

genres act as protagonists. “…first and foremost genres, and whose ‘trends’ and ‘schools’ 

are but second or third—rank protagonists” ( Holquist 70).76  

 

Role of genre as a repository of the spirit and temper of an age is very significant. 

The selection of genre points to the intentions of the author with regard to his work. With 
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the selection of the genre the debt of the whole history and tradition is imported and 

brought to bear upon the work. This places the work in a context and the work in turn 

also becomes a context for future writings. As Bauman (2004) says “When an utterance 

is assimilated to a given genre, the process by which it is produced and interpreted is 

mediated through its intertextual relationship with prior texts” (Bauman 4).77  

  

Bakhtin’s choice of novel for the elaboration of his philosophy of language and 

literature is significant. Of all the literary genres novel offers maximum opportunities  for 

the expression of diverse, heterogeneous and contesting social discourses. Novel is 

considered a book of life in all its complexity. The language of novel is always 

polyphonic and dialogic. The dialogue carried out at various levels in the novel defies the 

monologue of the author.  The dialogic and polyphonic character of the novel allows the 

‘other’ to exist side by side the self. “Dialogism assumes that intertextuality and inter-

textuality are the novel’s hallmarks, and therefore that otherness is at work in the genre’s 

very heart” (Holquist 89).78 

 

Bakhtin’s contribution to the modern intellectual thought is generally 

underestimated. He was among the first to characterize chronotope as the major literary 

trope and drew attention away from the role of the author in the interpretation of the text. 

“Chronotope at this elementary level of application seems to have something like the 

status of ‘motifs’ or ‘functions’” (Holquist  109).79  

 

He contends that the origin of novel in the west and its popularity in the 

nineteenth –century owe a lot to the exaggerated importance given to the person of the 

author. It reached its highest in the romantic period when author became a cult figure in 

Europe. Bakhtin says in order to have a proper understanding of the work of literature 

and in order to appreciate its true worth it is important to keep the author at its place. As 

Holquist says “the figure of the artist peering down from the Alpine heights into misty 

valleys below …must be overcome ( Holquist 90).80 
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Thus intertextuality denies the possibility of originality. “The author extracts 

social and historical norms as well as references to literature of his past, from their 

original contexts and puts them together to form the ‘repertoire of text” (Bernard-Donalds 

53).81 Intertextuality, thus, destabilizes traditional concepts of originality and neutrality of 

the texts and expose them to be products of the given time period or  the effect of the 

genre in which they are written. 
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CHAPTER 4 

 

POSTMODERNIST ANALYSIS OF ANGLO-AMERICAN 

LITERARY TRADITION 

 

Postmodernism as a philosophical movement is skeptical of all the norms, values 

and assumptions of the western philosophical thought. It puts in to doubt all aspects of 

the western culture and negates questions, undermines, and subverts all that were once 

the cornerstones of the western thought. The biggest casualties in the wake of 

postmodernism are all the absolutist claims to reality, truth, objectivity, and universality. 

 

In essence postmodernism marks a final disillusionment with the western cultural 

preconceptions and calls for a radical revision of history and aesthetics. It questions and 

dethrones the validity of narratives of Enlightenment and rationality and reveals them to 

be exploitative and tyrannical. Postmodernism is antifoundationalist as it dismantles and 

shatters all the structures of which the edifice of the western literary and philosophical 

tradition is built. It also deals a smashing blow to the grand narratives, espousing the 

cause of the ignored and suppressed narratives. 

 

Postmodernism seriously objects to teleological conceptions of life, history and 

universe and dismisses them as implausible and mere wishful thinking. Postmodernism 

differs radically from modernism. The modernists tried to create pattern and order out of 

chaos and disintegration through various artistic devices and techniques.  They believed 

in a center and considered various structures good enough to hold together the various 

disparate elements. They trusted the medium especially language as solid, reliable and 

transparent medium. The postmodernists deny all these. They do not try to create 

meaning and order out of chaos and disintegration. They deny the boundaries between 
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high art and low art. Language is special target. After Saussure and Derrida, language has 

become suspect as medium and is considered an accomplice in the great exploitative 

grand narratives of the western tradition. 

 

Ihab Hassan (quoted in Powell 17)1 has succinctly drawn the table of differences 

between modernism and postmodernism. 

 

Modernism                                                          Postmodernism 

“Form (conjunctive /closed                                 Antiform (disjunctive/open) 

Purpose                                                                play 

Design                                                                Chance 

Hierarchy                                                            Anarchy 

Art Object/ Finished Work                                 Process/Performance/Happening 

Presence                                                             Absence 

Cenerina                                                             Dispersal 

Genre/Boundary                                                 Text/Intertext 

Root/Depth                                                         Rhizome/Surface” 

(TPL.267-268, quoted in Powell 17)  

 

Postmodernism rejects the notions of ‘totalizing’ or ‘essentialist’ tendencies of 

theoretical systems.  It is committed to representation which stresses fragmentation, 

discontinuities aporia in all aspects of an intellectual system.  “It prefers montage to 

perspective, intertextuality, ‘bits-as-bits’ to unified totalities. It delights in excess, play, 

carnival, asymmetry, even mess, and in the emancipation of meanings from their bondage 

to mere lumpenreality” (O’Sullivan, et al 234).2 

 

The core of postmodernist literary and cultural theory is the denial of objectivity 

and questioning of the Enlightenment emphasis on rationality and reason. Postmodernism 

rejects all the traditional notions of the western episteme. Mohanty declares 

unequivocally that “all those epistemological norms which were so dear to the 
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Enlightenment – rationality, objectivity, and truth—are no more than social conventions, 

historically variable  and hence without claim to universality” (Mohanty 11).3 

 

Postmodernist critics question the whole tradition of western philosophy starting 

from Descartes, through Enlightenment to the philosophers of modernism. They reject 

the traditional notions of objective knowledge and question the theories of representation. 

 

“Postmodern theory provides a critique of representation and the modern belief that theory mirrors 

reality, taking instead ‘perspectivist’ and ‘relativist’ positions that theories at best provide partial 

perspectives on their objects, and that all cognitive representations of the world are historically 

and linguistically situated. Some postmodern theory accordingly rejects the totalizing 

macroperspectives on society and history favoured by modern theory in favour of microtheory and 

micropolitics” (Best and Kellner 4).4 

 

Postmodernism is a portmanteau term which covers a host of diverse and 

disparate approaches to life, art and culture in the contemporary scenario. It highlights the 

need of accepting the complexity of reality if there is any. It recovers the ‘other’ lost 

under the burden of the western grand narratives and seeks to re-establish it if not on 

equal footing then at least side by side.  Ziauddin Sardar says that postmodernism with its 

focus on variety and mulitiplicity highlights the significance of plurality. He emphasizes 

that the diversity of ethnicities, cultures, realities, sexualities, and genders should be 

recognized. He sees postmodernism as an effective tool of doing away with the 

traditional binaries. “In its concern to demolish all privilege, postmodernism seeks a more 

equal representation of class, gender, sexual orientation, race, ethnicity and culture” 

(Sardar 10).5 

 

4.1 LYOTARD AND GRAND NARRATIVE 

 

Lyotard dealt a serious blow to the sanctity of the grand narratives of the western 

culture by exposing their inherent contradictions and highlighting the alternative 

mininarratives which they suppress. The success of the grand narratives has largely 

depended on the fact that they have successfully hidden their own pragmatic 

construction. The grand narratives have never been the only and single version of reality, 
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truth and objectivity; there have always been oppositional narratives which sought to 

contradict them but could not do so because of the power factor which accompanied these 

metanarratives. At best these narratives are a product of a culture and language and 

cannot go beyond the limitations of their culture and language. The western grand 

narratives of reason, justice, and equality have lost legitimacy. “The grand narrative has 

lost its credulity, regardless of whether it is speculative narrative or narrative of 

emancipation” (cited in Malpas 37).6  

 

Lyotard further believed that legitimacy of an argument does not mean that the 

alternative argument is wrong. As he says “One side’s legitimacy does not imply the 

other’s lack of legitimacy” (Lyotard xi).7 

 

Lyotard offers ‘Differend’ as postmodern strategy. Differend refers to a difference 

where the sides involved in a dispute cannot state their difference in language. There is 

aporia in the argument which cannot be represented and decided. The only viable option 

is the presentation of the opposite arguments in apposition, so that none of the arguments 

suppresses the other. Differend comes into play when representation fails to present the 

difference without distorting it.“The task of art and politics is to evoke or testify to 

differneds, to exacerbate them so as to resist injustice which silences those who cannot 

speak the language of master”(Readings xviii).8 

 

4.2 BAUDRILLARD AND HYPERREALITY 

 

Baudrillard sounded death knell of the Real and suggested that the death of the 

Real has proved more catastrophic than has been Nietzsche’s proclamation of death of 

God.  Baudrillard contends that in contemporary age media has become all too powerful. 

It presents hyperreality which is only a shadow of reality. There is only simulation and 

simulacra. There is no representation; there is only hyper or exaggerated presentation. 

The galore of media is irresistible and unavoidable. Media has intruded personal and 

private lives. The construction of the world though media can only be imaginary and 

fictitious. The access to reality is impossible as the real is already dead. As Baudrillard 
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says “The corps(e) of the Real——has not been recovered, is nowhere to be found. In our 

virtual world, the question of the Real, of the referent, of the subject and its object, can no 

longer even be posed” (Baudrillard 61-62). 9 

 

The death of the real deals a serious blow to the mimetic nature of art and 

representation. With no referent to serve as a base, the concepts, ideas, and values are all 

set to lose significance. Nothing exists if referent does not exist. The death of the Real is 

more potent in consequences than the death of god proclaimed by Nietzsche. The death 

of god left everything intact, the death of the real has undermined everything. 

 

4.3 FREDERIC JAMESON; CULTURAL LOGIC OF LATE 

CAPITALISM 

 

Frederic Jameson believes that postmodernism is grappling with the realities of 

late capitalism. Capitalism has achieved its final success over rival systems and has 

entered a phase where it has commodified everything from personal emotions, feelings to 

arts. This culture in which capitalism rules the roost is highly diverse and disparate and 

defies categorization. As Powell says,“Jameson does not see the postmodern era as 

postindustrial – as an ebb in the tide of capitalism. Rather, he sees it as an intensification 

and latest phase of a capitalistic world system” (Powell 34-35).10 Jameson shares 

Baudrillard’s position that representation is always motivated and is reality in its own 

right. It does not refer to anything. It is what it is i.e. hyperreality. “ A whole new house 

of mirrors of visual replication and of textual reproduction has replaced the older stable 

reality of reference and of the non-cultural ‘real’” (Jameson 1986-7:42 quoted in 

Hutcheon 32).11 

 

 

4.4 POSTMODERNISM AND OBJECTIVITY OF KNOWLEDGE 

 

Postmodernism is a critique of positivist assumptions regarding reason, 

explanation and science. It questions the boundaries between science and non-fiction and 
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the world of facts and the world of ideas. Positivism cherishes objective knowledge and 

supports all the empiricist assumptions about individuality and transparency of language 

and stability and sanctity of meaning. Positivists also affirm that objective knowledge 

both in social sciences and pure sciences is a certainty and beyond any doubt. 

 

Postmodernists deny the possibility of an objective knowledge of any kind. They 

contend that any claim to objective knowledge is a mere fiction. Human knowledge is not 

capable of producing an unmediated representation of the world. All knowledge is social 

and cultural and the human beings dealing with all these aspects of knowledge are not 

above their social and cultural biases and prejudices. Antony Quinne accepts that cultural 

aspect of knowledge and valuations should be accepted. He questions naturalized 

approach to knowledge. As he says “the biasedness’ of biases drops out as a parameter of 

epistemic evaluation” (quoted in Mohanty 166).12 

 

Thomas Kuhn was amongst the earliest to see the scientific knowledge in its 

social milieu. He suggested that we should look at science as a social enterprise rather 

than as a purely logical enterprise. He emphasized that scientific discoveries are the 

product of culture and tradition. He says scientific knowledge and discoveries are 

synchronic and this is “an index both to the strongly traditional nature of normal science 

(quoted in Mohanty  195).13 

 
 

Thomas Kuhn sees the development of science as dependent on theory and 

competing paradigms. He sees paradigms as dependent on logic and effective persuasive 

arguments. In other words even the scientific paradigms are a matter of rhetoric and 

ideology. In learning a paradigm the scientist acquires theory, methods, and standards 

which are hard to separate from one another. For Kuhn the choice of a paradigm out of 

two competing paradigms is value ridden.“Since no paradigm ever solves all the 

problems it defines and since no two paradigms leave all the same problems unsolved, 

paradigm debates always involve the question: Which problems is it more significant to 

have solved?” (quoted in Mohanty 98).14  
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With the interrogation of scientific theory in social and cultural contexts, the so 

called sanctity of the scientific knowledge has been gravely bruised. Scientific discourse 

uses metaphors and language which is of course ideological in nature and content. 

“Scientific knowledge can be no more ‘objective’ than aesthetic knowledge; just as 

criticism construes the ‘literariness’ of the text, so science constructs the shape of nature. 

Fictionality moves from the demesne of literature to that of science” (Waugh and Rice  

449).15 

 

Christopher Butler also lays bare the ideological and political foundations of 

scientific knowledge when he says that the scientists instead of describing and analyzing 

objectively and truthfully; and depicting reality in a disinterested manner, they also play 

politics. They work for certain ideologies. Along with their discoveries, their motives and 

practices should also be questioned. “The key questions about science should not 

therefore just centre on its inflated (logocentric) claims to truth, but on the political 

questions aroused by its institutional status and application, shaped as they are the 

ideological agendas of powerful elites” (Butler 38).16  

 

Postmodernist critique of scientific knowledge has no doubt raised many 

questions about the sanctity of the scientific theories and paradigms; the truth remains 

that it cannot deny the existence of scientific facts. By questioning even the scientific 

truths the postmodernists have shown the vulnerability of the social, cultural and literary 

truths. This skeptic approach certainly has liberating effect and has highlighted issues 

concerning the progress of science and validity of the scientific theory .Despite all this, 

the major focus of the postmodernist critical and interrogative gaze however remains the 

social and cultural domains.  As Butler says, “Postmodernist critical techniques were 

much more successfully applied to ethical and social problems, for example to the 

‘undoing’ of the ‘grand recit’ of patriarchy and the defence of women against its 

dominance” (Butler 43).17 
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4.5 RICHARD RORTY AND ANTIFOUNDATIONALISM 

 

Rorty’s postmodern pragmatism rejects epistemological Foundationalism 

stressing that the image of philosophy as ahistorical discipline that searches for the 

absolute ground of all human knowledge is untenable. Whereas foundationalism implies 

that knowledge must be considered structure built upon solid, secure and certain 

foundations, Rorty’s antifoundationalism denies such possibility. He sees knowledge as 

historically situated which seeks its justification as a social affair. Rorty adopts 

antipositivist position when he critically demolishes the traditional concept that 

epistemology is based on truth and is accurate representation in mind.  The 

foundationalist epistemology considers the mental representations as accurate pictures of 

the world. He considers the whole argument of foundationalsim as baseless as the world 

that lies outside is not stable and singular. As he says “ instead of seeking epistemological 

foundations on which all other kinds of knowledge can be based, we need  to recognize 

that knowledge is a matter of social practice. Truth is made, not found” (Quoted in 

Mohanty 151).18 

 

Expounding the phenomenon of postmodernism on similar grounds Best (1995) 

also denies the possibility of truth and objectivity and claims that knowledge is 

unavoidably subjective and partial. As he says; “Influenced by the Nietzschean-

Foucauldian critique of the modern will to truth, postmodernists regard the real 

significance of truth and objectivity as their political function of legitimating scientific 

and political authority” (Best 24).19 

 

4.6 FOUCAULDIAN ANALYSIS OF DISCOURSE AND POWER 

 

Postmodernism’s most crucial contribution is to expose the complicity between 

discourse and power and to show the tyrannical hold of discourse over the masses and its 

manipulation by those who are in power. 

 

“A discourse means a historically evolved set of interlocking and mutually supporting statements, 

which are used to define and describe a subject matter. Crudely, it’s the language of the main 
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intellectual disciplines, for example the ‘discursive practices’ of law, medicine, aesthetic 

judgment, and so on” (Butler  44).20 

 

The ‘discursive’ means that all objects are objects of discourse and they derive 

their meaning and significance from a socially and culturally constructed system of 

conventions and rules. The discourses are not neutral and value free, rather they are the 

instruments through which the power and authority of the dominant groups or classes is 

practiced. The discourses are the sites where the hegemony of the powerful is inscribed 

produced and implemented. 

Power is a complex and subtle phenomenon. It generally means the means by 

which the influential and powerful get their desired results using various means. “The 

term refers principally to the source, means and relations of dominance, control and 

subordination, as they are enacted in historically specific social processes and situations” 

(O’Sullivan, et al. 235).21 

 

Power can be simply coercive brute physical or institutional authority; or it can be 

the manipulation of the symbolic forms of knowledge like language, literature, 

philosophy and the whole gambit of cultural warfare.  Power is not exercised in a brute 

manner; it is used more subtly and more surreptitiously. It is exercised in the name of 

justice, equality, rights, truth, reason and fair play. It derives its authority from the 

legitimacy that it derives from the various social discourses and discursive practices. 

“legitimation refers to those processes whereby the possession and exercise of power and 

authority are mobilized and constructed as ‘right’ or ‘just’ guaranteed by its own ‘natural’ 

moral superiority and ‘taken for granted’ inevitability” (O’Sullivan, et al. 236).22  

 

Foucault’s major focus was on how knowledge is intermixed with institutional 

power. He thought that power was necessary for the production of knowledge all 

relations were power relations. “Foucault draws upon an anti- Enlightenment tradition 

that rejects the equation of reason, emancipation, and progress, arguing that an interface 

between modern forms of power and knowledge has served to create new forms of 

domination” (Best 34).23 
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Foucault using his genealogical and archeological methods has shown how 

knowledge and reason in connivance with power have relegated the ‘other’ to the 

position of subjugation and exclusion from the society. He holds various discourses 

responsible for the smooth implementation of power through institutions. For him 

discourses turn individuals to subjects who identify themselves with tyrannical systems 

and comply ungrudgingly as fait accompli. 

 

Foucault major concern has been to unravel the structure of power which is 

exploitative and brutal and subtle at the same time. He believed that power worked 

through institutions. He argues that knowledge is indissociable from regimes of power. 

Foucault says that modern man is transformed into various subject positions through 

various discursive practices and institutional strategies. 

 

“ having emerged within the context of relations of power , through practices and technologies of 

exclusion, confinement, surveillance, and objectification, disciplines such as psychiatry , 

sociology , and criminology in turn contributed to the development , refinement, and proliferation 

of new techniques of power” (Best 50).24 

 

Foucault does not conceive of power as repression, constraint or prohibition rather 

he believes that power produces reality and domains of objects and truth. The exercise of 

power creates new forms of knowledge and knowledge induces effects of power. Power 

does not operate through ‘top-down’ mechanism. Power operates through complex 

network of relations and effects social, cultural and political lives of its subjects. Subject 

is a site of multiple, dispersed or decentred discourses. 

 

4.7  LACAN AND  SUBJECTIVITY 

 

Lacan is one of the key figures in the poststructuralist and postmodernist 

theoretical frameworks by virtue of his reworking of the philosophies of the giant 

intellectual figures of the current era. His theories of psychoanalysis are reformulation of 

Freud’s key concepts in the light of Saussure’s insight into language in existentialist, 

Marxist and Cartesian perspective of western philosophy. Lacan called himself a 
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Freudian. He emphasized the significance of returning to Freud and revisiting his views 

on human psyche and personality. 

 

“ Lacan’s central insight is that if Freud is read literally, the main practitioners of the movement 

Freud founded under the name of psychoanalysis will realize that he is mainly talking about 

language and not about ‘instincts’ or ‘depth psychology’ when plumbing the elusive depths of the 
Unconscious” (Rabate 19).25 

 

Lacan’s contention is that Freud is generally misunderstood. Freud  wrote about 

the ‘Spaltung of the subject’ and the discontentment with culture. ‘His first models for 

unconscious processes came close to a sort of psychic ‘writing’ or an interaction of 

‘traces’ (Rabate 29).26 He also talked of ‘paths’ that could be written over. Lacan has 

extended Freud’s theory of dreams, literature, and interpretation by relating language to 

all these phenomena. He has interpreted psyche and gender in terms of language. He 

views unconscious as language and contends that dreams are not the outcome of some 

repression or fear as generally understood; he rather suggested that dreams are a form of 

discourse. He equates unconscious with langue. “Lacan understands these four 

categories: dreams, slips of the tongue, symptoms and jokes as linguistic functions, as the 

movements of words and letters, as kind of reading or writing” (Hill 38).27  

 

Lacanian psychoanalysis is seen as a movement which seeks to reconcile 

Saussurean linguistics with existentialism and Marxism. Existentialism grappled with the 

issues of choice and individual responsibility. But as a theory of the self, existentialism 

remained embedded in the western philosophy of Cartesianism. It portrayed the 

individual as a rational, conscious being who was responsible for his actions. 

 

Lacan saw individual rooted in society and as an effect of language. He identified 

self with society. Human beings become social with the appropriation of language; and it 

is language that constitutes a subject. He was, therefore, against those who tended to 

dichotomize the individual and society. For him society inhabits each individual “Lacan’s 

famous ‘return to Freud’ stressed the importance of the culture in which the 

psychoanalysis has to work” (Rabate 11).28 
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The humanist conception of individual as a unified and autonomous entity 

capable of ideologically and culturally free thought and action has been rejected by the 

poststructuralist and postmodernist critics. The humanists view individual as in full 

control of language and meaning and as the guarantor of meaning. The individual is also 

seen as the cause of an action. The poststructuralists on the other hand see individual not 

as the author of meaning but as the product of it and not the cause of an action but the 

effect himself. This leads to the idea of the human subject as interpellated. The term 

subject carried different meanings in grammar and politics. “ In the political context, 

subject is literally in the subject position. Post – structuralists argue, however, that there 

is a split between the actual speaker who says ‘I’ and the ‘I’ that is spoken in the 

sentence” (Coyle and Peck 160).29 

 

Lacan saw individual rooted in society and as an effect of language. He identified 

self with society. Human beings become social with the appropriation of language; and it 

is language that constitutes a subject. He was, therefore, was against those who tended to 

dichotomize the individual and society. For him society inhabits each individual 

 

Lacan divides the development of psyche of the subject into three stages, namely 

the imaginary, the symbolic and the real. The imaginary precedes the symbolic as a stage 

in the development of the psyche. Its moment of formation has been named the ‘mirror 

stage’. This is also pre-ego stage. The imaginary order is pre-Oedipal. The self yearns to 

fuse with what is perceived as Other. Lacan suggests that the infant’s first desire for the 

mother signifies the wish to be what mother desires. The encounter with the mirror acts 

as a catalyst, initiating a sense of self-awareness. The child thinks of itself as a subject-in-

making. He hopes to be ‘I’. The child when comes into contact with language he learns 

that the self is fragmentary and identity is just an illusion. “ This realization that the 

image is a fake , that its representation does not fit, is founding experience of alienation 

on which all human subjectivity is based” (Parkin-Gounelas 8).30  

 

According to Lacan the idea of self is always a vision, a fantasy of the wholeness. 

That’s why he refers to this stage as imaginary. The symbolic stage overlaps with the 
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imaginary. Lacan associates the ‘symbolic’ with the language acquisition. Language 

encodes the rules and conventions of a given culture.  This stage imparts social identity. 

Language exists outside the self, like the mirror, in order to provide the self with an 

image of itself, like the mirror. When the child is made conscious that it is separate from 

the world, the idea of the ‘other’ is created.  This is accompanied by a sense of anxiety 

and loss. The child desires a return to the original sense of fullness and non-separation 

that it had in the Real. 

 

Lacan expressed his view of subject in his mathemes where he put a cross over 

‘S’ so that it is conceived only as signification. Subject recognizes himself when there is 

what Fink calls ‘breach in discourse’. As Fink says; “The subject appears only as 

pulsation, an occasional impulse or interruption that immediately dies away or is 

extinguished, ‘expressing itself’, as it does by means of the signifier” (Quoted in Parkin-

Gounelas 41).31 

 

Lacan fused phenomenology and structuralism. Saussure’s insight to language is 

key to Lacan’s theory of self (subject) which is constituted within the domain of language 

and at the same time retains some of the phenomenological freedom for the self. Lacan 

uses structuralism but never rejects the possibility of a subject. “Where Saussure regards 

the relationship between signifier/ signified as being relatively fixed, Lacan argues that 

the signifier can shift in meaning and that the signifier is always provisional” (Makaryk 

397).32 

 

Lacan , in adapting Saussurean linguistics highlighted the primacy given to 

signifier in the psyche by rewriting Saussure’s model of the sign in the form of a quassi-

algebraic sign  in which a capital ‘S’ denoting the signifier is placed over a lower-case 

and italicized ‘s’denoting signified. These two are separated by a horizontal bar. 

 
“This suited Lacan’s purpose of emphasizing how the signified inevitably ‘slips beneath’ the 

signifier, resisting our attempts to delimit it…a double flux marked by streaks of rain’, suggesting 

that this can be seen as illustrating the ‘incessant sliding of the signified under the signifier” 

(Chandler 28).33 
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Lacan’s theory cannot be presented coherently without a discussion of the 

function of language. He has a complete theory of language, which he links with 

subjectivity. He believes that there could not be a human subject without language but 

that the subject cannot be reduced to language. This is a circular relationship in which 

language has privilege. Lacan writes (in the mirror stage) that it is the ability to speak that 

distinguishes the subject. There is no subject independent of language. “He argued that 

the signifiers that a subject speaks, writes or dreams represent that subject. Or, in Lacan’s 

terms; ‘the signifier represents the subject” (Hill 29).34  

 

Lacan is highly critical of those who tend to deny the role of verbal language in 

the constitution of the subject. As Lacan puts it in the 1953 Rome Discourse: ‘Man 

speaks…but it is because the symbol has made him man” (Quoted in Lechte 61). Lacan 

views subject only as a speaking being who is still in the process of being born as his 

interaction with language reconstitutes at every moment of the intercourse with the 

discourse. As he says; “A certificate tells me that I was born. I repudiate this certificate: I 

am not a poet, but a poem. A poem that is being written, even if it looks like a subject” 

(Lacan, quoted in Rabate 13).36  

 

Lacan’s study of Poe shows that he is of the view that literature consists of holes 

and erasures. Lacan deconstructs the word ‘literature’ and shows that it carries two 

contradictory meanings within it at the same time. One is writing and the other is ‘erase’. 

It implies that literature when it inscribes itself it also erases itself. It means that the 

moment of creation of literature is the moment of its undoing or death also. “In Latin the 

plural literae signifies writing, epistle, literature, while literatura comes from the verb 

lino, whose meaning is contradictory since it calls up ‘I smear’, ‘I cover’ or ‘I erase’ ” 

(Quoted in Rabate 33).37 

 

Using Derridean terminology it can be argued that the very category literature that 

holds such a sway over minds and hearts of generations of generations deconstructs itself. 

It is hollow and contradictory. 
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CHAPTER 5 

 

POST-COLONIAL ANALYSIS OF ANGLO-AMERICAN 

LITERARY TRADITION 

 

Post-colonial studies have gone a long way towards decentering and dismantling 

the myths of objectivity, neutrality, and scientificity of the Anglo-American literary 

tradition. Post-colonial theory deriving some of its arguments from poststructuralism,  

Marxism, postmodernism, and feminism has emerged as a powerful emancipatory tool 

for the once colonized peoples, their literatures and cultures. Post-colonial criticism and 

literatures have irreversibly displaced and even marginalized the once omnipotent and 

omnipresent Anglo-American literary tradition. Postcolonial theories have replaced the 

objectivity and universality of the European literature by subjectivity and marginality. 

 

Bill Ashcroft et al. have referred to ‘post-colonial’ to cover “all the culture 

affected by the imperial process from the moment of colonization to the present day” 

(2).1 Postcolonial theory deals with the wide and varied phenomena of the post-colonial 

world. The term ‘postcolonial’ perhaps does not reflect the heterogeneity, and diversity of 

the field that it purports to handle. 

 

“ Postcolonial theory involves discussions about experience of various kinds: migration, slavery, 

suppression ,resistance, representation, difference, race, gender, place and responses to the 

influential master discourses of imperial Europe such as history, philosophy and linguistics and 

the fundamental experiences of speaking and writing by which all these come into being” 

(Ashcroft et al. 2).2 

 

The importance and validity of the postcolonial theories and literatures for the 

peoples of the once colonized third world countries can hardly be exaggerated. 
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Colonization was one of the most horrific experiences that the mankind has ever had. It 

was not just about occupying the foreign territories and exploiting their resources, it was 

about colonizing the lives, minds and psyches of the people and fixing them to a level 

lower than humanity and civilization. 

 

Postcolonial is not just about the history of colonization and its impact on the 

lives of the colonized peoples; rather  it is about the  interrogation all the discursive 

practices which  paved way for the process of colonization and provided it with the 

rationale and justification. The west used all of its intellect, reason and knowledge and 

science to prepare itself for this adventure. The supremacy of the white man in the garb 

of civilization and the inferiority in the name of lack of civilization, values, history and 

rationality were inscribed in discourses which served as ready guides for colonization. 

All the branches of knowledge contributed directly towards inscribing the European 

superior, civilized and rational and the rest of the world inferior, barbarian, and 

pathologically emotional. Postcolonial theory is a composite term which signifies many 

things at the same time. It is a discipline which cuts across the disciplines like 

philosophy, literature, history, anthropology and sociology. It is also a methodology 

which revisits the western metanarratives and discourses to disrupt their stability and 

expose their contradictions. As Mongia says  “postcolonial refers not to a simple 

periodization but rather to a methodological revisionism which enables a wholesale 

critique of Western structures of knowledge and power, particularly those of post-

Enlightenment period” (Mongia 2).3  

 

5.1 DEFINING POSTCOLONIALISM 

 

Defining postcolonialism and delimiting its boundaries has been a contentious 

issues ever since ‘Postcolonial’ has emerged as label for a particular kind of literary and 

cultural movement. The critics do not feel easy about this term. For they believe this term 

does not cover the all the aspects of the colonization. Other terms like ‘The 

Commonwealth Literature’, ‘Third World Literature’ and ‘Tricontinentalism’ have been 

discussed by different critics at different stages of the development of this phenomenon. 
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Some have suggested that ‘neocolonialism’ is a more plausible term as it covers the 

contemporary experience as well. 

 

Ashcroft, at el dismissed ‘The Commonwealth’ tag suggesting that ‘it had 

geographical and political limitations’ and refers to ‘past or present membership of the 

British Commonwealth’ (Ashcroft et al 23)4. ‘The Third World’ tag has political 

connotations. The term Third World has its roots in the ‘Third Estate of the French 

Revolution. The world was divided according to the two major political systems, 

capitalism and socialism, and hence these were the first and second worlds. The third 

world was made up of what was left over: the ‘non-aligned’ nations (Young 16)5. Young 

referring to ‘Tricontinental Conference held in Havana in 1966’ in which members from 

three continents i.e., African, Asia and Latin America participated suggests that  “both 

tricontinental’ and ‘third world’ retain their power because they suggest an alternative 

culture , an alternative  ‘epistemology’, or system of knowledge”( 17-18)6.  Ashcroft et 

al, however , reject the tag ‘The Third World literature’ as ‘limited and pejorative’ and 

suggest that it ‘avoids any reference to colonialism’ (Ashcroft et al 23).7 After discussing 

the pros and cons of the various terms, they suggest ‘the term ‘post-colonial literatures’ is 

finally to be preferred over other terms because it points the way towards a possible study 

of the effects of colonialism in and between writing in English and writing in indigenous 

languages in such contexts as Africa and India, as well as writing in other language 

diasporas (French, Spanish, Portuguese)” (Ashcroft et al 24).8 

 

Loomba supports the use of the term ‘post-colonial’, though conditionally. She 

quotes Hulme who  says that this term is useful generalization to the extent that “it refers 

to a process of disengagement from the whole colonial syndrome, which takes many 

forms and is probably inescapable for all those whose world has been marked by that set 

of phenomenon”( quoted in Loomba 19).9 

 

Many critics especially Africans point to the dehumanizing effect of colonization 

on the colonized people. They contend that colonization was not just an occupation of the 

lands and plunder of resources. As Ama Ata Aidoo says; “Applied to Africa, India and 
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some other parts of the world, ‘post-colonial’ is not only a fiction, but a most pernicious 

fiction, a cover-up of a dangerous period in our people’s lives.” (Quoted in Mongia 1-

2).10 

 

Some critics point out that the post-colonial field is purveyed by the postcolonial 

critics for the benefit of the west. The postcolonial intellectuals writing in the various 

parts of the world seem busy trying to justify their stance to the center. The conscious or 

unconscious preoccupation with the center is characteristic of postcolonialism which is 

hard to wipe out.  Bhabha says that Postcolonialism is increasingly is becoming part of 

the western academy. He says that postcolonial criticism “bears witness to those unequal 

and uneven process of representation by which the historical experience of the once –

colonized Third-World comes to be framed in the West” (Quoted in Mongia 2).11 

 

Aijaz Ahmad takes the writers of The Empire Writes Back to task for including 

United States, Canada, and New Zealand in the postcolonial paradigm and equating them 

with the third world. Commenting on the indiscriminate ‘spatial and temporal 

applications’ of the term post-colonial, Aijaz Ahmad says  “The fundamental effect of 

constructing this globalised transhhistoricity of colonialism is  that we can no longer  

speak of determinate histories of determinate structures such as that of the postcolonial 

state” (Ahmad 283).12 

 

Aijaz stresses that postcolonial theory becomes very disparate and general 

phenomena if it is applied without a concrete referent. Postcolonial theory is dependent  

on its referent for its approaches and methodologies. Inclusion of the settlers colonies in 

the postcolonial is tentamount to denying the spirit of postcoloniality. 

Arif Dirlik focuses on the ‘multiplicity of the meanings’ of the term postcolonial 

and enunciates three important of uses of the term as under; 

a) as a literal description of conditions in formerly colonial societies, in which case 

the term has concrete referents, as in postcolonial societies or postcolonial 

intellectuals; 
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b) as a description of a global condition after the period of colonialism, in which 

case the usage is somewhat more abstract and less concrete in reference, 

comparable in its vagueness to the earlier term Third World 

c) As a description of a discourse on the above-named condition that is informed by 

the epistemological and psychic orientations that are products of those conditions. 

 

Dirlik stresses that “even at its most concrete, the significance of postcolonial 

is not transparent because each of its meanings is overdetermined by the others” 

(Dirlik 296).13 

 

Stephen Slemon in his famous essay ‘The Scramble for Post-Colonialism’ has 

spelled the different ways in which the term postcolonial is used. They are as under; 

 

1) a critique of totalizing forms of western historicism 

2) as a portmanteau term for a retooled notion of ‘class’. 

3) as a subset of both postmodernism and poststructuralism 

4) as the name for a condition of nativist longing in post-independence national 

groupings 

5) as a cultural marker of non residency for a Third – World intellectual cadre 

6) as the inevitable underside of a fractured and ambivalent discourse of colonialist 

power 

7) As an oppositional form of ‘reading practice 

8) As the name for a category of literary activity which sprang from a new and 

welcome political energy going on within what used to be called 

‘Commonwealth’ literary studies (Slemon 47).14 

Anne Mcclintock in her famous essay ‘The Angel of Progress: Pitfalls of the 

Term ‘Post-Colonialism’ contends that the term ‘post-colonial is hegemonic in itself. 

Though it seeks to be subversive and emancipatory in its strategies for countering the 

cultural aftermath of the colonization, it ends up endorsing the primacy of 

colonization as decisive marker of history. She says that the term postcolonial theory 
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is too one dimensional and fails to account for multiplicity of the histories, cultures 

and experiences of the vastly diverse postcolonial world. She says that in postcolonial 

term “the world’s multitudinous cultures are marked, not positively by what 

distinguishes them, but by a subordinate, retrospective relation to linear, European 

time” (Mcclintock 403).15  

 

Ann Mcclintock thus highlighths  some  grave failings of the term post-colonial. 

She says that this term is hardly used to denote the ‘multiplicity’ of the colonized world. 

The term fails to take into account the differences, divergences and heterogeneity of the 

post-colonial peoples and countries. The term is silent on the ongoing experience of 

colonization being perpetrated on the Palestinians, Kashmiris, and the British occupied 

Northern Ireland by Israel, India and England. 

5.2 COLONIZATION: EXPLOITATION 

The post-colonial critics discuss colonization as a discursive phenomenon and 

a case of textual politics at best. They ignore the actual referent. The victims of the 

colonization are never mentioned. The magnitude of the atrocities perpetrated on the 

colonized hardly gets a word. Discussing colonization without the history of the 

blood and sweat that went with it is a gross omission. 

Colonization was a profitable business enterprise for the colonizing country. It 

was the major source of every kind of wealth and raw material. The colonizing 

countries made huge fortune out of the adversity and devastation of the colonized 

peoples and their lands. The European countries committed the worst kind of crimes 

against humanity while looting and plundering the helpless and hapless natives.The 

British Empire in  18th and 19th  centuries drew its strength from the wealth that it got 

from its colonies. This wealth allowed Britain to strengthen its position in Europe and 

dictate her terms to the rest of the world. There cannot be a better testimony than 

Churchill’s. He categorically acknowledged that England benefitted greatly from the 

wealth and manpower of her colonies. They provided England wealth and capital to 
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finance the Napoleonic wars. England was able to compete with her European rivals 

only because of her colonial possessions. As he says, 

“Our possession of the West Indies, like that of India…gave us the strength, the support, but 

especially the capital, the wealth, it enabled us to come through the great struggle of the 

Napoleonic Wars, to lay the foundation of that commercial and financial leadership which 

…enabled us to make our great position in the world (quoted in Fryer 4).16 

Churchill’s confession clearly explodes the myths of white man’s burden of civilizing the 

world. Colonization was a purely capitalist and exploitative project that did not have an 

altruistic aims. 

The post-colonial critics though mention slavery as an effect of colonization; they by 

and large remain silent on the pernicious effects of slavery. Slavery is mentioned 

casually. The horrors of slavery are never described. The slavery is mentioned as if it 

were fiction and was not of much consequence once it was over. Nobody focuses on the 

complicity of the philosophers, church and state in this heinous crime. No one draws 

attention to its magnitude and its contribution to the present well being of the European 

countries. The west owes much of its prosperity and accompanying political clout to 

colonization and slavery. Slavery was major factor in the rise of the Europe as a power. 

The slavery was a profitable business. And the contribution that the slaves made to 

agriculture and industry can probably never be measured. A surgeon of Royal African 

Company in 1725 wrote that“the slave trade was a glorious and advantageous 

Trade…the Hinge on which all the Trade of the Globe moves… let every true Briton 

unanimously join to concert Measures, how to center this advantageous Trade in 

England” (quoted in Fryer 13).17 

It is no less than a shock to know that slavery was justified by the philosophers of 

the time. These philosophers talked of humanity, equality and championed the cause 

of humanity otherwise. All these values and rights were for their own people. They 

did not apply to the people of other cultures and races. Strange that philosophers like 

Montesquieu and J S Mill supported slavery and colonization unabashed. As 

Montesquieu said; 

“Having exterminated the peoples of Americas, the Europeans have had to enslave the peoples of 

Africa in order to use them to clear all those lands. If it is impossible for us to assume that these 
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folks are men; for if we supposed that they were men, we would begin to believe that we are not 

Christians” (quoted in Ferro 171-172).18 

The post-colonial theorizing runs the risk of becoming a merely theoretical 

fact caught in cobweb of theoretical interpretation. The post-colonial critics and 

theorists must keep recalling the harsh and brutal history of colonization, its various 

manifestations in actual lives; and its particular actual practices rather than general 

references without specific referents. 

Sugar plantation was the toughest of all tasks and demanded hard physical 

labour. The white cultivators did not care to plough the lands with ploughs and 

bullocks for cultivation. This would have been costly. The human labour was cheap. 

So the human beings were used instead of animals. The land was prepared with hoes. 

This needed a hell of hard work and must have resulted in the worst excruciating 

pain. The laborers must have groaned and moaned and even died on the fields. But 

who cared, they were only slaves and not humans. This did not end here; those who 

worked in industry did not have a different fate either. They too suffered; perhaps the 

word ‘suffering’ loses its significance when it is used in connection with slaves. As a 

Jamaica’s lieutenant-governor’s wife Lady Nugent wrote in 1802 that the slaves 

worked for twelve hours daily without any rest or respite. They were punished for 

their laziness and inefficiency. A hatchet was always ready to cut off the limb caught 

up in the mill. As he writes about such an eventuality “ he shewed me a hatchet, that 

was always ready to sever the whole limb, as the only means of saving the poor 

sufferer’s life” (in Fryer 14).19 

 

The post-colonial critics are generally charitable to America. They do not 

remind America of its horrible slavery-driven past and they hardly blame American 

for its imperialistic despotism in the World affairs. American history is incomplete 

without the narration of the slavery. American economy has its roots in the sweat and 

blood of the slaves. At the time of civil war there were four million slaves working as 

animals in American fields and industry. America owes its rise to power to slavery, if 

not wholly, partially at least. Blood and sweat of twelve generations of slaves laid the 

foundation of American empire.  “The slave trade and the products created by slaves’ 
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labor, particularly cotton, provided the basis for America’s wealth as a nation 

underwriting the country’s industrial revolution and enabling it to project its power 

into the rest of the world” (Horton and Horton 7).20 

Voltaire commenting on the slave trade said that slaves were five times 

cheaper than animals. He admits that slaves were treated very badly and there was no 

escape for them. “We feed them poorly. If they want to escape we cut off one their 

legs and we make them use their hands to turn the sugar mills, after they have their 

received a wooden leg” (Voltaire, quoted in Ferro 172).21 

Whereas the philosophers like Mill and Carlyle were inspired by a jingoistic 

nationalism, Karl Marx had no such compulsion. Marx as philosopher is considered the 

champion of the downtrodden and poor working classes. His emphasis is on putting an 

end to exploitation and bringing equality in all the spheres of life. It is hard to believe that 

even Marx supported colonization of India which prior to the advent of colonization had 

its own history, culture and a level of progress in agriculture and industry and was 

certainly not in ruins and did not need intervention of the colonization for its existence 

and survival. Marx says “Can mankind fulfill its destiny without a fundamental 

revolution in the social state of Asia? If not, whatever may have been the crimes of 

England she was the unconscious tool of history in bringing about the revolution” 

(quoted in Loomba 21).22 

John Ruskin also did not fail in his obligation to his mother land when he preached 

rapid colonization for making England a power to reckon with. As he said that England 

“must found colonies as fast and as far as she is able… and there teaching these her 

colonists that their chief virtue is to be fidelity to their country, and that their first aim it 

to be to advance the power of England by land and sea” (quoted in Fhlathuin 27).23 

5.3 DEHUMANIZING EFFECTS OF COLONIZATION 

 

The project of colonization was carried out under the garb of civilizing the 

barbarian. The colonized were regarded as inhuman, and the colonizer posed itself as a 
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well wisher, benefactor and teacher. Through various cultural tools they tried their best 

that they were their liberators and had come to lighten their darkness.  They were also 

made to believe that if the colonizer left, they would fall back into barbarism and 

bestiality. As Fanon says “The colonial mother protects her child from itself, from its 

ego, and from its psychology, its biology and its own unhappiness which is its very 

essence” (Fanon 372).24 

 

Colonization had a pernicious effect on the personality and psyche of the 

colonized. Its worst victims were the blacks and Negroes of Africa who were treated as 

animals.  Humanism brought racism and slavery for the blacks. As Sartre in his preface to 

the Wretched of the Earth says “there is nothing more consistent than a racist humanism 

since the European has only been able to become a man through creating slaves and 

monsters” (cited in Fanon 25).25 Fanon was very clear about the role of humanism in 

constructing the racist methods. The blacks were treated inhumanly and were made to 

think and behave like animals. If ever human personality and psyche were colonized and 

shattered, it was in the case of the blacks. Inferiority complex was inscribed in their 

minds. They were depersonalized. They were alienated from themselves. Racial abuse 

made them the worst people on the earth. As Fanon says “White civilization and 

European culture have forced an existential deviation on the Negro” (Fanon 16).26 The 

Negroes were considered monkeys. “Negro is a stage in the slow evolution of monkey 

into man” (Fanon 17).27 

The white colonizer not only treated the blacks as animals they also described 

them so. They used all the epithets meant for animals for them. They were in no doubt 

that they were dealing with animals. As Fanon says “the terms the settler uses when he 

mentions the natives are zoological terms.  When the settler seeks to describe the native’s 

folly in exact terms he constantly refers to the bestiary” (Fanon 41).28 

Fanon believes that colonization had a degrading effect on the psyche of the 

Negroes. It made the neurotics. Fanon says that colonization created psycho-

existential displacement among the black Africans. 
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“The Negro behaviour makes him akin to an obsessive neurosis type, or, if one prefers, he 

puts himself into a complete situational neurosis. the attitude of the black man toward the 

white , or toward his own race , often duplicates almost completely a constellation of 

delirium, frequently bordering on the region of pathological” (Fanon 60).29  

Race was a politically and economically motivated identity marker in the colonial 

context. The world was divided on the basis of race in this context. The white was 

synonymous with rich and black with poverty and deprivation. “In the colonies economic 

structure is also a superstructure. The cause is consequence; you are rich because you are 

white, you are white because you are rich” (Fanon 39).30 

The impact of colonization on the Africans was the worst as it deprived them of 

their past, displaced their languages and mutilated their personality. The colonizer 

ruthlessly destroyed the self image and identity of the colonized, defining the colonized 

as savage and barbarian. “For colonialism, this vast continent was the haunt of a savage, a 

country riddled with superstitions and fanaticism, destined for contempt, weighed down 

by the curse of God, a country of cannibals – in short, the Negro’s country.”(Fanon 

373).31 

 

Faiz Ahmad Faiz whose credentials as a poet do not need any introduction was 

also a harsh critic of colonization and imperialism. His views regarding colonization are 

little known to the outside world. He was a forerunner of the postcolonial criticism. He 

shares with Fanon the impact of colonization on the societies and cultures of the 

colonized world. He foregrounds Bhabha’s emphasis on hybridity and ambivalence. 

Unlike Bhabha who valorizes hybridity one way or the other Faiz does not see hybridity 

or ‘mixing of cultures’ as a necessity for the third world. His views on these issues are 

more radical than those of many of the later postcolonial critics. As he says “Imperialist 

domination of Asian, African, and Latin American countries was not and could not be a 

passive process of pure political supremacy. It was and it had to be an active process of 

social and cultural deprivation. ” (Faiz 35).32 

One of the colossal acts of barbarisms is the extermination of the original peoples 

from America by the settlers. The original people had remained disconnected from the 
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rest of the world for centuries and they did not know if there existed any other people. 

When they came into contact with the new European invaders they must have been 

shocked to see people of similar shapes but different colors. They probably never knew 

how to handle them. They must have feared them. No one knows their feelings and 

apprehensions. They were primitive people with simple life and basic tools for 

agriculture and defence. They were not in position to defend themselves against the 

settlers who used gun powder and poison to kill them. The original people were brutally 

exterminated with their culture, history, languages and possibilities of life. There is 

hardly anybody to mourn them. The white man with its humanism, renaissance, freedom, 

equality and liberty, human rights and religious tolerance wiped out from the face of 

earth a whole race of indigenous people of multitude numbers. The few of them who 

have somehow survived have become ‘aboriginals’ in their original homes. 

 

As J. Jorge Klore de Alva has shown that the colonial experience was not the 

same for all the original people. Different people have suffered different levels of 

extermination and extinction. The colonizers were after all mavericks and their skill in 

this regard needs to be appreciated! 

 

“In most places, the original inhabitants, who logically grouped themselves into separate cultural 

units (i.e. ethnicities), all but disappeared after contact, wiped out physically by disease and abuse, 

and later, genetically and socially by miscegenation, and lastly, culturally, by the religious and 

political practices of the Europeans and their mixed progeny” (quoted in Loomba 8).33 

 

 

To bring the white settlers of Australia, New Zealand or Canada under the post-

colonial label is to undermine the legitimacy of the post-colonial critique. The post-

colonial criticism seeks to address the issues resulting from the brutal act of colonization 

and the consequent dehumanization of the colonial subject and disintegration of the post-

colonial societies and their cultures. This politically motivated inclusion is double edged. 

It draws attention away from the original people who were systematically killed and 

removed from the history of mankind without a pang of conscience.  These white settlers 

were colonizers in their own right and not the colonized who were abused and enslaved. 

As Loomba says “The white settlers were historically the agents of colonial rule, and 
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their own subsequent development—cultural as well as economic—does not simply align 

them with the colonized peoples.” ( Loomba 9-10).34  

The politics of including the settler colonies in the ambit of postcolonial theory as a 

matter of fact are a conspiracy against the postcolonial theory. The settlers did not face 

any oppression. They did not face genocide. Nor did they economic discrimination.  

Rather they were themselves the colonizers and played active role in the subjugation and 

ethnic cleansing of the native people. Viewed in this perspective the settlers appear no 

different from the colonizers. 

5.4 LANGUAGE AND COLONIZATION 

Contemporary theories of language have made it abundantly clear that human 

personality is constructed by language and language is the biggest reality of life and 

existence. Everything may not be language but there is nothing outside the domain of 

language. 

Language plays vital role in the construction of values and manufacturing of 

reality. Everything is a ‘construct’. Human subjectivity is structured by language. As 

Lacan has suggested that subconscious is structured like langue. Language makes us what 

we are. We see the world as it is because of language. Sapir –Whorf hypothesis and many 

other explorations in the nature and function of language emphasize the sensitivity of role 

of language in human affairs. 

The English colonizers used English language very tactically and to a good effect. 

It is no surprise that the rise of English language coincides with the rise of English 

nationalism and colonization. England would not have succeeded in establishing its 

supremacy and control over the colonized people without the crucial support of English 

language. English language was enforced on the colonized peoples in a very calculated 

manner. The English social and cultural values were inscribed in the minds of the 

colonized people through it. It was taught with brute force in Africa at the cost of the 

original languages and cultures. English language stamped the superiority of the white 

over the blacks and made the blacks feel inferior. English language played an important 
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role in the racism carried out in Africa and elsewhere. As Chris Searle has succinctly 

pointed out that “The English language has been a monumental force and institution of 

oppression and rabid exploitation throughout 400 years of imperialist history. It attacked 

the black person with its racist images and imperial messages” (quoted in Pennycook 

6).35 

Bhabha too acknowledges the role of discourse in the construction of stereotypes 

of racism and describes them as crucial for ruling the colonized. The differences of race 

were institutionalized and implemented through state tools. The stereotypes that reflected 

cultural ideologies became part of social, political and legal discourses. The racial 

theories played an important role in governing the African subjects. As he says;“Racist 

stereotypical discourse, in its colonial moment , inscribes a form of governmentality…. 

By ‘knowing’ the native population in these terms discriminatory and authoritarian forms 

of political control are considered appropriate” (Bhabha 83).36 

Bhabha’s critique of racial discourses suggests that the stereotypes created by 

discourses were not just a matter of representation or a casual affair. Rather they served 

as the bases of the policies that were used to govern the colonized people. The 

stereotypes played the role of guidelines in this connection and made it easier for the 

colonizers to handle the colonized. These discourses were discriminatory and justified the 

discriminatory practices as such. 

 

The colonization would not have achieved any of its goals had colonizer not 

imposed and implanted its own language on the colonized peoples. In certain cases the 

language of the colonizer was forcibly stamped on the colonized people replacing their 

native language permanently, in other cases the colonized people had to learn the 

language of the colonizer for immediate benefits. In such cases the language of the 

colonizers supplanted/replaced the language of the colonized and became a language of 

prestige and the native languages were denigrated. The language of the colonizer offered 

the possibilities of moving up in the social ladder and there were many who were  ready 

to grab this opportunity and to be more loyal and patriotic to their masters than was 

demanded from them. The language of the colonizer promised a bright future and the 
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colonized peoples learned it to please their masters and look like them in some respects at 

least. 

Fanon was especially concerned with the pernicious impact of the language of the 

colonizer on the psyche of the colonized 

 

“ Every colonized people—in other words, every people in whose soul an inferiority complex has 

been created  by the death and burial of its local culture originality—finds itself face to face with 

the language of the civilizing nation; that is, with the culture of the mother country. The colonized 

is elevated above his jungle status in proportion to his adoption of the mother country’s cultural 

standards. He becomes whiter as he renounces his blackness, his jungle” (Fanon 420).37 

 

Ngugi’s stance on the use of English language as a medium of education and 

expression is that of a hardliner rejectionist. Ngugi contends that the language of the 

colonizer should be completely repudiated because it inscribes the colonized as 

irredeemably ‘other’. 

 

Ngugi firmly believed that the nexus between language and culture was very 

strong and culture embodied the history, religion and values of a particular group of 

people. He contends that native culture cannot be described in the imported language or 

conversely the acquisition of a foreign language can never be culture free. As the 

language of the colonizer carries with itself power and prestige it can influence the 

psyche and emotions of the people in a big way. Colonialism imposed itself through 

military conquest on the hand and mental control on the other. The colonized people were 

forced to believe that their culture was inferior. Ngugi says that colonialism achieved its 

goals in two ways. The first step was the destruction and devaluation of the religion, 

culture, history, education and geography of the colonized people. This devaluation 

created inferiority complex among the colonized people. The second step was the 

presentation of the western culture and languages as superior and the only reasonable and 

plausible choice for a civilized conduct. In this the colonizer was able to conquer the 

minds of the colonized people. “The domination of a people’s language by the languages 

of the colonizing nations was crucial to the domination of the mental universe of the 

colonized” (Ngugi 439).38 
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5.5   LITERATURE AND COLONIZATION 

 

The project of colonization was worked out in a very crafty manner and all those 

who were involved in it deserve credit for such a comprehensive scheming. English 

language and literature were especially drafted in to capture the minds and souls of the 

colonized people. The objective was to propagate superiority of the western culture and 

establish its universality at the heart of the cultural project and prepare a subservient class 

among the colonized to act as intermediary for execution of the colonization project. 

Literature was especially singled out, for it was considered that it would be taken just as 

an aesthetic enterprise, depicting human nature which was taken to be universal; and 

further it was found easy to introduce literature in the education system. 

 

“British colonial administrators, provoked by missionaries on the one hand and fears of native 

insubordination on the other, discovered an ally in English literature to support them in 

maintaining control of the natives under the guise of a liberal education”  (Viswanathan 1987: 17, 

quoted in Ashcroft et al. 3).39 

 

The rise of British nationalism, the study of English and the process of 

colonization started in the same time period.  So the growth of the English empire and 

English language and literature coincided with the advent of colonization. Literature was 

used as a means of propaganda for promoting western values and culture as superior to 

the values and culture of the natives. Literature had a far deeper and greater impact on the 

perceptual frame work of the colonized who unconsciously accepted that the natives were 

primitive, savage, and in need of civilization. Thus literature was the most important 

weapon in the cultural arm of the colonization. “Literature was made as central to the 

cultural enterprise of Empire as the monarchy was to its political formation” (Ashcroft et 

al.  3).40 

 

Some critics contend that the project of colonization was the work of a handful of 

businessmen, politicians, and a few bureaucrats and the general public did not back it. 

However, this is not the case. It was supported by all and sundry and the general mood 

was of defending it. As a matter of fact colonization was carried out with such a 

comprehensive propaganda that it was hardly regarded as wrong. “Rather than 
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condemning imperialism on ethical grounds, therefore, the central question was rather 

how prudently and justly to carry it out in the paternalistic interests of ‘civilization’” 

(Boehmer 17).41 

 

English literature has always been valorized for its universalistic assumptions. It 

is considered to embody the soul and spirit of all mankind irrespective of its racial, 

geographical, religious, cultural, linguistic, ethnic, and political diversity. The English 

writers are believed to be above the prejudices of their race, creed, times, and values. The 

human nature is thought to be the same all over the world as it is that of an English man. 

The whole world shares the same weltanschauung as did a white, Christian, capitalist 

male. In the contemporary world, none of these assumptions is tenable. “The concept of 

universalism is one of the particular interests to post-colonial writers because it is this 

notion of a unitary and homogeneous nature which marginalizes and excludes the 

distinctive characteristics, the difference, of post-colonial societies” (Ashcroft et al. 55).42  

 

 

Certain features of English literature appear obviously and unquestionably 

universal and apparently they cannot be disputed. English drama and novel move round 

the cult figure of hero whose rise and fall form the bulwark of the piece. The 

individuality of the hero, his values, his valor and chivalry are the most cherished aspects 

of the work. Then the writers indulge in long descriptive narrations of the natural scenes, 

describing everything so minutely and faithfully as if the writer was just doing 

photography. The works of Hardy and William Golding are obvious examples in this 

regard. The stories usually move round the themes of courtship, romance, love, kiss and 

sex. Viewed in the western perspective it all appears to be natural, universal and even 

objective. But this is not the whole truth. Focus on individuality is only a western, 

capitalist, rationalist and democratic concept and it has no relevance for those peoples 

whose cultures do not share these values. In African culture tribal identity is more 

important and crucial than the individual identity. So their literatures focus more on the 

rise and fall of the fortunes of a tribe than an individual. There are no descriptions of 

natural scenes in African literature as nature is perhaps not as benevolent as it is in the 

west. Romance in Africa is of different kind and intensity as compared to the western 
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culture. Kiss is natural and usual in the western culture but it is virtually unknown or at 

least unimportant in the African culture. Larson says in this connection that  “ the term 

‘universal’ has been grossly misused when it has been applied to the non-western 

literatures, because it has so often been used in a way that it ignores the multiplicity of 

cultural experience” (Larson. 63).43 

 

The pervasive influence of the western culture on the colonized peoples probably 

can never be fully gauged. Whereas it is easy to locate the impact of the western culture 

in political and economic fields it is very difficult to locate its permeation in the 

perceptual frameworks of the colonized peoples. With the advent of poststructuralism, 

postmodernism and feminism the cultural biases and prejudices inscribed in literature 

were readily identified and questioned. The words written on the pages are for everybody 

to read according to his or her perspective. But when the manifestations are not so 

obvious and direct; and are so drenched in ideology and culture that they are taken for 

granted, it becomes difficult to go beyond the aesthetic and universalistic sugar coating 

and find out the harsh ideological and cultural pill lying beyond the consciousness of a 

layman. One such example is mathematics. 

 

Mathematics was never supposed to be culturally- loaded and has always been 

regarded as scientific, neutral, objective or simply mathematical. The very word 

mathematics implies that there is no room for any human agency to interfere in it. It has 

its own rules and dynamics. The evolution of mathematical laws and hypotheses falls 

within the paradigm of mathematics, though triggered and carried out by human beings, 

is above the subjective opinions and positions of the mathematicians. So the 

mathematical truths are taken to be context-free and universal. But, surprisingly perhaps, 

this is not the case “Mathematical ideas, like any other ideas, are humanly constructed. 

They have a cultural history” (Bishop 71).44 

 

Bishop has put forward a strong case to expose the Western mathematics to be as 

much cultural and ideological as are literature and culture. He cites different counting 

systems in Latin American countries, the existence of ‘edge classification’ in Papua New 
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Guinea, which is more linear than hierarchical classification. He further contends that 

mathematics is as pan-cultural phenomenon as are other cultural tools. “Through the three 

media of trade, administration and education, the symbolizations and structures of 

western mathematics would have been imposed on the indigenous cultures just as 

significantly as were those linguistic symbolizations and structures of English, French, 

Dutch” (Bishop 73).45 

  

The Anglo- American literary tradition thrives on assumptions of universality on 

part of its great exponents whose works are characterized as embodying the universal 

human nature and spirit and their characters symbolize the whole of humanity. 

Shakespeare is one such example whose works have never been taken as the product of a 

person who was working only for the royalty, ignoring the problems and plight of the 

millions of his countrymen, who was an English man with all the prejudices of the 

English, who was a Christian with severe reservations against Jews and Muslims or 

whose works chiefly embodied Christian theology and ethics. He was never taken as a 

spokesperson of English nationalism or the one who encouraged colonization. He was 

never interrogated for his abject treatment of female characters in his plays. 

 

“We are often told that what makes Shakespeare or Dante or Goethe ‘great’ is their ability to 

reveal something of ‘the universal human condition.’ Indeed the universality of writers has been 

invoked in literature discussions across the English speaking world as an infallible sign of their 

stature or their ‘seriousness’ ” (Ashcroft et al.  55).46 

 

“The myth of universality is thus a primary strategy of imperial control.” 

(Ashcroft 55).47 

 

Achebe was fully convinced that western literary canon can not account for the 

African literature. The western standards and norms of interpretation of literature and 

especially those of novel are deficient as they cannot truly grasp the difference and the 

diversity of the African literature. The western conception of individual and human 

nature and universality are not relevant to the African literary tradition. “I should like to 

see the word universal banned altogether from discussions of African literature until such 
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a time as people cease to use it as a synonym for the narrow, self –serving parochialism 

of Europe” (quoted Ashcroft 127).48 

 

Postcolonial theorists firmly believe that literature was especially used as an 

ideological and political weapon for inscribing the west and its values as superior in the 

minds and hearts of the colonized peoples. “Texts, more than any other social and 

political products, it is argued, are the most significant instigators and purveyors of 

colonial power and its double, postcolonial resistance” (Gandhi 142).49 

 

The colonial powers right from the beginning were aware of the fact that they 

would not be able to control the multitude of the colonized without brain washing them 

and without capturing their minds. They needed ideological hybrids who could serve as 

intermediary and work against their own people. It is an acknowledged fact now that 

textuality played an important role in strengthening imperialism in the third world. The 

postcolonial critics take the project of colonization as discourse which aimed at defining 

the orient through representational codes of signs, codes and conventions. 

 

5.6   SAID’S ORIENTALISM 

 

Edward said is credited with bringing criticism and scholarship out of drawing 

room  academic discussions to bear upon the harsh realities of life and politics. He 

strongly believed that the critics by ignoring the worldliness of art and literature miss a 

vital point of the existence of these arts. Said using Foucault’s genealogical and 

archaeological methods of revisionist studies have shown how the western philosophy of 

reason and enlightenment paved way for colonization.“Said betrays an uneasy 

relationship with Marxism, a specifically poststructuralist and anti-humanist 

understanding of the continuity between colonial power and Western knowledge.”  

(Gandhi 64)50 

 

Said’s Orientalism was particularly influential in exposing the biased 

representation of the ‘Orient’ in Western writers. He contends that Orientalism is not a 
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fabricated construct and a representational fraud. It is a discourse that is shaped with the 

help of different fields of knowledge and distorts the reality of the orient through filtered, 

doctored, exaggerated, underestimated and categorical terms generally relying on 

sweeping generalizations which have no counterpart in real orient except for a few 

individual, incidental and accidental occurrences that can happen in any part of the world. 

 

“On the one hand, Orientalism acquired the Orient as literally and as widely as possible; on the 

other, it domesticated this knowledge to the west, filtering it through regulatory codes, 

classifications, specimen cases, periodical reviews, dictionaries, grammars, commentaries, 

editions, translations, all of which together formed a simulacrum of the Orient and reproduced it 

materially in the west.  ” (Said 166)51 

 

The two hundred years of work in various fields of representation and 

communication allowed the west to study and construct the orient as they desired it to be. 

The favorite method was to quote from the earlier works, passages, and fabricated stories 

and turn them into an ‘objective’ and ‘scientific’ account.  “Orientalism is after all a 

system for citing works and authors” (Said 23).52 

 

The Orientalist never tried to have a correct picture of what the orient in fact was. 

The difference of the orient from the occident was ignored and the people of the orient 

were branded as romantic, emotional, sexy, corrupt and superstitious. All this blame 

game was not carried out without any reference to a past authority.  “The legitimacy of 

such knowledge as Orientalism was during the 19thC stemmed not from religious 

authority, as had been the case before the Enlightenment but from what we call the 

restorative citation of antecedent authority” (Said 176).53 

 

The intellectual and political complicity of the Western intellectuals and 

politicians went hand in hand in converting the orient from an independent territory to a 

manageable, controllable colony. Without this Orientalist enterprise west might not have 

achieved its nefarious objectives in the shape of brutal and exploitative colonization. 

“What was important in the latter 19thC was not whether the West had penetrated and 

possessed the Orient, but rather how the British and French felt that they had done it” 

(Said 211).54 
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Leela Gandhi is thus justified when she says “(Orientalism), it directs attention to 

the discursive and textual production of colonial meanings and, concomitantly, to the 

consolidation of colonial hegemony” (Gandhi 64-65).55 Mongia also shares similar views:  

“The burden of postcolonial theory, therefore, is the burden of western philosophy, a 

rethinking of the very terms by which knowledge has been constructed” (Mongia 5).56 

 

Said’s Orientalism proved an iconoclast text which shattered many of the myths 

of the western knowledge. It undoubtedly unmasked the western scholarship and it 

introduced a whole new set of revisionist studies which re- read the western literary and 

non-literary texts and brought to fore the inherent cultural and ideological prejudices and 

biases of the white man. Orientalism kindled an emancipatory movement which rid the 

thought and knowledge of its over arching assumptions of objectivity and universality. It 

created euphoria among the many writers and critics. Commenting on Orientalism’s 

influence on the latter scholarship Pathak says; 

 

“To deconstruct the text, to examine the process of its production, to identify the myths of 

imperialism structuring it, to show how the oppositions on which it rests are generated by political 

needs at given moments in history, quickened the text to life in our world ( Pathak et al. 195 

quoted in Gandhi 65).57 

 

Said’s Orientalism has been criticized on many grounds. Some critics contend that 

it establishes a paradigmatic relation between the occident and the orient and in the 

process justifies the binaries. He is further accused of ignoring the various resistance 

movements which from the very introduction of colonialism resisted it and countered it. 

Similarly it is also argued that Orientalism ignores the difference, alterity and diversity of 

the orient. Said is also criticized for registering and documenting the orient as stereotype 

with such scholarship that it proves counterproductive and presents the west itself as a 

stereotype. It also ignores the diversity of the west as well. “If Orientalism is a limited 

text, then it is so primarily because it fails to accommodate the possibility of difference 

within Oriental discourse.” (Gandhi 79)58 
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5.7 POST-COLONIAL: IMPERIALISM AND GLOBALIZATION 

The post-colonial critics’ residency and fidelity to the cause of post-coloniality 

have always raised many questions. Most of the post-colonial critics are either educated 

in the western academy or living in the west. They enjoy a clout as post-colonial 

intelligentsia and are no longer compradors. They are actually out of touch with their own 

mother countries and derive their significance from the fact of their living in the west and 

getting published there. Being trained in the disciplines of the center, they can not go 

beyond them.  This is the reason that most of these critics end up supporting the western 

agenda at the cost of their own people. 

The American academy supports the discipline of postcoloniality because it does 

not directly concern it. The postcolonial critics hardly talk of (ab)original peoples and 

slavery and they are silent on American imperialism. So there is no moral compunction 

on the part of Americans in their support for this subject where it is just  another 

discipline. 

The post-colonial critics are also silent on the role of capitalism in colonization. 

Colonization was above all a capitalistic phenomenon. It was carried out for material 

ends and not for any altruistic purposes. As Ashcroft says ‘The centuries – long advance 

of European modernity had been radically accelerated during the eruption of capital-

driven, late-nineteenth-century imperialism” (1).59  

The complicity of the postcolonial critics in overlooking the economic issues 

involved in the project of colonization is baffling. The post-colonial critics have been 

phallocentric in their critiques. The women were also the victims of colonization. Except 

Spivak, no other critic has focused on  the plight of women in the aftermath of 

colonization with such dexterity. 

American imperialism in the wake of globalization poses even a bigger threat to 

the post-colonial world. America’s political and economic designs go far beyond those of 

colonizers. American imperialism is more cunning and subtle than colonization. The 

post-colonial nations battered by the colonization experience are still struggling to 
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develop their own political and social institutions. They are in double trouble. On the one 

hand there are western political discourses of democracy and election; on the other hand 

are ground realities which do not necessarily warrant these idealistic solutions. The post-

colonial worlds are complex with numerous problems and contradictions. Local problems 

warrant local solutions. The post-colonial critics must not get their feet off the ground in 

their quest to rise to the western standards. The dictum: Think globally and act locally 

cannot deliver. Local problems warrant local solutions. 
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CHAPTER 6 

 

SHAKESPEARE IN POSTCOLONIAL PERSPECTIVE 

 

Shakespeare was a child of renaissance and his works are its product. Shakespeare 

embraced renaissance in all its complexity and variety and described it with great fidelity. 

His works capture the historical, social, cultural, political, religious and racial tensions of 

his age and preserve them for the posterity. Shakespeare was the progeny of Greek 

civilization and Christian religion and the spokesperson of the Elizabethan age marked by 

growing global interests, religious controversies and racial encounters. Islam, east, 

Moors, blacks, Turks, red Indians and Irish became the focal points of the Elizabethan 

intellectual and political discourses. He portrayed moors and blacks in the typical 

Elizabethan tradition set by Peele, Dekker and Heywood. He portrayed Jews in the 

Christian religious and cultural tradition. He ventured in orientalism exciting the 

imagination and passion of his countrymen for exploration and colonization. He acted as 

an English man responding to the religious, political and cultural politics of English 

throne and empire. He treated Irish and European rivals of England as others and 

portrayed them negatively.  Gender discrimination is inbuilt in his plays. Shakespeare 

encompassed the temper and ethos of his age to perfection ossifying historical, religious, 

political and racial controversies. Shakespearean plays were incorporated in the humanist 

educational projects of imperialism and colonization for educating and civilizing the 

barbarians of the colonized countries.  The western critics focus on universal human 

values and objective representation of human nature in his plays. The postcolonial critics 

object to Shakespeare’s status as the champion of universal human values and condemn 

him for his role in the cultural domination of the once colonized world. The recent 
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appropriations of Shakespearean plays in the third world have also put a big question 

mark over the traditional tag value of Shakespeare.  

 

6.1 SHAKESPEARE IN ORDINARY DAYLIGHT 

  

Shakespeare’s mysterious influence as dramatist has something to do with the 

mystery surrounding his life as well. There are so many ghost stories about the actual 

author of the plays attributed to Shakespeare.  The Shakespeare who is generally credited 

with writing the plays was illiterate and anonymous person, with nobody really aware of 

the details of his life. His strange signatures on his will are a proof of his lack of 

education.  A person who could not even sign properly could not have written the plays 

which exhibit such a great knowledge of history, Greek mythology and geography. The 

wisdom and wit present in his plays also puzzles the readers. There is a long list of 

persons who might have written these plays. Francis Bacon, Henry Neville, Marlowe, 

Edward de Vere, and William Stanley are among the notable names which are frequently 

floated as authors of these plays. All this controversy surrounding the identity of 

Shakespeare makes him more mysterious.  

 

The biographers and critics generally fail to establish a link between 

Shakespeare’s life and work. There is hardly any credible evidence in the life history of 

Shakespeare to suggest the making of the great writer that he was. The critics celebrate 

the Shakespeare’s writing but fail to mention that it could be a collaborative or corporate 

writing. Hardly did anyone write plays alone in Shakespeare’s time, nor did Shakespeare. 

The sources of his plays are generally mentioned but the extent of borrowing is never 

discussed. The Globe is presented as centre of learning and entertainment but the exact 

location of the Globe amid brothels is overlooked. His plays are full of vulgar sexual 

puns and filth but all this gross indecency is glossed over.  The postcolonial and 

postmodern critics have started looking at those aspects of Shakespeare’s work which 

have remained unattended so far and have discovered plenty of gray matter in his works 

to put him in an uncharitable position. 
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It is very important to present Shakespeare in his ordinary life to put his works in 

the proper context. The best way to approach Shakespeare’s life and work is to look for 

his biographies which have been written by those who have derived their evidence from 

credible sources. One such attempt has been made by Marchette Chute (1949). She has 

written a wonderful biography of Shakespeare ‘Shakespeare of London.’ She has not 

tried to romanticize Shakespeare’s life. Her approach to Shakespeare can be gauged from 

her comment: “He was once life size, and this is an attempt at a life sized-portrait” (Chute 

ix).1 

Chute has based her biography of Shakespeare on the evidence of those who lived 

and worked with him. Her approach is objective and dispassionate and she does not seem 

to be influenced by the aura surrounding Shakespeare as dramatist. This is what she says 

about her approach towards her work:“I have used no evidence that is dated later than 

1635” (Chute xi).2  She has extended the testimony beyond  Shakespeare’s death is 

because of Cuthbert Burbage. He was the last man who had worked with Shakespeare. 

 

Chute says that Shakespeare was born at Stratford where the conditions of life 

were still that of medieval ages. The church ruled the daily life of people. The inhabitants 

of Stratford were fined if they did not attend Church services on Sundays along with their 

family members and servants. The government officials ensured that people observed the 

Act of Uniformity. 

 

Shakespeare attended Grammar School where Latin grammar was the main 

subject. Ovid’s Metamorphosis was the most popular course book. The students at 

Grammar School usually learnt it quite efficiently. This knowledge of Ovid helped 

Shakespeare in his later life. 

 

“Nearly all the mythology that Shakespeare knew came from Ovid’s 

Metamorphoses, as did that of most of his fellow writers” (Chute 16).3 One thing that 

worked well for Shakespeare in his later life was emphasis on memorizing quotations at 

Grammar School. The students were required to cram the quotations and allusions and 

keep ‘a commonplace book’ as handy reference source. Thus much of Shakespeare’s 
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learning had to do with the schooling at Grammar School. An average boy at Grammar 

School normally possessed a great deal of Latin and was a master of quotations. “When a 

boy had completed the curriculum of the grammar school in Stratford, he would have his 

head well stocked with the principles of Latin grammar and also with a miscellaneous 

collection of quotations from Latin authors.” (Chute 20) 4 The quotations thus crammed 

were used in speech and writing. Moreover it was a common practice in Shakespeare’s 

time to keep a commonplace book to keep a record of the quotations from different 

sources.  

  

The emphasis on memorizing the quotations and allusions was an established 

practice in Shakespeare’s school days. The students had to cram a lot of material to 

succeed in the examinations and excel among the class fellows in the quotation 

competitions. This fact is supported by Miola as well. He says, 

 

“The emphasis on memory in Elizabethan grammar schools also conditioned readers and writers. 

Students memorized hundreds, perhaps thousands, of Latin lines and constructions. The extensive 

cultivation of memory created a literary culture of quotations and allusions, wherein the classics 

and the Bible served as a common repository of significant reference” (Miola 3).5 

 

Thus the presence of quotations, references and allusions in Shakespeare’s plays 

is not a matter of scholarship and learning rather it is an act of reference throwing 

mastered at Grammar School. Actually it is this presence of quotations and allusions in 

Shakespeare’s plays that baffles the critics who assume that Shakespeare with modest 

education could not have written these plays and they must have been written by some 

university educated writer. “In 1944 T.W. Baldwin demolished such arguments by 

demonstrating that the great majority of Shakespeare’s quotations, allusions, and 

references derive from the standard books and curriculum of an Elizabethan grammar 

school” (Miola 3-4).6 

 

Critics are generally silent on Shakespeare’s entry into theater life. Shakespeare’s 

entry into theatre life was not accidental. Stratford was popular for its fairs and people 

would come from far off areas to watch the fairs and entertain themselves. There were 

regular stage productions at Stratford as well. Shakespeare’s father was High Bailiff. He 
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was entrusted with the task of hosting the acting companies. This provided Shakespeare 

to meet the stage people at an early age and he must have been inspired by them.“Since 

William Shakespeare was the son of one of the most prominent of the Council members 

he probably always had a good place to see and hear.” (Chute 22).7 

 

Shakespeare’s marriage with Anna Hathaway shows that he was not a 

precociously wise person. His marriage shows his failings as a human being. His 

marriage created considerable problems for his family and especially for his father who 

had to give his consent to marriage before the court of law otherwise the marriage would 

have been declared null and void and young Shakespeare would have courted trouble. His 

married life was also not a good one. Shakespeare spent most of his life away from his 

wife. While he lived and worked at London, Anna did not accompany him and stayed 

back at Stratford for no obvious reasons. “ Not only was Shakespeare a minor and in no 

position to assume the support of a family, but his bride was eight years older than he was 

and the child was born six months after the wedding” (Chute 49).8 

 

Shakespeare lived in London which was not an ideal city in his times. It offered a 

dreary look. Its roads and streets were dirty. There were disease, plague and madness in 

the city. The crime rate was high and the public punishment like hanging or burning alive 

was a common scene. Poverty made life miserable. Age expectancy was very low. 

Literary rate was deplorable. There was hardly anything that could be counted as bright, 

beautiful or glamorous. Critics presenting Shakespeare in supernatural glow never 

mention these harsh and ugly facts of his age. Strangely Shakespeare never wrote about 

the harsh and rugged life of Elizabethan England. 

 

Shakespeare never wrote any play concerning contemporary political and social 

life and its problems. He always selected old stories and set them in remote past. He 

always selected popular stories which were available in print in his time. As no popular 

story about contemporary life was available to him in print form, he did not write about 

it. Writing something original and without a definite source was not a Shakespearean 

practice. 
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“Shakespeare was almost the only playwright of the period who saw no need to comment on 

contemporary Londoners in his plays, and he did not share Hamlet’s view that a playwright should 

chronicle his own times…when he wrote a play about England he set it in prehistoric Britain and 

called it King Lear” (Chute 49). 9 

 

‘Wheel’ in Wilson Knight’s famous book ‘The Wheel of Fire’ on Shakespeare 

was an important source of fire for Shakespeare. ‘The Reading Wheel’ was a popular 

machine in Shakespeare’s time. It afforded many advantages. One could place a number 

of books on the wheel and compare a particular item in different sources simultaneously 

without much botheration. The wheel was a very popular device in Shakespeare’s time. It 

helped those who wanted to study some issue or item across the books instead studying a 

book in detail. It thus encouraged superficial and cursory reading instead of a scholarly 

in-depth rigorous reading. “They (Elizabethans) read analogically, i.e. across texts, as 

well as logically. The impulse to read analogically and collect parallels everywhere 

shows itself in Shakespeare’s work” (Miola 4).10 

 

There is no secret about presence of bawdy jokes and explicit sexuality in 

Shakespeare’s plays. The presence of every kind of obscenity in Shakespeare’s plays 

generally goes unnoticed or is glossed over as merely accidental. What is generally 

ignored is the fact that his plays have sex as subtext. There is nothing in the sexual 

vocabulary that is missing in his plays. One is wonderstruck by Shakespeare’s use of 

such a vulgar language in his plays. As Paul Kiernan argues, 

 

“It is quite amazing how little attention has been given to Shakespeare’s vulgar, lewd, downright 
filthy puns. His plays and poems are stuffed with the kind of double entendres and obscene 

wordplay that would make our most risqué-up comics blush. Puns on cunt, sodomy, VD, 

masturbation, semen, same-sex fucking, male whores, female whores, impotence—you can find 

all of them in nearly every play” (Kiernan 12).11 

 

Kiernan has done some remarkable work by decoding the double verbal play in 

Shakespearean plays which are loaded with sexual stuff. The apparently innocuous words 

which seem to have no reference to sexuality had double meaning in Shakespeare’s time. 

Shakespeare’s audience was aware of the double pun and enjoyed themselves with what 

characters were actually saying. The Globe was located in liberty which was a taboo area 
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in Shakespeare’s time and was generally   frequented by people without much education. 

They did not have much interest in the philosophical and psychological implications 

which later critics have thrust upon Shakespeare. They were interested in only fun and 

entertainment, generally the rough and coarse entertainment which satisfied their 

curiosity. Shakespeare was a master entertainer and he never disappointed them. Kiernan 

has a prepared a list which shows Shakespeare’s versatility in describing sex. As she 

says, 

  

“In addition to his relatively well-known synonyms for and about female genitals such as ring, 

rose, and thing, there are more than 180 others. A good many of these terms were also applied to 

the male genitals. As well as our familiar cock, prick, and balls, there are more than 200 words for 

male genitals. There are also more than 700 punning words and phrases on sex” (Kiernan 29).12 

 

Shakespeare’s was lucky not only with critics but also with editors. His editors 

have always shown more concern about his plays than Shakespeare himself did. These 

editors have replaced a large number of filthy and sexual words with decent ones. The 

editors who have always been concerned about Shakespeare’s reputation have always 

acted promptly in every age to weed out obnoxious words and phrases and sometimes 

sentences and paragraphs from his plays.  His plays were censored by editors even in his 

life time. 

 

“Among his filthiest lines are Mercutio’s insult about Rosaline: ‘O Romeo, that she were, O that 

she were/An open –arse, and thou a popp’ring pear’ (‘O’ – vagina; ‘popp’ring” –pop her in). One 

edition, printed in his lifetime, replaced ‘open-arse’ with ‘open Et Caetera’, and later one left a 

blank: ‘open, or –‘, so censorship of Shakespeare’s plays began when he was still writing his 
plays. Eighteenth –century editors cut the line out altogether” (Kiernan 29). 13 

 

Shakespeare’s sonnets are equally loaded with sexuality with overt expressions 

pertaining to homosexuality. The sonnets addressed to the Young Man make a very 

uneasy reading. Teaching these sonnets to the students in class rooms becomes the most 

taxing job. There so much of vulgarity that they do not make a decent study. Critics 

preoccupied with preserving Shakespeare’s reputation have even changed the male 

pronouns with female pronouns. 

 

“One editor  thought it ‘impossible’ to read the love Sonnets addressed to a Young Man ‘without 

an equal mixture of disgust and indignation’, and another changed all the pronouns in these poems 
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from he to she , so that the Poet’s expressions of love were all safely addressed to a woman”  

(Kiernan 29-30)14 

 

6.2 SHAKESPEARE MAGNIFIED 

 

Shakespeare’s rise to idolatry and bardolatry was paved by neo-classical critics 

who treated the hero in fiction as a living person, having his own motives for action in the 

play. The internationalization of action in the wake of the psychological studies 

intellectualized the character. The tragic flaw became moral flaw and tragic pity and fear 

were replaced by admiration and commiseration. These changes in attitude towards 

tragedy, tragic hero, tragic action and tragic flaw changed the whole conception of 

tragedy. One of the major beneficiaries of the critical approach was Shakespeare whose 

tragedy assumed a new magnified dimension. His characters became individuals having 

their own personal lives, motives, likings and disliking. 

 

Another factor that contributed to Shakespeare’s rise to such a great status was the 

rise of British nationalism which was accompanied by rise of English language and 

expansion of British interests across the globe. Shakespeare’s inclusion in curriculum in 

the third world along with staging of his important plays in the third world fantasized the 

third world’s educated elite. Shakespeare became more popular than the Kings and 

queens and his influence became more pervasive than any other English man, living or 

dead 

 

Dr Johnson credited Shakespeare with describing the human nature. His criticism 

of Shakespeare went a long way towards establishing Shakespeare’s hegemony as the 

best writer in the world. He described Shakespeare as a poet of nature. Nature was 

regarded as universal, fixed and stable. His characters were turned into super individuals 

who felt and spoke for the whole of world irrespective of differences of religion, region, 

race, class and gender. As he says; 

 

“Nothing can please many, and please long, but just representations of general nature. Shakespeare 

is above all writers… the poet of nature; the poet that holds upto his readers a faithful mirrour of 
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manners and life… In the writings of other poets a character is too often an individual; in those of 

Shakespeare it is commonly a species” (cited in  Parker xi).15 

 

The effect of Dr Johnson’s characterization of Shakespeare as a poet of nature 

was phenomenal. The focus on nature made Shakespeare representative of general 

humanity. Nature was valorized as unchanging, permanent and same all over the world. If 

Shakespeare depicted general human nature and addressed general human nature, his 

audience was the whole world. He in this way was made to represent the whole world. 

His characters were declared as more than individual, they were termed species.i.e, they 

were ‘universal individuals’ and as such they partook whole of the world.  It was this 

attitude towards Shakespeare’s plays and characters that made it easy for the colonial 

policy makers to enlist Shakespeare in colonial cultural warfare. 

 

A C Bradley in his landmark book ‘Shakespearean Tragedy’ further cemented 

‘character-criticism’ by focusing on Shakespearean characters as individuals and 

analyzing their motives as if they were human beings having their own independent life. 

He says that Shakespearean tragedy “is pre-eminently the story of one person, the ‘hero’, 

or at most of two, the ‘hero’ and ‘heroine’” (Bradley 2).16 This focus on person draws 

attention away from the other significant issues with which these ‘persons’ deal. This 

focus on ‘person’ of the play led to interpretation of the play without recourse to the 

materiality of the play. The result is supernatural criticism strewn around Shakespearean 

plays with such ingenuity that it becomes difficult to extricate what Shakespeare himself 

said. 

 

Harold Bloom has emerged as an apologist of the western culture and civilization 

in the wake of modern literary theory and post-colonial theory. One of his primary 

concerns is to protect Shakespeare’s reputation as champion of human nature and 

representative of the whole world. His defense of Shakespeare is based more on rhetoric 

and less on facts. He equates Shakespeare with Christ and refuses to admit that 

Shakespeare can be confined to his context. 

 

“Shakespeare’s influence overwhelming on literature has been even larger on life… Scholars who 

wish to confine Shakespeare to his context—historical, social, political, economic, rational, and 
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theatrical—may illumine particular aspects of the plays, but are unable to explain the 

Shakespearean influence on us, which is unique, and which cannot be reduced to Shakespeare’s 

own situation, in his time and place” (Bloom, back cover).17 

 

Harold Bloom describes Shakespeare as ‘The Invention of the Human’. It is 

strange that Bloom finds Shakespeare impeccable despite the evidence contrary to it. 

Shakespeare’s tales were all imaginary and were not based on real life and all of his 

characters were fictional and were not drawn from real life. This is an established fact 

that Shakespeare did not concern himself with issues of contemporary life in England. 

Shakespeare’s plays were the product of a particular age and they were directed towards a 

particular audience. They were never written for international audience and they did not 

share the concerns of people living all over the world in all ages to come. If Bloom does 

not find racism, capitalism, condemnation of women in Shakespeare’s plays and if he is 

determined to portray a rosy picture about Shakespeare and his plays, he may continue to 

do so at his own risk. He is already becoming irrelevant in the current intellectual and 

political milieu. 

 

6.3 SHAKESPEARE: DISSENTING NOTES FROM WITHIN 

ACADEMY 

 

There are many critics within the Anglo-American academy who are not 

convinced by Dr Johnson’s and A C Bradley’s criticism of Shakespeare’s plays. These 

critics believe that both of these two critics are mainly responsible for throwing a veil on 

Shakespeare’s plays which does not allow the readers a direct and true access to his 

plays. Unless Shakespeare is studied ignoring Johnsonian and Bradleyean critical 

tradition, true nature and meaning of Shakespearean plays cannot be realized. 

 

J.I.M. Stewart contends that if we follow Dr Johnson we have to believe that 

Shakespeare’s characters are men and the world of his characters is our world. His books 

are books of life and store house of human experiences. All of his diversified characters 

in whatever roles they may be and whatever their preoccupations may be, they are moral 

or elicit some moral lesson which applies to everyone. “Johnson sees no great difficulty 
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in the fact that these intensely real people of Shakespeare’s are involved in some rather 

unreal fables” (Stewart 116).18Stewart thus smashes Johnsonian criticism to the ground 

and exposes it to be baseless and pretentious. He further suggests that critics ignore the 

fact that Shakespeare was an English man who was writing keeping in line with the 

prevalent conditions and was responding to the society in which he was living. He 

laments that Shakespeare is being studied without giving due attention to the 

circumstances of his life and conditions of his work. He has always been studied without 

being placed in proper context. “Any marked feeling for Shakespeare as an Elizabethan, 

as a man developing and writing within particular theatrical conventions. Criticism 

concerned itself, very confidently, with absolute and not with historical judgments.” 

(Stewart 117).19 

 

Bradley’s focus on psychology of Shakespeare’s men and not characters has also 

come under sharp gaze. Shakespeare’s plays were written and performed from scene to 

scene and they were performed by actors who probably did not always convey what the 

writer wanted to convey. Things on stage happen quickly and haphazardly. In 

Shakespeare’s days theatres were not good enough for realistic presentation of plays. 

There was hardly any scenery. The characters could be seen hustling, jostling and 

grappling while playing their roles. The plays were generally meant to be listened and not 

to be seen. The focus was on word play and the impact moved from one scene to another. 

The audience generally would not remember all the earlier subtle mental conditions of 

characters and analyze the changes in psychology of various characters with the benefit 

of the knowledge of psychologists. “For Bradley, as for Johnson, Shakespeare’s heroes 

are men. But now they are men realized for us, in the two-hour traffic of the stage, in the 

richest and most delicate psychological detail” (Stewart 117-118).20 

 

If Shakespeare’s plays are studied without the coloring of the critics, one would 

find that they are not as psychologically developed and morally ennobling as they are 

made out to be. They do not have their own independent life histories and they are not 

living beings still living with us. Stewart takes a strong exception to Bradley and suggests 

that the Shakespearean characters that he discusses are not Shakespeare’s rather they are 
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his own. “Really attend to Shakespeare’s plain text, disregard the mass of anachronistic 

subtlety that has long been projected upon it, and you will find no elaborately developed 

psychological studies and not many genuine human predicaments” (Stewart 118).21 

 

Critics generally ignore the conditions in which Shakespeare worked and the 

audience he was entertaining. Shakespeare’s writing technique has never been fully 

explored. It is generally ignored that drama writers such as Shakespeare were primarily 

actors who were supposed to prepare the plays as well. The actor-cum-writers usually did 

not have much time to think about their plays. They definitely did not have theories of 

drama before them to guide them. They probably never studied Aristotle’s poetics. So 

they could not have applied it. The general practice was to select a story already written 

or performed and transform it to the needs of the time. The writers wrote from scene to 

scene and there must have been time gaps in the writings of different scenes. Writing was 

often collaborative and many times work of more than two writers. There was no concept 

of easy chair scholarly writing. Many of inconsistencies which are found in 

Shakespeare’s plays are the result of these writing practices. This is one reason that 

critics find contradictions in depiction of almost all of his characters. None of 

Shakespearean plays is a whole or unity or follows Aristotelian unities of time, place and 

action. Another fact that is often ignored is the audience of the plays at that time. Globe 

was located in the areas of brothels and audience that visited the Globe was invariably the 

one which was interested in other attractions of the area as well. There would be only a 

handful of educated people sitting in Globe watching Shakespearean plays. The vast 

majority of audience came just for fun and entertainment which Shakespeare never failed 

to provide in the form of melodrama and obscenity. 

 

“Shakespeare simply moves from scene to scene seeking immediate theatrical effect. Cleopatra is 

a harlot at the beginning of her play because plays about harlots were a good draw, and is 

somebody quite different at the end because her creator became belatedly conscious that he must 

make some contact with the Cleopatra of Plutarch whose story he is following” (Schuking quoted 

in Stewart 118).22 
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The critics who were bent upon thrusting their own agenda on Shakespeare never 

focused on the actual conditions of writing and production of the plays. This total neglect 

of Shakespeare’s actual writing technique and methodology is responsible for the so 

many mysteries that surround Shakespeare and his plays. He never had any education in 

art and literature and never studied drama as subject. He must not have read ‘Poetics’ or 

any book on the art of drama. He was not a university wit. His peculiar circumstances of 

life and work are the key to secret of his art and charisma. 

 

6.4 SHAKESPEARE:  ORIENTALISM AND RACE 

 

Postcolonial critics reinterpret, refashion, reposition and appropriate Shakespeare 

according to their experience of colonization.  Shakespeare was enlisted in the colonial 

cultural projects. As his plays deal with the wide spectrum of the early modern European 

cultural and colonial practices, they become privileged sites of postcolonial interrogation. 

The postcolonial critics have discovered another Shakespeare. This postcolonial 

Shakespeare has overtaken the colonial Shakespeare. 

 

The colonial Shakespeare shaped and constructed the identity of the European self 

in opposition to the universal other. The postcolonial Shakespeare asserts the identity of 

the other as center in opposition to the West as margin. As Loomba says:“Shakespeare’ 

plays give us a sense of this simultaneous opening and closing of the European world. 

Through these plays, we can understand both the gaps and the overlaps between ‘his’ 

vocabulary and ours. ” (Loomba 4-5).23 

 

A careful critique of Shakespeare’s plays is vital for understanding colonization 

and its impact on the third world.  Shakespeare is relevant today, though for different 

reasons, not as an ambassador of human nature and universal values, but as a constructor 

of racial, religious, and ethnic identities. 

 

Renaissance has started to emerge as an ambivalent and anachronistic 

phenomenon in the wake of the contemporary counter discourses.  It is no longer seen as 
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an exclusive European phenomenon insulated from the rest of the world in terms of its 

genesis and consequences. Renaissance was not solely inspired by the Greek ideals of 

poetics and politics; it was the work of broader social, cultural and economic interactions 

and encounters with the whole globe.  In Europe, the renaissance with its accompanying 

movements like enlightenment, humanism, and secularism recovered man from the 

shackles of religiosity and orthodoxy and made  him free and autonomous individual. 

Reason was made the sole criterion of judgment and conduct. Equality and justice 

became the slogans of political philosophy and freedom of speech and action became the 

cherished ideals to pursue. The social and political energy generated by renaissance 

fostered and promoted travel and exploration which ultimately resulted in expansion and 

colonization. Apparently a naïve movement with benign slogans and noble ideals to 

pursue, renaissance became a horrific experience for the people of other colors and 

creeds. Freedom for the Europeans brought slavery for the Africans. Racism and ethnic 

cleansing belie the west’s civilizing mission. 

 

One of the characteristic features of the Renaissance is the interest in the orient. 

The travel literature and drama of the period abound with the negative stereotypes and 

misconceptions about the Orient. The interest in the history, geography and the people 

was motivated by political and mercantile interests and manifested itself in travels to the 

east and publication of books on various aspects of the orient including history, culture, 

religion and geography. The travel literature presented the orient as a wondrous place full 

of strange people, mysterious habitat and natural resources. Richard Hakluyt’s ‘The 

Principal Navigations’ (1589) described the adventurous journey to the East and served 

as a major source of information on the orient. 

 

Orientalism is a predominant feature of Elizabethan drama. All the major 

dramatists of this period subscribe to the popular narratives about the orient and play an 

important part in propagating and cementing the negative stereotypes about the orient and 

portraying the other as alien, stranger, exotic, barbarous, abnormal and inferior. Racism 

emerges as a characteristic literary device of the Elizabethan drama. Islam especially 

became a target of the vituperation and hate. The Turks were treated as the nemesis of the 
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humanity and were declared general enemies of the Europe. Moors, black Africans, red 

Indians were present in almost all the major dramas of the age. The presence of oriental 

characters in about fifty plays testifies to the pervasiveness of orientalism in the 

Elizabethan age. 

 

“ The fact that a majority of the main Elizabethan and Jacobean playwrights are concerned with 

this tendency, Marlowe, Shakespeare, Webster, Ford , Dekker, Marston, Greene, etc., is proof 

enough that the production of the Oriental plays constituted a deep literary tradition which 

influenced the English drama of the period and English literature in general.” (Bayouli 110)24 

 

 6.5 RACE AND WESTERN CIVILIZATION 

 

Racial prejudice is endemic in western civilization. It dates back to the Greeks, 

the fountainheads of the western intellectual and cultural civilization. Bible also 

discriminates on racial basis and equates blackness with evil. Western philosophers of all 

ages have always subscribed to the stereotypical notions of race which condemn people 

of other colors and religions. Race is not simply an intellectual or social problem which 

manifests itself in philosophical or literary writings or in social behavior, it manifests 

itself in institutional practices through legislation and various practices that  become 

social conventions, customs and norms. 

 

Herodotus(484-425 BCE) in his pioneering work in human history on history 

‘The famous history of Herodotus’ described the African people in reverse gender roles 

and pioneered some stereotypes about the African people which later became permanent 

in western culture. Herodotus’ history is an unbelievable narrative of invectives and 

falsifications. He says ‘in Egypt where in barbarous and swinish manner men and beasts 

feed jointly together….These Indians whom I have described have intercourse openly 

like cattle; they are all black-skinned, like the Ethiopians’(Herodotus 40-41)25 

 

Aristotle (384-322 BCE) justified slavery as natural and inherited. He says ‘For 

that some should rule and others be ruled is a thing not only necessary, but expedient; 
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from the hour of their birth, some are marked out for subjection, other for 

rule…(Aristotle 44)26 

 

 

 

 

Bible openly advocates slavery on the racial basis. Bible allows  

 

‘Both thy bondmen, and thy bondmaids, which thou shalt have, shall be of the heathen that are 

round about you; of them shall ye buy bondmen and bondmaids. Moreover of the children of the 

strangers that do sojourn among you, of them shall ye buy, and of their families that are with you, 

which they begat in your land: and they shall be your possession’. (Bible 53)27 

 

The equation of black Moor with the evil has its roots in Bible. ‘Can the black 

Moor change his skin? Or the leopard his spots? Then may ye also do good that are 

accustomed to do evil.’(The Geneva Bible, 1568)(p.55)28 Bible also treats the ‘Inde’ at 

the same level as Moors. ‘May a man of Inde change his skin, and the cat of the mountain 

her spots. So may ye that be exercised in evil do good’?(p.55)29 

 

Queen Mary 1(1516-58) and King Philip (1527-98) passed an act banishing the 

Egyptians from England. The gypsies were considered dangerous, deceitful and lusty. 

They were accused of committing heinous felonies and robberies. The act titled‘ An act 

against certain persons calling themselves Egyptians’(1554) ordered “all the Egyptians 

who were also called gypsies to leave England within sixteen days or face the 

punishment.  Anyone dealing with these Egyptians was also to be penalized”.(p.82)30 

 

Queen Elizabeth of England (1533-1603) ordered the banishment of the Africans 

from England because she feared that they were dangerous for her country. The open 

letter issued on her behalf said “Her majesty is pleasure therefore is that those kind of 

people should be sent forth  of the land…”(p.136)31 
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Sir Walter Raleigh (1554-1618) is one of the most important Orientalists of the 

Elizabethan era. He visited various continents and brought with him slaves and riches. He 

fired the imaginations of other adventurers with fantastic tales of gold and riches waiting 

to be explored and possessed by the adventurers. He also displayed the Indians publicly 

as symbols of his wealth and rank and coaxed others to follow his pursuit. He captured 

the minds of the adventures with his fascinating tales of unexplored natural treasures. He 

described the newly discovered lands as virgin lands waiting to be ploughed by the 

western masters. He also describes these lands as heathens and the people there as 

pagans. He mixed both the mercantile and religious motives to coax his fellow 

countrymen to embark on exploration. Talking of Guiana he says that the soil has not 

been cultivated yet. The gold mines there haven’t been broken yet and the temples there 

are still full of idols. He thus urges his countrymen to go to Guiana to cultivate the lands, 

explore the mines and Christianize the heathen people. “the fact of the earth hath not been 

torn, nor the virtue and salt of the soil spent by manurance. …the mines not broken with 

sledges, nor their images pulled down out of their temples. (Raleigh 138)32 

 

Joannes Leo Africanus (ca.1492-ca.1550) was probably the most potent influence 

on the orientalists. He was a captive African prisoner who converted to Christianity from 

Islam. His Muslim name was Hassan ibn Muhammad al –Wazzan. He was brought to the 

court of Pope Leo X for baptism into Christianity. His ‘A geographical historie’ served as 

major source of information on Africa for the Europeans for the next two centuries at 

least. As he had firsthand knowledge and experience of Africa, his work enjoyed 

unchallenged and unparalleled credibility. His accounts of monstrosity in Africa shaped 

the later accounts of Africans as monsters and devils. After conversion, Africanus 

targeted his former religion and condemned Islam as a roguish religion and Muslims and 

especially Arabs as lusty, lascivious, and barbaric people. He gave more credence to the 

stereotypes about the orient. Orientalism derives most of its knowledge and stereotypes 

about orient from Africanus’ work. However, it goes to Africanus’s credit that he has also 

highlighted Muslims interest in arts, sciences, architecture and aesthetics. In this way he 

also challenged some of the western stereotypes and clichés about the Muslims and 

Arabs. However the fact that he did not visit all the places that he described in his works 
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undermines the credibility of his narrative. “There be likewise infinite swarms of 

Arabians, which with their wives and children, lead a vagrant and roguish life in the 

deserts, using tents instead of houses: these are notable thieves, and very 

troublesome.”(Africanus 153)33 

 

Two of the greatest essayists of the West Michel De Montaigne (1533-92) and 

Francis Bacon (1561-1626) also supported and advocated colonization for strengthening 

their respective empires. Whereas Montaigne championed the cause of liberalism, and 

respect for humanity for his countrymen, he did not have the same kind of views for the 

Latin Americans and native Americans.  “Those nations seem therefore so barbarous unto 

me, because they have received very little fashion from human wit, and are yet near their 

original naturality…It is a nation, would I answer Plato, that hath no kind of traffic” 

(Montaigne 161)34 

 

Francis Bacon was a philosopher and his work on logic is said to be important 

contribution to the scientific revolution. His essays reflect his worldly wisdom. Despite 

being a philosopher and prophet of logic, his views on the skin color of the colored 

people are highly unscientific and provocative.  “The heat of the sun maketh men black in 

some countries, as in Aethiopia and Guinea.”(Bacon 215)35 

 

6.6 RACE IN SHAKESPEARE 

 

Shakespeare’s plays are not free from racial politics. In fact some of his plays 

display deeply ingrained racial bias and are rife with racial stereotypes and prejudices. 

Shakespeare did not spare the cultural others in his plays. Othello, The Tempest, Anthony 

and Cleopatra, Titus Andronicus, and The Merchant of Venice testify to this fact. Five 

main protagonists namely Othello, Aaron, Caliban, Cleopatra, and Shylock and some 

minor characters like the Prince of Morocco, Launcelot  Gobbo’s Moor, Jessica and 

Tubal in The Merchant of Venice, Aaron’s black baby from Tamora in Titus Andronicus,  

and Caliban’s mother Sycorax in The Tempest display various kinds of racism present in 

Shakespeare’s plays. Shakespeare uses race in a variety of ways and links it with gender, 
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class and religion. He attributes the sins and crimes of these characters to their races and 

religions.  These characters are variously portrayed as lusty, greedy, villainous, 

barbarous, animal, devilish and vile. 

 

Shakespeare draws a line between different kinds of moors though it is generally 

contended that for him moor was an equivalent of black.  The terms ‘negroe’ 

‘Aethiopian’, ‘Turk, and ‘Arab’ were commonly used as interchangeable terms in the 16th 

and 17thC England.  

 

All the non Christians, no Europeans or non Jewish were treated as moor 

irrespective of the fact whether they were Asians, Native Americans, Africans, Arabs,or 

muslims in any way. Moor had some other connotations as well. “ In Elizabethan 

England, the word ‘Moor’ was sometimes used synonymously to refer to ‘traitors’ while 

in Spain the term ‘Moro’ was used derogatorily to mean a ‘dog’ (Elaskary,7)36 

Shakespeare’s Othello is a ‘black Moor’ or ‘blackamoor’ and he is called a swarthy Moor 

whereas Aaron is called a ‘swart Cimmerian’ and ‘raven-colored’. The Prince of 

Morocco is aware of his ‘complexion’ and ‘hue’. Cleopatra’s color brings her the charge 

of a gypsy’s lust and she is also described as ‘salt Cleopatra’. Caliban is savage, dog, half 

animal and a vile race. Shylock is the dog Jew, a very Jew and a faithless Jew. So there 

are a variety of descriptions suited to the peculiarity of each character.  

 

Shakespeare’s plays were brought to the colonized world for teaching English 

language, culture and religion. Shakespeare was enacted on the postcolonial world so 

emphatically that he became a cult figure with impunity from criticism. His authority and 

decree were as valid as holy books and his devotee critics as devout as devoted religious 

followers could be. All went well till the arrival of the postmodernism and postcolonial 

theory and criticism. Shakespeare became a site of exploration. And explorations into 

Shakespearean works turned out to be explosive.    Shakespeare turned out to be not just a 

dramatist; but also the spokesman of western culture and civilization. He was the pivot of 

western civilization.  He was as important to the west as Homer was to the Greeks and 
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Christ to the Christians. The postcolonial gaze at Shakespeare has revealed a Shakespeare 

which is so opposite to the received notions of him. 

 

The Shakespearean apologists disenchanted by poststructuralist, postmodernist, 

Marxist, feminist and postcolonial theories usually take refuge in romantic view of art 

and suggest that Shakespeare should be spared from the rigors of these schools of 

resentments. They consider the contemporary critical perspective intolerant. Discussions 

of race and colonialism with reference to Shakespeare hurt these critics. This  new trend 

in Shakespearean defence is exemplified by Sokol who in his book ‘Shakespeare and 

Tolerance’ says “ Although there has been much research and debate about early modern  

tolerance, especially religious tolerance, little of this has been applied to Shakespeare 

studies , or literary studies generally.  Indeed I feel that a subject area of ‘literature and 

tolerance studies’ is needed” (Sokol x).37 This shows Sokol’s uneasiness in wake of 

contemporary literary and postcolonial theories which have brought about a major 

revaluation of Shakespeare and his works. 

 

Commenting on attempts in the western academy to defend Shakespeare against 

the charges of racism, Loomba (2002) says, 

 

“Our attempts to rescue Shakespeare’s plays from the taint of racism may have something to do 

with the central place the Bard occupies in our own cultures and imaginations. It is not always 
possible to find in his plays the seeds of all that we regard as progressive and humane” (Loomba 

110-111).38 

 

6.7   RACE IN TITUS ANDRONICUS  

  

Titus Andronicus is one of Shakespeare’s most violent plays. It is set in the 

background of a conflict between the Romans and Goths. General Titus returns home 

after a victorious campaign against the ‘barbarous Goths’ (I.I.28). He has brought queen 

Tamora and her three sons as prisoners of war. The bloody murder of Tamora’s son 

Alarbus as revenge for the murders of Titus’ many sons triggers  a chain of bloody events 

which involve rape as well. A large number of retaliatory murders on both sides along 

with rape of Lavinia make the play a horror tragedy. Two persons are singled out as 
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responsible for all the cruel murders and bloodshed and are considered impious for the 

Roman state. One of them Tamora is already dead and her remains must be thrown out of 

the city to ‘beasts and prey’ to purge the city of her evil presence.  Aaron, Tamora’s black 

servant and lover is declared the ‘chief architect and plotter of these woes’ and ‘breeder 

of these dire events’ (V.III.120, 177).   

 

 Lucius orders: 

 

Set him breast-deep in earth and famish him; 

 There let him stand and rave and cry for food: 

 If anyone relieves or pities him, 

 For the offense he dies. This is our doom. 

 Some stay, to see him fast’ned in the earth. 

      (V.III.179-83) 

Though Aaron is the instigator of many plots but cannot be held responsible for 

all the blood that is shed in the play. Aaron is not given voice in most of the play. He 

rarely speaks and for the most of the time he remains silent and in the background like a 

lurking shadow. He hardly speaks in the first Act though he remains on stage for the most 

of the time. “ ..it is curious, to say the least, that Aaron, the demonic force behind most of 

the action of the play, should be silent during the first act’ (Cross,p.840,quoted in de 

Sousa,p.104)39 

 

Aaron in Titus Andronicus is a color –conscious moor who subscribes to all the 

ills and evils associated with his black skin and vow to have a soul as black as his color. 

He is a typical blackamoor with all the stereotypes weaved around his body, color and 

actions. He refers to his blackness time and again in the play trying to link his evil acts 

with his black color. Society has made him conscious of his blackness and he is aware of 

all the negative epithets with which he is denounced in the society. He talks of ‘woolly 

hair’ (II.III.34) and ‘treacherous hue’ (IV.II.117).  He wants to ‘have a soul as black as 

his face’ (3.1.205).  These descriptions evoke popular belief linking blackness with evil.  

This belief in relation between black color and evil actions is further strengthened by the 
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utterances of other characters. Bassianus calls Aaron ‘barbarous Moor’ whose ‘body’s 

hue’ is ‘spotted, detested, and abominable’ (II.iii.78, 73, 74). Lavinia castigates Tamora 

for her relation with Aaron, calling it ‘raven-colored love’ (I.i.83). 

 

Aaron, though an instigator of all the major dread incidents in the play, remains 

an outsider in the play. Though he shows some similarity with the Greek mythology, he 

fails to establish any purpose or motive for his evil actions. His motiveless malignancy 

makes him even a more dreadful evil character. Tamora takes revenge on Titus for killing 

her son among other reasons but she orders her ‘black’ son from Aaron be killed ‘joyless, 

dismal, black, and sorrowful…stamp[and] seal,’ be killed (IV.II.66-70). Aaron also 

confesses that ‘all the water in the ocean/Can never turn the swan’s black legs to white’ 

(II.101-2). He feels uneasy about the black color of his son from white Tamora: ‘Did not 

thy hue bewray whose brat thou art/ Had nature lent thee but thy mother’s look, / Villain, 

thou mightiest have been an emperor’ (V.i.28-30). 

 

Aaron is viciously treated and abused by all the characters in the play because of 

his skin color. “Blackness defines every aspect of Aaron’s character. The connection 

between his black skin and his identity preoccupies him” (de Sousa, 104) 40. Aaron is 

without history. He has no memories of his origin or roots. Lack of memory leaves him 

without any other identity except his skin color.  “No wonder, then, that Aaron turns to 

the Romans in order to understand what blackness means. what the Romans associate 

with blackness; hence, he sets out to make these the mark of his difference” (de Sousa, 

p.105)41 

 

As Aaron says in a lengthy soliloquy; 

 

 As kill a man, or else devise his death; 

 Ravish a maid, or plot the way to do it; 

 Accuse some innocent and forswear myself; 

 Set deadly enmity between two friends; 

 Make poor men’s cattle break their necks; S 
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 Set fire on barns and haystacks in the night, 

And bid the owners quench them with their tears. 

…………………………………………………………………………. 

‘Let not your sorrow die though I am dead’. 

But I have done a thousand dreadful things 

As willingly as one would kill a fly, 

And nothing grieves me heartily indeed 

But that I cannot do ten thousand more. 

     (V.i.128-44) 

 

Aaron is an archetype slave. Aaron is a black slave.“Aaron’s servile status 

confirms the moral depravity of black people”. (Loomba and Burton,80)42 Aaron knows 

that his color separates him from others and in order to be accepted into the white Roman 

society he will have to be like them in one way or the other. His recognition in society is 

a question that he cannot shrug off from his mind. He knows that the Romans use Greek 

mythology as a point of reference in their daily lives, so he tries to learn Latin and master 

Greek mythology. He wants to visit Mount Olympus and interact with the gods there. He 

knows that he can’t do this without Tamora’s help. 

 

 Upon her with doth earthly honor wait, 

And virtue stoops and trembles at her frown. 

Then, Aaron, arm they heart and fit thy thoughts 

To mount aloft with thy imperial mistress, 

And mount her pitch whom thou in triumph long 

Hast prisoner held, fettered in amorous chains, 

And faster bound to Aaron’s charming eyes 

Than is Prometheus tied to Caucasus  

      (II.i.10-17) 

 

Titus Andronicus is a profusely allusive play with Ovid’s Metamorphosis working 

as almost a subplot of the play. The story of Philomel’s rape by her brother -in- law, 
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Teresus, and the revenge is weaved into the text of Titus of Andronicus. There are 

numerous references to Jupitor, Priam, Hecuba, Ajax, Lucrece, Dido and Aeneas, The 

House of Fame, Acteon, Hercules, Prometheus, Apollo, Mercury, and Pallas. Different 

characters trace direct parallels with the events and characters in the Metamorphosis. 

Aaron tries to link up with Greek. Aaron shows a great deal of knowledge of Latin 

language and Greek mythology. At some crucial moments of the play, he links the 

happenings with the Greek mythology and literature. He tries to direct the course of 

events in accordance with the Greek stories.  Lavinia’s rape is similar to the rape  of 

Philomel and Lucrece. ‘Lucrece was not more chaste/Than this Lavinia, Bassianus’s 

love(II.i.108-9). With reference to Tamora, he says’ Philomel must lose her tongue to-

day,/Thy sons make their pillage of her chastity/And wash their hands in Bassianus’ 

blood’(II.iii.43-5). Marcus also takes a recourse to Greek mythology when he says ‘ But 

sure some Tereus hath deflow’red thee,/And , lest thou shouldst detect him, cut thy 

tongue’( II.iv.26-7). There are countless other parallels between Lavinia and Philomel. 

Titus sums up the connection between the two; 

 

Lavinia, wert thou thus surprised, sweet girl 

Ravished and wronged as Philomel was 

Forced in the ruthless, vast, and gloomy woods? 

See, see! 

Ay, such a place there is where we did hunt 

(O had we never, never hunted there) 

Patterned by that the poet here describes, 

By nature made for murders and for rapes. 

     (IV.i, 51-8) 

 

Shakespeare’s Titus Andronicus is embroiled in racism and anti-Semitism and 

invokes barbarian binary repeatedly to betray the underlying cultural reflex. Both the 

Jews and blacks are barbarous others of the civilized Christian Romans. “The play’s 

deliberate invocation of fluid periodicity produces the unyielding transhistorical 

European trope of civilization opposed to barbarism.”.(Smith 125-6) 43 
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Marcus’s speech tellingly highlights the binary opposition working as subtext in the play.  

 

 A noble man, a brave warrior, 

 Lives not this day within the city walls. 

 He by the senate is accited home 

 From weary wars against the barbarous Goths (I.i.25-8) 

 

By referring to the Goths as barbarous, Shakespeare subscribes to tradition of 

binary well entrenched in classical tradition. The Goths are presented as brute, inhuman 

and uncivilized. Marcus taunts Titus saying ‘Thou art a Roman, be not barbarous’ 

(I.i.383). Aaron is the more obvious barbarian, ‘the barbarous Moor’ (II.ii.78). The 

stereotypical representation of the others in the play signifies the presence of religious 

and cultural politics in literature. As Bartels says ‘although the play creates a chaos in 

which distinctions between right and wrong, insider and outsider are problematically 

obscured, it does not challenge the racial stereotype’ (1990:442, quoted in Smith,126)44. 

 

Aaron’s Jewish name further complicates the racial, ethnic and religious 

stereotyping in the play. The mixing of racial and religious identity in Aaron puts two 

‘others’ in one and makes the play of binary tropes more suggestive and potent. Both 

blacks and Jews can be treated on one and at the same level and negative stereotypes 

about them can be used interchangeably. 

 

“Aaron is the archetypical black villain of recent social and theatrical vintage, George Peele’s The 
Battle of Alcazar (1588-89) establishing a virtually uninterrupted Elizabethan and Jacobean 

theatre tradition (Othello being the exception). At the same time, Shakespeare evokes a memorial 

overlay, drawn from the exodus narrative, of Aaron the eloquent spokesman, the resistor in 

history’s mimetic drama of ethnic and racial oppression.”(Smith 129)45 

 

Aaron though mostly behaves and acts as a prototype African, he also voices 

concerns about Christianity which only a Jew would do. He is concerned about the spread 

of Christianity as religion and always puts him in an oppositional position to Christianity. 

Commenting on Lucius’s religious beliefs, he says ‘Yet, for I know thou art religious/ 
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And hast a thing within thee called conscience,/ With twenty popish tricks and 

ceremonies/Which I have seen thee careful to observe’(V.i.74-7). ‘Aaron constructs an 

identity in opposition to Christianity; and apparently aware that Christians associate 

blackness with the devil, he takes Satan as his model’ (de Souza, p.112)46 

 

6.8 ORIENTALISM IN ANTONY AND CLEOPATRA 

 

Shakespeare’s Antony and Cleopatra is a typical orientalist play. Binary 

opposition between Egypt and Rome informs the structure of the play.  As Harris points 

out that Shakespeare’s Egypt is seen as an example of Orientalism. “For many readers of 

the play, Shakespeare’s Egypt exemplifies Edward Said’s account of orientalism. Antony 

and Cleopatra assert a series of clear –cut – distinctions between Egypt and Rome.” 

(Harris p.196)47 

 

Shakespeare’s ‘Antony and Cleopatra’ goes beyond the traditional binaries of 

color and race and incorporates Egyptian ecology and habitat. History, culture, race and 

gender refract through the depiction of the habitat. As a rival civilization to Romans and 

Greeks, Egypt has always been victim of negative representation in the western history, 

literature and culture. Egypt has always been presented as counterfoil to the western 

civilization. It is presented as an exotic place where routine of life goes in an inverse 

manner to the western style. Egyptians are presented as monsters with abnormal and 

abhorring features and queer anatomy and sexuality. For the orientalists Egypt is a land 

of serpents, crocodiles, and asps. These reptiles are used as metaphors for Egyptian lust, 

treachery and vileness.  As de Sousa says: “Egypt becomes a land of exotic, lustful, 

fruitful, and feminine people dependent upon a sumptuous and luxuriant habitat; Rome , 

however, emerges as an austere, military, masculine culture accustomed to and dependent 

on deprivation” (de Sousa 136)48 

 

Shakespeare’s portrayal of women in his plays has drawn sharp criticism from 

feminists and postcolonial critics. His handling of Cleopatra as an object of desire and her 

identity as a lusty person is a focus of contemporary critical gaze. Philo in his opening 
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speech of the play presents Cleopatra as a vile, lustful and whimsical woman who has 

made Antony her captive. Philo laments that Antony’s infatuation with Cleopatra has 

crossed the limits. The warrior who used to martial the troops cannot take his eyes off 

Cleopatra’s ‘tawny front’. 

 

  Those his goodly eyes, 

That over the files and musters of the war 

Have glowed like plated Mars, now bend, now turn 

The office and devotion of their view 

Upon a tawny front. (I.i.1-5) 

 

Cleopatra’s love and passion is described as wild and unnatural. Antony has 

become a slave to his passion and forgot his duty. 

 

And is become the bellows and the fan 

To cool a gipsy’s lust.(I.i.9-10) 

 

When Cleopatra accuses Antony of being insincere in love, Antony becomes 

offended and in order to prove his unquestionable love for her says he is least bothered 

about the affairs of Rome. He says he doesn’t care even if the whole country sinks in the 

river Tiber. He considers love nobler than anything else. 

 

Let Rome in Tiber melt,and the wide arch 

Of the ranged empire fall!  

 

Caesar urges Antony to leave Egypt and return to Rome and fight his country which faces 

a threat from the enemy. He knows that Antony is trapped in Cleopatra’s love. 

 

Antony, 

Leave thy lascivious wassails! 
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(I.i.60-61) 

 

Pompey in his speech presents Cleopatra as a wild, sensuous lover and calls her ‘salt 

Cleopatra’. 

 

He dreams. I know they are in Rome together, 

Looking for Antony. But all the charm of love, 

Salt Cleopatra, soften thy waned lip! 

Let witchcraft join thy beauty, lust with both; 

Tie up the libertine in a field of feasts; 

Keep his brain fuming. 

    (II.i.20-25) 

 

Shakespeare has mixed the Greek, Roman, Biblical, historical and Elizabethan 

stereotypes of the Orient in Antony and Cleopatra. In this play several layers of 

stereotypes overlap and intersect making the play and its personae even more intriguing. 

“In Antony and Cleopatra, Shakespeare arrived at a paradoxical identity that the 

Elizabethans had fashioned for the Egyptians, gypsies, and English vagabonds, whereby 

xenophobia and racism met in uniquely English configuration of Cleopatra’s ethnicity 

and of her country’s ecology”. (de Sousa p.158)49 

 

6.9 SHAKESPEARE: JEWS AND RENAISSANCE  

 

Jews have faced hatred, persecution, exclusion and expulsion throughout their history 

battered by charges of betrayal, disloyalty and treachery. They are called Christ-killers 

and blood suckers of the Christian children. They have also been accused of trying to 

poison the rivers and wells to kill the Christians. It is not surprising that in the 

background of such serious charges and beliefs, they have remained outsiders in their 

native homelands.  They were forced to live in ghettos as well. How far are the Jews 

themselves  responsible for the atrocities committed against them is a question that begs 

answer but the fact the fact remains that they were the  victims of pogroms and holocaust. 
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These atrocities were not accidental events; rather they were the result of hatred which 

the Christian Europe had for them for centuries. The Jews were discriminated against on 

the basis of their religion, race and culture. 

 

Jews were also the victim of the racial and religious politics which was going on 

in the Christian renaissance. The fact that there were no Jews actually present in England 

in renaissance makes their treatment in the English literature even more intriguing. It 

appears that vilification of the other races and religions was the ethos of the renaissance. 

The stereotypes about the other religions and races were circulated unabashedly.  The 

Jews were a portrayed through negative stereotypes. There was definitely a general 

consensus on the certain stereotypes about the Jews. The Jews were described as greedy 

and treacherous. They were money hoarders and general enemies of the Christians. The 

Jews loved money more than their filial relations and were ready to sacrifice even their 

daughters at the altar of the money. They were cruel in their dealings and hence did not 

deserve any sympathy or leniency when in trouble. 

 

In the Renaissance England Jew was a term of abuse. It was used pejoratively 

meaning lunatic and discontented. Jewish was an antonym of Christianity and inverse of 

charity and self-sacrifice. 

 

Shakespeare’s stereotypical representation of Jews in his plays was in keeping 

with the popular myths and views about the Jews as treacherous and dangerous people. 

The Jews were feared for their corrupting influence on society because of their mean 

money dealings and business of usury. The historical religious and cultural antagonism 

with the Jews also played its role in Shakespeare’s portrayal of Jews as villains and 

criminals. Greenblatt says that there were no Jews in England in Shakespeare’s time but 

there were viewed very negatively. Jews were regarded as enemy of England and 

Christians. He recounts some of the negative beliefs about the Jews as  “Even though 

there were no Jews left in England, the stereotypes and fears remained in Shakespeare’s 

England.Jews poisoned wells and were responsible for spreading the bubonic plague. 
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Jews secretly plotted an apocalyptic war against the Christians” (Greenblatt, pp.258-

259)50 

 

Shylock is presented in Merchant of Venice as an archetype ‘the Jew’. He is 

known less as a person and more as a stock figure or type. He is hardly referred to in the 

play by his name; most of the characters call him the Jew. Shylock like a typical Jew is 

an outsider in the society. He is a Jew among Christians who are uncomfortable with his 

presence around. He is abused and insulted and treated at a subhuman level. He is even 

called the ‘dog Jew’. He is described as a devil incarnate hated even by her daughter who 

leaves him to marry a Christian, thus revolting against the Jew and Jewish religion.  

 

Shakespeare has presented the religious tension between the Jews and Christians 

graphically. When Shylock is invited to dinner by Bassanio, Shylock mocks at Bassanio’s 

invitation because pork is sure to be served at a Christian dinner while he does not like 

even the sight or smell of pork. Jews do not eat pork whereas are very fond of it. 

According to a Jewish belief, Christ had driven the devil in to the pig’s body.  Jews, 

therefore, do not like to eat pig’s meat. As he says’; 

 

“Yes, to smell pork, to eat of the habitation which your prophet the Nazarite conjured the 

devil into: I will buy with you, sell with you, talk with you, walk with you, and do 

following: but I will not eat with you, drink with you, nor pray with you.” (I, iii, 29-34) 

 

Shylock is cruel and savage in his revenge. He behaves like a savage. As Gratiano says; 

 

Thy currish spirit 

Govern’d a wolf, who hang’d for human slaughter— 

Even from the gallows did his fell soul fleet, 

And whilst thou layest  in thy unhallowed dam, 

Infused itself in thee: for thy desires 

Are wolfish, bloody, starved, and ravenous 

                           (IV.i,133-138) 
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Shylock is a religious fanatic. The evil in the play results from his fanaticism and 

avarice. One reason why Shylock wants to take revenge on Antonio is that he is a 

Christian. He hates him because he is a Christian. Shylock also hates Antonio because the 

latter lends money without interest. His love for money overshadows everything in his 

life. He does not forget religion even when he is in distress. When he comes to know that 

Jessica has eloped with a Christian with his money and jewels, he gets mad and starts 

behaving fanatically. 

 

My daughter! O my ducats! O my daughter! 

Fled with a Christian! O my Christian ducats! 

Justice, the law, my ducats, and my daughter! 

     (II.viii) 

 

When Shylock insists on having a pound of Antonio’s flesh and refuses to listen to any 

plea, Salereo comments on his character: 

 

It is the most impenetrable cur 

That ever kept with men. 

(III.iii) 

 

Shylock is genuinely devoted to his religion. He has deep rooted hatred for the 

Christians in general and Antonio in particular. He is outraged when he is asked to show 

mercy and not demand his pound of flesh. He believes in having two eyes for the loss of 

one eye. If a Christian blinds him in one eye, Shylock would like to blind that Christian 

in both his eyes. “Hath not a Jew eyes? Hath not a Jew hands, organs, dimension, senses, 

affection, passions;If a Christian wrong a Jew, what should his sufferance be by Christian 

example?”  (III.I.49-52) 

 

Shylock, thus, invokes all the religious and cultural difference between the Jews and 

Christians to assert his rights as a human being. He begs that Jews be treated as human 
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beings as equal to the Christians. Shylock is not a man who would relent when an appeal 

for mercy. He considers revenge a human responsibility and therefore he feels no qualms 

in asking for the revenge though it meant life for money. 

 

 We Jews can fawn like spaniels when we please; 

 And when we grin we bite; 

 I learned in Florence how to kiss my hand, 

 Heave up my shoulders when they call me dog.   

(II.iii.20) 

 

6.10 SHAKESPEARE’S BARBARIANS 

 

Shakespeare’s others are classical barbarians i.e. lacking linguistic competence 

and striving for acculturation. One important factor in the construction of the other along 

with blackness of color and race was the inadequate language, a cultural marker, of the 

other as language became integral in the determination of the relation between the master 

and slave. Master exhibited his superiority by speaking his superior language and the 

slave abased himself using his inferior babbling. English language was forced on the 

slaves and the colonized systematically because the mercantile and political objectives of 

the slavery and colonization couldn’t have been achieved without thrusting language on 

them. ‘ Their inflicted training in English, however, was not simply a matter of learning 

to translate  the context-specific language of trade, but also bore the attitudinal and racial 

bias embedded in the history of barbarism’(Smith,124)51 Learning master’s language 

meant accepting master’s cultural superiority. “to study a language is to place oneself in a 

situation of dependency, to submit” (Greenblatt, 1991:104 quoted in Smith 124)52 

Shakespeare’s Caliban and Aaron show awareness of the linguistic politics and try to 

challenge the linguistic hegemony of the whites. Othello is also aware of his linguistic 

incompetence and feels he might suffer on account of this. Caliban’s ills and evils can be 

removed only by teaching him the language of the master and this is what Miranda 

reminds him “  
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Abhorred slave, 

Which any print of goodness wilt not take, 

Being capable of all ill. I pitied thee, 

Took pains to make thee speak, taught thee each hour 

One thing or the other. When thou didst not, savage, 

Know thine own meaning, but wouldst gabble like 

A thing most brutish, I endowed thy purposes 

With words that made them known. 

(1.2.352-59) 

 

Miranda’s emphasis on language as a part of civilizing the brute is rooted in the 

classical tradition of viewing language as a marker of civilization. Caliban becomes 

object of western educational project with Prospero as the teacher and proponent of the 

higher culture and civilization. Caliban with his linguistic deficiency becomes a prototype 

barbarian. Miranda educational project becomes the forerunner of the western humanist 

educational projects which tried to inscribe new identity and consciousness on its 

subjects.  The focus of this educational project was on teaching colonizer’s language to 

the natives. The teaching of western languages to the colonized actually meant teaching 

of the western values, ideas and theories. Its targets were human minds. The colonization 

of mind and self was more important than the colonization of bodies and lands. 

 

 Lamming (1960) says that there is no escape from the trap of language. The colonized 

people who have adopted the language of the colonizer will never be the same again. 

“The gift of Language meant not English , in particular, but speech and concept as a way, 

a method, a necessary avenue towards areas of self  which could not be reached in any 

other way”.(109 quoted in Smith 158)53 

 

Prospero and Miranda’s educational project has permanent implications for the future 

Calibans and haunts them and puts them in a position that complicates their being. As 

Jamaica Kincaid laments the fact she cannot get rid of the language of the colonizer. 
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There is no option for her. She knows that with the adoption of the colonizer’s language 

she has also absorbed colonizer’s values. She calls it a crime. 

 

“For isn’t it odd that the only language that I have in which to speak of this crime [ of colonialism] 

is the language of the criminal who committed the crime? And what can that really mean?  For the 

language of the criminal can contain only the goodness of the criminal’s deed. The language of the 
criminal can explain and express the deed only from the criminal’s point of view. It cannot contain 

the horror of the deed, the injustice of the deed, the agony, the humiliation inflicted on 

me.”(Kincaid, 31-32 quoted in Smith 159)54 

 

The indiscriminate use of barbarian sometimes escapes the philosophical baggage 

that this term carries with it. The Greeks would call every one barbarian who was not 

member of their society or whosoever was inarticulate in speech. However in the colonial 

context this term also connoted racial difference as well. “For the very idea of a 

‘barbarian’ is, of course, a linguistic notion..” (Dowling 93, quoted in Smith p, 161)55 

 

6.11 BLOOMIAN ABSURDITY 

 

Shakespeare’s dwindling fortunes especially in the last two decades have been 

marked by some outrageous attempts to salvage the pride and repute of the once 

mighty bard. Harold Bloom has taken it upon himself to defend Shakespeare and he is 

ready to do so on any cost. 

 

Harold Bloom’s Shakespeare mania cannot be fathomed. He calls him creator 

who has invented humanity. He preaches Bardolatry (p.xvii)56  and says that his plays 

‘abide beyond the end of the mind’s reach, we cannot catch upto them. (p.xvii)57. In 

Shakespeare in Bloom’s view there is “an excess beyond representation, that is closer 

to the metaphor we call ‘creation” (xviii).58 

 

What Bloom thinks of Shakespeare and his plays cannot be summed up better 

that this conjecture. 

 
“A substantial number of Americans who believe they worship God actually worship three major 

literary characters: the Yahweh of the J Writer (earliest author of Genesis, Exodus, Number), the 

Jesus of the Gospel of Mark, and the Allah of the Koran. I do not suggest that we substitute the 
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worship of Hamlet, but Hamlet is the only secular rival to his greatest precursors in personality” 

(Bloom, xix).59 

 

So it is not the question of worshipping Shakespeare, it is the question of 

worshipping Hamlet who has outplayed God of Christians, Jews and Muslims in 

personality. No more comment can be added to this figment of oddity and absurdity. 

 

Blooms resentment with the contemporary intellectual scenario stems from 

the fact that he believes that it threatens the very pillars of western culture and 

civilization. He fears that western dogmas cannot stand the test of contemporary 

knowledge. He is upset with the literary theorists who subject Shakespeare and his 

plays to critical gaze. He knows that Shakespeare stands to lose his name and fame in 

such case. He has no respect for such critics. “Marxists, multiculturalists, feminists, 

vouveau historicists---the usual suspects—know their causes but not Shakespeare’s 

plays” (Bloom 3)60. For Bloom Marxists, multiculturalists, feminists and historicists 

are all enemies of Shakespeare. Blooms exasperation with these major scholarly 

approaches suggests that he knows that these approaches can destroy the fabric of 

Shakespearean plays and expose their cultural and ideological nature. Blooms own 

narrow mindedness is also exposed in his mentioning of Marxism, multiculturalism, 

feminism and historicism and ignoring postcolonialism. The fact that Bloom even 

does not mention Postcolonial challenge clearly shows that he too like his idol 

Shakespeare ignores the other world. 

 

Bloom says that the current critical activity has destabilized the centre and 

anarchy has been let loose in the academic world. He criticizes the Marxists who put 

Shakespearean works in their materialist conditions of production and find them 

espousing the cause of dominant economic, political, racial and religious ideology. In 

his opinion Shakespeare’s works should be studied only to appreciate them. He says 

Shakespeare’s plays 

 

“constitute a perpetual challenge to universal performance and to criticism. I find it absurd 

and regrettable that current criticism of Shakespeare—“Cultural Materialist” (Neo- Marxist); 
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“New Historicist” (Foucault); “Feminist”—has abandoned the quest to meet that challenge” 

(Bloom 3).61 

 

It seems that Blooms resentment with Marxist criticism is only because it 

sabotages myth of Shakespeare. If the Marxists have not brought Shakespeare in the 

domain of their inquiry, Bloom might not have resented them. “We are now in the era 

of so-called “cultural criticism” which devalues all imaginative literature, and which 

particularly demotes and debases Shakespeare” (Bloom xvi).62 

 

It is strange that Bloom calls the modern literary theorists Resenters ( Bloom 

xviii)63 time and again in his works, though it is he who resents more than any other 

critic and deserves the title ‘The Resenter’ himself. 

 

What is Bloomian recipe then for reading Shakespeare? If Shakespeare cannot 

be studied in the light of contemporary literary and post-colonial theory, then what is 

the way out? Bloom’s formula is simple and straight forward. He recommends going 

back to Johnson, Hazlitt, and Bradley. It means the same old story of universality, 

human nature, Shakespearean characters less fictitious and more human beings and so 

and so. As he says: 

 

“I seek to extend a tradition of interpretation that includes Samuel Johnson, William Hazlitt, A.C. 

Bradley and Harold Goddard.” (Bloom, 1998, p. xviii)66 and  he further says ‘ I join Johnsonian 

tradition in arguing, nearly four centuries after Shakespeare , that he went beyond all precedents(  

even Chaucer) and invented the human as we continue to know it” (Bloom xviii).64 

 

Bloom’s return to Johnsonian tradition of interpretation clearly suggests that 

he is looking for scapegoats for defending Shakespeare as he cannot do so in the 

wake of contemporary scholarship. His going back to romantic tradition of 

interpretation clearly shows that he knows that Shakespeare cannot pass the test of 

living realities of life. Blooms return to romantic tradition of criticism proves that 

Shakespeare can be defended only with the help of romantic tradition of criticism. 

Harold Blooms outright rejection of postcolonial criticism and presence of race in 

Shakespearean plays is even more baffling. Post-colonial criticism is an established 

discipline now. Bloom stubbornly refuses to mention post-colonial criticism 
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whenever he enumerates various kind of contemporary criticism. His preferred choice 

is multiculturalist criticism which is of western origin. Post-colonial criticism does 

not find favour with Bloom because its origin is elsewhere i.e. the post-colonial 

world. He is very harsh on post-colonial critics. As he says in connection with 

postcolonial criticism on The Tempest, “Erotomania possesses the critics and director 

of the Dream, while ideology drives the bespoilers of The Tempest” (Bloom 3). 65 

 

Bloom fears that the days of Shakespeare that he knows are over. A new 

Shakespeare is in making. This Shakespeare is not the champion of human nature and 

prophet of universality. This Shakespeare is complicit in perpetuating race prejudice 

and strengthening colonialism. This Shakespeare is bedeviled by gender 

discrimination and can be studied only by being placed in his contemporary time 

period. The days are gone when Shakespeare was of every age. He is only of his own 

age. Bloom knows that Shakespeare is dead. The Resenters have undone him. 

 

“Unable to be Nietzsche, who has made them all belated, our Resenters do not wish merely to re-

proclaim Death of God, so they turn instead to proclaiming what only can be called the Death of 
Shakespeare” (Bloom xviii).66 

 

Bloom demands same privileges and prerogatives for himself as a critic as he 

demands for Shakespeare as a dramatist. Just as he demands that Shakespeare should 

be studied without reference to his social and cultural context, his criticism too should 

be studied without recourse to contemporary cultural and intellectual milieu. Just as 

Shakespeare was above everything as a dramatist, he feels he too as a critic is above 

everything. He accuses ‘Resenters’ of being inspired by ‘ideology’ (Bloom 

3)67suggesting that he himself is insular to any ideology.  Like his Bard, he assumes, 

he is also beyond the reach of any ideology. By denying reality one cannot escape 

reality. The reality is that Shakespeare’s status as bard has been seriously challenged 

and displaced. Bloomian gimmicks cannot save the dwindling fortunes of the Bard. 
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CHAPTER 7 

 

 

POSTCOLONIAL ANALYSIS OF ‘THE TEMPEST 
 

 

‘The Tempest’ has become the most contested and appropriated text in the 

postcolonial context. It offers unlimited space for the questioning of issues related to 

colonization, race, imperialism, language, exploitation, education, hybridity and 

resistance , subversion, subaltern and ‘captive child’. It also provides opportunities to the 

post-colonial critics to question the status of Shakespeare as a playwright of universal 

values and human nature. 

 

The Tempest with its setting, characterization, language and themes has a broad 

scope of inquiry. It is so heterogeneous that the post-colonial theory is stretched to its 

limits to account for all that happens in it. This play would never have gained so much 

attention and invited such great critical interrogation, had it not described the diversity of 

the post-colonial experience in such an emphatic way. It is a bible of colonizing   

attitudes and practices. 

 

7.1 THE TEMPEST’ IN TRADITIONAL PERSPECTIVE 

 

The Tempest is generally taken as Shakespeare’s last play and it is agreed that this 

play was written in 1611. It was presented in the court of King James many times and 

was appreciated by all and sundry. This play falls in the category of Masques which were 

very popular in those days. It is also called an allegorical play and sometimes a romance 

with metaphysical concerns and as Shakespeare’s valedictory tribute to the power of art 

and theatre. 
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‘The Tempest’ has enjoyed great popularity and has been acclaimed as the final 

work of the mature art of Shakespeare. As Hazlitt said “It is one of the most original and 

perfect of Shakespeare’ productions and he has shown in it all the variety of his powers. 

It is full of grace and grandeur (Hazlitt quoted in Smith 1).2  

 

The Tempest was always treated as a play with Shakespeare himself present in the 

play as Prospero. Prospero’s magic is treated as Shakespeare’s magic. The other 

characters are also treated metaphorically as if they were just symbolic without any 

referent in real life. This kind of treatment would add fairy like quality to the play which 

would then appear as something supernatural. “Campbell in 1838, suggested that 

Prospero is Shakespeare himself and his magic is his dramatic art.  We can learn from 

Lowell, in 1870 that Prospero represents Imagination, Ariel is Fancy, and Caliban stands 

for brute Understanding” (Smith 1).3 

 

Critics find ‘The Tempest’ with its scenery, music and all such stuff as 

enchanting, romantic and something out of this world. As Quiller –Qouch says of this 

play“. Magic and music meet in The Tempest and are so wedded that none can put that 

asunder” (Quiller –Couch 15). 4 Quiller speaks of Shakespeare’s generosity for his gross, 

earthy and carnal characters such as Caliban. Shakespeare has always been credited with 

showing mercy and benevolence towards Caliban. Prospero is appreciated for his father 

like treatment of childish Caliban who needs care and affection. Prospero’s cruel 

treatment of Caliban is justified on the ground that he deserved it. If he is treated gently, 

he is treated so that he deserves it. If he is punished, he is just meted out justice. There is 

no cruelty in it. He is always wrong and no punishment would be cruel to him. These 

critics ignore the fact that animal figure they discuss as ‘below humanity’ is a 

dispossessed human being. The way Caliban is treated as dog is outrageous. Caliban is 

for all practical purposes a dog.  “Good dog!” Good monster!” Our sense of Justice too 

helps this instinct: Caliban has the right of it when he snarls (Quiller-Couch 17-18).5 

 

Quiller evokes the familiar metaphor of ‘noble savage’ to characterize Caliban. 

He is impressed by Shakespeare’s magnanimity in portraying Caliban with such a great 
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artistic skill. He calls Caliban a product of nature which can also be perverse. 

Shakespeare has acted with all fairness while creating this inhuman creature.“ But no 

man can be catholic as Shakespeare was without being fair, and so while the nature of 

Caliban is the essence of grossness, there is no particle of vulgarity in it” (Quiller Couch 

18).6 

 

Irony is one of the elements of literature that keeps the works of literature moving 

and its readers enthralled. But did one ever think that the critics who were once 

authorities and final word on literature would appear ironic when studied in the 

postcolonial perspective. No critic looks more ridiculous than Wilson Knight. His essay 

‘Myth and Miracle’ looks like ridiculing Shakespeare. One has to convince oneself that 

he was not ironical in tone and all that he was saying was a serious matter. Discussing 

The Tempest, he says that 

 

“The Tempest is at the same time a record of Shakespeare’s spiritual progress and a statement of 

the vision to which that progress has brought him… The Tempest is thus at the same time the most 
perfect work of art and the most crystal act of mystic vision in our literature” (Knight 24).7  

 

The Tempest definitely marks the culmination of Shakespeare’s spiritual 

progress. What was spiritual in Shakespeare then? It was the quest for colonization and 

riches of the colonized world through conquest, occupation and exploitation of human 

and natural resources of the colonized world. No doubt Wilson was right in declaring 

this play a ‘mystic vision’ for this play still continues to mystify the readers with its 

mysterious overtones which have started demystifying the genius of Shakespeare. 

 

Wilson Knight was not the only critic to be snared by the enchantment of The 

Tempest. Dover Wilson was enthralled by its poetry and romance. He finds it as poetic as 

Keats’s poetry is and embodying the same level of beauty and truth as we find in Keats’s 

odes. He declares that if Shakespeare was concerned with Truth in King Lear, he was 

concerned with beauty in the Tempest. And in his view The Tempest can be compared 

only with the works of Keats. “If we are to talk about The Tempest, it must be as poetry; 

in The Tempest he succeeded in showing Beauty, at its serenest, most magical and most 

blessed, as Truth. Keats is his nearest of kin” (Wilson 42).8  
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Wilson does not fail to quote Keats’ famous line that beauty is truth, and truth 

beauty while discussing The Tempest.” He would never have thought of the fate of the 

beauty he was talking of and the bitterness of the truth that would become so harsh in 

coming days. 

 

Discussing Prospero’s character Verity says; “Prospero is almost a personification 

of Wisdom. His character conveys an impression of serenely wise goodness and self- 

centered detachment from the material interests of life” (Verity xviii-xix).9  

 

Caliban’s attempted rape of Miranda has been taken as a literal fact. Caliban has 

been criticized for his gross ingratitude and Prospero has been praised for the punishment 

he has inflicted on Caliban as just and warranted. Critics contend that by dispensing 

justice Prospero in reality had acted like Providence. His fairness in meting out justice to 

Caliban is treated as one of the most enlightening feature of Prospero. “To right the 

injustice done to Miranda involves punishment of Prospero’ enemies, and herein the self-

mastery and moral elevation of his character are shown very clearly. For he uses his 

power like some benevolent Providence” (Verity xviii-xix).10 

 

It is surprising that Verity who was so well aware of the colonial context of the 

play fails to find the same in the play. He was aware of the adventures and travels of the 

Europeans to the third world and the wealth that they brought with them. He was also 

aware of the ‘monsters’ which they brought with them. As he acknowledges; 

 

“The Tempest reminds us of two great Elizabethan movements—travel and colonization. For 

years past English sailors had been exploring the globe. They brought home wondrous trophies --- 

‘Indians’, ‘monsters’, and the like—and still more wondrous tales of the adventures.” (Verity 

xxvii-xxviii).11 

  

It shows that critics like Verity and others were not unaware of the colonial 

baggage in the play. They were aware of what was going on in the third world and what 

the Europeans were doing at that time. If these critics still chose to turn a blind eye to the 
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glaring exploitation of the third world along with dehumanizing the native people, they 

can hardly be spared of their own complicity with these evils. 

 

This is how ‘The Tempest’ has been interpreted in the western academy for 

centuries. The western critics have described Shakespeare’s genius in such an amazing 

language and tenor that it is hard to believe that it could mean some thing else. All the 

classical language, with all metaphors and eulogy armory, has been employed to describe 

the play as work of Art produced not by a man but by God. Here ends Shakespeare’s one 

life after death. Shakespeare would not have wished for second life after death in the 

post-colonial perspective, for this life is his undoing. 

 

7.2   ‘THE TEMPEST’ IN POST-COLONIAL PERSPECTIVE 

 

Shakespeare is generally spared of any criticism for his complicity in the project 

of colonization on the ground that he was probably unaware of it and even if he knew it 

he did not bother about it, for he was above such worldly pursuits and such and such 

enterprises as exploration and colonization were not his cup of tea. But the evidence is 

quite contrary to these assumptions.  Shakespeare spent most of life in London. London 

was a major sea port. The tails of adventurous journeys to the New World, Africa and 

East were very popular. London in his days was abuzz with the tales of wealth that the 

adventurers were bringing with them. The people living in London at that time were 

aware of ‘strange’ people that inhabited Africa and Asia. There was great interest in 

‘monsters’ and some of them were even displayed to the public gaze. Shakespeare 

certainly knew all these developments. 

 

Shakespeare’s fortune as a writer has waned considerably with the advent of the 

post-colonial criticism. The play that has done the most of damage to Shakespeare is ‘The 

Tempest’. The Tempest has been called a parable of postcolonial theory for the variety of 

issues that it raises relating to the postcolonial world. This play is a storehouse of colonial 

cultural baggage and fits well in the post-colonial projects of resistance, subversion and 

appropriation. 
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Ania Loomba has rightly pointed out that this play can no longer be studied in its 

traditional perspective. In the post-colonial context, the play is interpreted quite 

differently. Shakespeare’s plays are not just being read differently; rather they are being 

read with some political vengeance to throw back some of the cultural burden which was 

thrust on the post-colonial world. The post – colonial critics indulge in subversive reading 

of Tempest to show their contempt for the colonization and taunt the western critics who 

still hold on to allegorical and metaphysical interpretations of Tempest. 

 

“Swept by the urgencies of decolonization, a host of intellectuals, novelists, playwrights, 

performers, and activists contested, appropriated, celebrated, and fought over the play as a parable 

of colonized relations. For them Prospero and Caliban became emblematic of the colonial master 

and colonized subject; they could not, as most literary critics of their time tended to do, read 

Prosper as wisdom without cruelty and, or Caliban as monstrosity without humanity” (Loomba 

161).12 

 

Surprisingly there has never been any controversy about the fact that this play was 

inspired by the stories of the contact between the Europeans and Americas .It is also 

abundantly clear by now that Europe was getting flattering accounts of the gold, spices, 

and riches of all kind in areas beyond European boundaries. The leading renaissance and 

humanist philosophers and prophets of reason and rational thinking and the champions of 

freedom and liberty were all using their intellect to justify the exploitation, loot and 

plunder of the wealth and people of the New Worlds. 

 

Shakespeare was inspired by Montaigne’s essay ‘Of Cannibals’ when he wrote 

the Tempest.  Montaigne in his  essay’ Of Cannibals’  has used his knowledge of the 

Greeks , the authority of religion and  nature to establish  the  superiority of the western 

civilization over the raw nature of the newly discovered New World to urge further 

exploration of these new lands. He laments that the Greeks like Plato did not know of 

these remote areas which are so bountiful. Using the classical binary of 

savage/civilization he terms the inhabitants of the New World as ‘savages’ who are pure 

and raw nature. “They are savages at the same rate that we say fruits are wild, which 

nature produces of herself and by her own ordinary progress” (Montaigne, quoted in 

Loomba 162).13 
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He further says that the inhabitants of the newly discovered boundless countries 

are like the fruits of nature. Montaigne claimed that the newly discovered lands were 

inhabited by people who have not encountered the civilization yet. They know nothing of 

the progress. They have no government. They have no feuds. They remain idle and free 

with nothing to do. They don’t know anything about agriculture. They wear no dress. 

They do eat wheat and drink wine. In Montaigne’s opinion they are prototype ‘savages’ 

living in prehistory. “they still enjoy that natural abundance that provides them without 

toil and trouble with all things necessary in such profusion that they have no wish to 

enlarge their bountie” (Montaigne quoted in Loomba 162).14 

 

Loomba (162)15 finds exact echo of this Montaigne saying in Gonzalo’s speech; 

Shakespeare has turned his words into a fine poetic piece. 

 

Letters should not be known; riches, poverty, 

And use of service, none, contract, succession, 

Bourn, bound of land, tilth, vineyard, none; 

No use of metal, corn, or wine, or oil; 

No occupation, all men idle, all. 

(The Tempest, 2.1.156-60) 

 

The Tempest is a site of great critical debates in this postcolonial fervor. It 

presents the colonial practices in wider perspective and encodes all the variable 

possibilities which are the focus of postcolonial gaze. It brings to light the attitude of the 

colonizer to the colonized; how colonizer considers the colonized as ‘savage’ ‘raw 

nature’ ‘uncivilized’ ‘barbarian’ and ‘monster’. The colonized is constructed as the 

‘other’ through discursive practices and exploited with the help of knowledge and 

technology. 
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7.3 THE TEMPEST AS AN ORIENTALIST DISCOURSE 

 

The Tempest is an Orientalist text as exemplified by Edward Said in his ground 

breaking work ‘Orientalism’. Edward Said has described Orientalism as purported 

specialist knowledge of the Orient possessed by Orientalists.  The Tempest is a prime 

example in this case. Said contends that the Orientalists discuss the Orient as object and 

project their own prejudices, likings, dislikings on it. They codify the false myths and 

stories and present them as knowledge. The Orient is not important in itself, what is 

important is what is projected through the lenses of the Orientalist. The Orientalist sees 

the orient through his own jaundiced eyes and describes it with his cultural might. The 

orient gets narrated in poems, essays, stories and dramas.  The Orient that gets refracted 

through the oriental cultural productions is only western construction of the orient and 

not the real orient. 

 

“ Colonial /Orientalist discourses are typical of discursive activity whenever they claim the right to 

speak for the mute and uncomprehending Orient and , in so doing, relentlessly  represent it as the 

negative, underground image or impoverished ‘Other’ of Western rationality” (Gandhi 77).16 

 

 

Shakespeare is an ideal Orientalist in this sense.  The Orientalists would generally 

visit the foreign lands as travelers, adventurers, and ambassadors and live among them 

for some time and see with their own eyes what is there. They would derive their 

authority from their first hand observation and knowledge. In case of Shakespeare it is all 

together a different scenario. Shakespeare never visited any island to personally observe 

and watch the island life. His depiction of the island is based on hearsay and whatever he 

read about such islands. He must have seen cargo ships bringing the booty from the 

colonized world. He must definitely have watched with interest the ‘Indian’ brought by 

Sir Walter Raleigh. Shakespeare’s depiction of the Indians, slaves, natives and their 

climate is a very potent example of how the Orientalists construct orient. As Said says 

during the period from middle ages to the eighteenth century the writers developed 

imagery, ideas, and stereotypes to describe orient in a special way. These writers included 

Ariosto, Milton, Marlowe, Tasso , Shakespeare and Cervantes. These works of these 

authors presented orient as an object of study and exploration. Through these stereotypes 
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these writers projected their own ideological myths and assumptions. “a great deal of 

what was considered learned Orientalist scholarship in Europe passed ideological myths 

into service, even as knowledge seemed genuinely to advance” (Said 63).17 

 

The Arabs have been a favourite target of the Oriental scholars. They have created 

so many myths about them. The Arab lands are generally presented as lands of romantic 

and exotic. In The Tempest, Shakespeare indulges in similar kind of Orientalist practice. 

King Alonso, Sebastian, Antonio and Gonzalo watch puppet show. After watching 

puppet show, Sebastian gets excited and says, 

 

Now I will believe 

That there are unicorns; that in Arabia 

There is one tree, the phoenix’ throne; one phoenix 

At this hour reigning there. 

(III.iii.22-24) 

 

Antonio endorses Sebastian’s story and says that he would swear about the truth 

of this story if somebody needed any proof. 

Antonio. 

And I’ll be sworn ‘tis true: travelers never did lie, 

Though fools at home condemn ‘em. 

(III.iii.25-26) 

 

This is a great example of Orientalism in action. Shakespeare has very credibly 

presented Arab land as a land of unicorns. He has projected his own aspirations on the 

Arab land. As this projection is work of Shakespeare it must have carried with it 

considerable truth value. Those who would have watched The Tempest must have been 

bemused by the speculation about the unicorns in Arab lands. The west has always has 

seen the orient through similar myths and has therefore never understood the reality of 

the orient. 
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Shakespeare’s depiction of the island as a land full of natural resources and 

inhabited by the savages incapable of utilizing those natural resources is a typical 

Orientalist fallacy. Caliban as brute, nature, sub-human, without language, without 

culture and civilization and subsequently as a slave is an important Orientalist 

construction. 

 

The colonial narratives abound with the accounts of cordiality and warmth with 

which the Europeans were received in the new lands. The natives treated them well and 

cooperated with them willingly. They were not hostile to them. They became hostile to 

them only when they realized that these Europeans were not there as guests. They must 

have seen through the true intentions of these people very early. It is also a known fact 

that the Europeans treated the natives well in the beginning. The relations worsened only 

when the simpleton natives realized that they would have to confront these new creatures 

to save themselves. The European resorted to force and brutality when they found the 

natives a hindrance to their designs; and exterminated them systematically. Only a few of 

them survived the initial cordiality. 

 

Prospero was very cordial towards Caliban when he first arrived. He definitely 

needed Caliban’s local knowledge to secure and fortify his position. Once this was done, 

there was no need of dealing Caliban with the same affection and care. The relations were 

bound to suffer sooner or later. This is how Caliban describes the early cordiality 

between the two. 

 

When thou cams’t first 

Thou strok’st me, and made much of me; wouldst give me 

Water with berries in’t; and then I lov’d thee, 

And show’d there all the qualities o’th’isle, 

The fresh springs, brine-pits, barren place and fertile: 

(1.2334-40) 
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The conflict between Prospero and Caliban which results from Caliban’s failed 

attempt to rape Miranda is typical of the conflicts found in all the colonial narratives in 

which the responsibility of starting violence is blatantly put on the native people. The 

native people are described as having cheated and betrayed the Europeans thus providing 

justification to the Europeans to kill and eliminate them. Shakespeare’s putting all the 

blame on Caliban for creating problems and starting hostilities is not innocent. It provides 

him with an excuse to justify the atrocities which he commits on the natives of the island. 

“Nearly identical tales of initial hospitality followed by ‘inexplicable’ violence on the 

part of the natives dominated the English colonial narratives of the occupation of many 

overseas dominions.” (Seed 240).18  

 

It is worthwhile to recall that the Europeans first came to the subcontinent as 

merchants, sought acquaintance with the emperors and courtiers and then onwards set up 

their own commercial and political centers which eventually culminated in the 

colonization of the subcontinent. Once they got mastery of the subcontinent they crushed 

the resistant leaders and fighters, occupied the country and forced their own language and 

culture on the locals. The situation described in The Tempest is definitely different, but 

the basic tactics are the same. 

 

7.4 PROSPERO AS PROTOTYPE COLONIZER 

 

Shakespeare’s magical character Prospero has come to symbolize all that the 

colonizer stands for. He, as a matter of fact, has become a metaphor for practices, 

machinations and guiles of the colonizer. His high conception of his racial superiority 

opens up a Pandora box which embroils Shakespeare in a tangle which can be resolved 

only by acknowledging that Shakespeare himself believed in the superiority of his white 

race and inferiority of the others and considered western civilization embodying the 

universal values and virtues of human nature. 

 

Prospero is master and has Art. He knows magic and has books. He has all the 

gifts of civilization. He is compassionate and patronizing when he chooses to be. He 
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controls the fate and destiny of all those who are under him. Prospero has all the qualities 

and traits that a colonial perpetrator had. He executes all the plans and schemes that a 

typical colonizer performed in order to achieve his objectives. It can be safely said that 

Prospero is an incarnation of colonial ideology and practices. There is nothing in 

colonialism that is missing in him, and there is nothing in him that is not colonial. To see 

Prospero in any other perspective is to deny the reality of the play. 

 

Prospero is generally criticized for his brute treatment of Caliban and Ariel but his 

political acumen is generally ignored. Prospero was a trained politician with all the 

Machiavellian art of machination and deception. He was not simply a school master and 

magician. He was not a mystic and certainly not a Sufi. He had the magic and art. This art 

and magic was that of Machiavelli’s. His handling of Caliban, Ariel and even his 

daughter Miranda clearly shows that he was not a simple magician or benign providence 

as is claimed by colonial critics. 

 

Prospero is a trained politician who plays his cards extremely well and to good 

effect. He plans and maneuvers everything to his advantage. His treatment of Caliban 

speaks for his shrewdness. He understands his importance. He knows he is indispensable 

for them. The way Prospero treats Ariel is also significant. He keeps promising freedom 

to him, reminding him at the same time of his past captivity, thus creating fear in him and 

at the same time taunting him for his ingratitude. Prospero is not a benign providence, he 

is Machiavelli’s disciple. 

 

Books are one of the important tools present in Prospero’s armory.  His books are 

source of knowledge and symbol of authority. Books are of crucial importance in the 

post-colonial context. The project of colonization would never have been accomplished 

without the books. They were deliberately enlisted in the colonization project. They were 

used on the pretext of civilizing the barbarians. Books were responsible for creating 

inferiority complex in the natives. The teaching of these books in schools created a 

wonder among the native school students. They were so impressed that they generally 

looked at the books of the colonizer with awe. 
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When Prospero arrived at the island, he brought with him his books. He used 

these books for teaching Miranda. Prospero as a school teacher is a powerful metaphor 

for the powerful metaphor. Caliban knows from the start that Prospero is nothing without 

his books. If his books are taken away from him, he will be finished. So when the 

opportunity arises, he suggests that Prospero’s books should be stolen from him to render 

him impotent. 

 

Bhabha highlights the importance of the books in his influential essay ‘Signs 

Taken for Wonders’. He shows how the books of the colonizer signified authority. 

Bhabha goes on to discuss the ambivalence and hybridity created by these books in the 

colonized world. Bhabha says that colonial writers have always underscored the 

importance of the physical presence of books in the colonized world. As he says, 

 

“It is the scenario, played out in the wild and wordless wastes of colonial India, Africa, the 

Caribbean, of the sudden, fortuitous discovery of the English book. It is, like all myths of origin, 

memorable for its balance between epiphany and enunciation. The discovery of the book is, at 

once, a moment of originality and authority” (Bhabha 102).19 

 

Caliban is certain that the source of Prospero’s strength is his books. He knows 

that Prospero cannot be defeated unless his books are destroyed. Prospero’s books are 

symbol of his power; and authority and source of his magic. 

 

There are quite a few important references in the play which highlight the 

importance of books for Prospero and Caliban.  Prospero says that ‘my library was 

dukedom large enough’ (I.ii.110). When he left Naples secretly one of the possessions 

that he carried with him were his books. Gonzalo furnished him with his books. 

‘Knowing I lov’d my books, furnished me from my own library. (I.ii.165-166). As soon 

as he reached island he assumed the role of schoolmaster for teaching his daughter 

Miranda. Prospero says to Miranda, ‘I, thy schoolmaster, made thee more profit, than 

other princess’ can’ (I.ii.173-174). At a later stage in the play Stephano asks Caliban to 

‘kiss the book’. This must have stamped the authority of ‘book’ on Caliban’s mind. 

(II.ii.142). When Caliban devises a plan to murder Prospero, he considers the seizure of 
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his books first step in this regard. He believes that Prospero will become unarmed and 

defenseless if his books are seized. He says ‘Having first seiz’d his book’ (II.ii.87), we 

can break Prospero’s skull. Caliban’s preoccupation with books is not incidental. His 

nervousness about the books amply shows that these books must have played a role in his 

maltreatment. Caliban knows that Prospero is helpless without his books and also knows 

the fact that the only difference between them is that of books. As he says, 

 

‘First to possess his books; for without them, 

He’s but a sot, as I am’. (II.ii.90-91). 

 

Caliban’s anxiety for destruction of Prospero’s books is his anxiety for his own 

freedom. He believes that he has been enslaved by  books. He can win his freedom if 

colonizer’s books are burned. He urges Stephano to ‘Burn but his books’. (II.ii.93). 

 

7.5 PROSPERO AS CHRISTIAN MISSIONARY 

 

Colonization was not a simple act of occupation and acquisition. It was a very 

complex and complicated project which required shrewdness, stratagem, and subtlety. 

The colonizers knew right from the beginning that they alone would not be in a position 

to control their colonies and that they would need the support of some elements of the 

colonized peoples. It was obviously not possible to control huge territories with large 

populations with police and army. They, therefore, developed an intermediary class 

which learnt their language, adopted their culture and worked for them against the 

interests of their own people. At the earliest stage, they brought only Christian 

missionaries. These Christian missionaries met varying success in various parts of the 

world. They were very successful in Africa but they did not meet such success in Asia 

where they encountered tough resistance to the civilizing mission. To complement their 

missionary project, they enlisted education as another excuse and accomplice. The 

civilizing mission in reality turned out to be a dehumanizing mission as is vouchsafed by 

Fanon and other critics of colonization. 
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In the context of Tempest, we find that Shakespeare treats the island as a heathen 

place without the benefit of religion, education and western culture. It is portrayed as 

pagan land waiting for Prospero for baptism. Caliban is treated as pure nature waiting for 

nurture. Prospero brought with him Christianity and preached it to Caliban, who seems to 

have learnt the basic concepts of Christianity, though without openly embracing it. In the 

last stages of the play Caliban seems to have entered the Christian fold as a convert. 

Prospero enlists him as his responsibility when he says; “This thing of 

darkness/Acknowledge mine” (V.i.275-6). Caliban then speaks a Christian’s language 

when he says that he will ‘seek for grace’ (V.i.295). The critics contend that this phrase 

evokes Christian connection. 

 

“In this aspect, Caliban takes on the role of the missionary’s target: the heathen who has come to 

virtue through putting his own gods (Setebos) behind him, and recognized where grace lies. In this 
way Caliban is shown to step over the divide between the Pythagorean (and bewitched) realm of 

shapeshifters into the zone of conversion, which changes inner natures but not outer shape and this 

will perhaps save him” (Warner 98-99).20 

 

Thus we see that Prospero can no longer hide himself under the masquerade of 

romance and providence; nor can he dupe anyone with magic of his benign words and 

civilizing mission. His teaching, preaching and ‘nurturing’ have been exposed to be 

dangerous and malicious. His magic has waned. His real identity has been revealed. He 

stands in the dock now but he cannot defend himself. The verdict is loud and clear. The 

execution of the verdict is pending and is in the hands of the post-colonial world which is 

still struggling to come to grips with the reality of their past. 

 

7.6 CALIBAN IN POST-COLONIAL PERSPECTIVE 

 

Harold Bloom’s exasperation at Caliban’s popularity in the post-colonial world 

amply testifies to Caliban’s potential as a representative of the post-colonial world.  He 

bemoans Caliban’s celebration in the post-colonial world as; “Erotology drives the 

bespoilers of The Tempest. Caliban, a poignant but cowardly (and murderous half-human 

creature (his father a sea devil, whether fish or amphibian), has become an African-

Caribbean heroic Freedom Fighter” (Bloom 3). 21 
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Caliban has overtaken not only Prospero but also Shakespeare. Caliban’s potential 

as post-colonial phenomena is immense. His appropriation in the post-colonial world has 

given him a life of his own. He is no longer dependent for his life and survival on 

Shakespeare. Caliban has outlived Shakespeare. He is a living phenomenon ready to take 

on as many identities and lives as he likes. Once Shakespeare wrote Caliban, now it is 

Caliban’s turn to write Shakespeare. Harold Bloom should be ready for more shocks, for 

postcolonial critics have not responded to his tantrums as yet. 

 

Caliban has become a catch word in the postcolonial world as a metaphor for the 

colonized. All the heterogeneity of the postcolonial theory and its vocabulary can be 

employed to explore the phenomenon of Caliban. Caliban was the native of the island 

who was captured and enslaved by a white colonizer. The white colonizer subjected him 

into submission with brute force and used him as slave for the drudgery. He was taught 

the colonizers language and was induced to drink the wine, a symbol of western culture. 

Caliban is a hybrid both physically and metaphorically. He is half man and half animal on 

the one hand; and half native and half ‘displaced native’ on the other hand when he 

mimics his masters and uses their language. 

 

7.7 CALIBAN AS ‘PROTOTYPE- COLONIZED’ 

 

What makes Caliban significant in the post-colonial context is the potential he 

offers for exploding the white man’s dehumanizing social, cultural and racial practices 

which were responsible for destroying the native’s culture and psyche. Caliban emerges 

as victim of colonization which inflicted on him inferiority complex and made him slave 

in his own homeland. Caliban becomes target of the colonizers teaching and preaching. 

He learns his master’s language and with it he learns that he is inferior to his master and 

cannot match his magic. His hybrid condition makes him a true post-colonial 

phenomenon with unlimited potential and possibilities. He speaks his masters language 

but to his own advantage. The subversive potential of master’s language becomes site of 

resistance and freedom and Caliban becomes a ‘prototype – colonized’. 
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In Shakespeare’s time something very important was going on. The adventurers 

going to Africa would bring along with them ‘captives’ from Africa. These captives, the 

Negroes and Indians were displayed to the general public who would watch them as if 

they were strange creatures. They were moved in the cities as if they were part of circus. 

 

Both Trinculo and Stephano want to exhibit Caliban in their native country to 

make a show of their achievement, earn money and honor and impress the king and 

courtiers. 

 

As Trinculo says that had he been in England, he would have earned money by 

showing off Caliban and earned. 

 

‘A strange fish! Were I in England now as, as once I was, and had but this fish 

painted, not a holiday fool there but would give a piece of silver. (II.ii.27-29) 

 

If Trinculo wanted to Caliban to England, Stephano wanted to take Caliban to 

Naples in Italy for the same purpose. 

Stephano: 

If I can recover him, and keep him tame, 

and get to Naples with him, he’s a present for any emperor that ever trod on heat’s 

feather. (II.ii.69-70) 

 

What Shakespeare is talking here was a very popular practice in his age. 

Displaying the Indians and keeping them in cages and taking them to different cities was 

a mark of special prestige.  Walter Raleigh, a notable colonial master of Shakespeare’s 

age once brought an Indian to London. Shakespeare was in London at the time and must 

not have missed the show. 

 

“Nearly every young man of birth took a tour abroad and this was also the era of the great 

explorations, when boys from small English villages came back from long voyages financed by 

London merchants to tell of the outlandish wonders they had seen. Occasionally these wonders 
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could be seen in London itself, like the gloomy Indians, in brown taffeta, that Walter Raleigh 

brought back with him”(Chute 61-62).22 
 

Shakespeare’s portrayal of Caliban was not a work of fantasy and imagination. 

Caliban was a man of flesh and bone and certainly was not an airy nothing. He was not a 

fictional character of fairy tale. He was a living human who was being treated as sub-

human. When Shakespeare drew Caliban, he definitely had a solid referent in real life 

before him. 

 

7.8 CALIBAN: A CASE OF PSYCHOEXISTENTIAL 

DISPLACEMENT 

 

Caliban becomes victim of colonizer’s humanism and racism. Humanism brings 

home to him the superiority of the white and racism inflicts on him inferiority complex. 

Caliban’s exploitation thus marks the success of discourses of western enlightenment, 

progress and industrialization. The civilizing practices render him ‘uncivilized’, 

‘inhuman’ and ‘animal’. His suffers psychological disorders and starts behaving like a 

mentally retarded patient. Thus he becomes neurotic. 

 

Caliban succumbs to the western discourses of inferiority and starts behaving like 

animals. Physical and mental torture accompanied by cultural invasion leave him 

shattered. He becomes a pathetic figure with lost identity. He suffers from what Fanon 

calls ‘depersonalization of colonial man’. The language that he learns creates in him 

‘cultural alienation’ and he suffers from ‘ambivalence of psychic identification’. His 

island has also been occupied by the colonizer. He is dispossessed now. He cannot face 

the white colonizer without feeling inferiority complex. The white man  treats him as if 

he were a child. He faces identity crisis what Fanon has termed as ‘Psychoexistential 

Complex” (Fanon 14). 23 

 

Prospero’s attitude towards Caliban is basically one of contempt and hatred. If he 

treats him gently at times, it is for the services that he renders. He knows that he can not 

survive without Caliban. Caliban is, in other words, indispensable for Prospero. Prospero 
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uses animal imagery whenever he is angry. Caliban is equated with animals of different 

kinds and it is a no coincidence that Shakespeare makes his Prospero speak in these 

terms, for it was a common practice with the colonizers to use animal imagery while 

talking of the colonized people. Caliban is called a deformed slave. He is insultingly 

referred to as ‘tortoise’ (1.2.318), a ‘fish’ (II.2.25) and a ‘beast’ (1v.1.140) and in the 

final act Prospero describes him as ‘This misshapen knave’ (V.10268) and as one who is: 

…..as disproportioned in his manners 

As in his shape. 

(Lines 290-1) 

 

It seems, therefore, that he has a physical deformity but his spiritual inferiority is 

also suggested by Prospero’s claim that his birth resulted from a union between his 

mother, a witch, and the devil: 

Thou poisonous slave, got by the devil himself 

Upon thy wicked dam 

(1.2.321-2) 

 

As Fanon says in this regard; 

 

“At times this Manichaeism goes to its logical conclusion and dehumanizes the native, or to speak 

plainly, it turns him into an animal. In fact, the terms the settler uses when he mentions the native 
are zoological terms” (Fanon 41). 24 

 

Caliban has been dubbed as monster so many times. He is addressed as a monster. 

This actually reflects colonial practice of abusing the colonized people in general and 

slaves in particular. By calling him monster again and again, the colonizer was playing 

with the psyche of Caliban. It is amazing to see Shakespeare using so many adjectives 

with the word monster, some of them are very loathsome.  Some examples are; ‘most 

delicate monster’ (II.ii.91), ‘ this is a devil and no monster’(II.ii.99), ‘ a very shallow 

monster’(II.ii.143), ‘a very weak monster’(II.ii.144), ‘ a most poor credulous monster’ 

(II.ii.145), ‘well drawn monster’(II.ii.145), ‘drunken monster’(II.ii.150), ‘ drunken 

monster’ (II.ii.150), ‘ puppy-headed monster’(II.ii.154-155), ‘ a most scurvy 

monster’(II.ii.155), ‘ an abominable monster’ (II.ii.163-164), ‘ a most ridiculous 
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monster’(II.ii.170), ‘a howling monster(II.ii.178)’ ‘ a drunken monster’(II.ii.178), ‘ O 

brave monster’(II.ii.188), ‘ brave monster’ (III.ii.9), ‘ a man-monster’(III.ii.10), ‘ignorant 

monster’(III.ii.24). Besides this list, there are numerous occasions where he is called just  

‘monster’. Shakespeare’s preoccupation with monster belies the faith of the colonial 

critics who usually consider him beyond such monstrosity. 

 

There is an agreement among the colonial critics that Caliban is not a man. He is 

half man and half animal. Therefore the post-colonial euphoria surrounding Caliban is 

baseless and beside the point.  Bloom calls Caliban ‘half-human creature’. (Bloom 3)25. 

He supports Dryden’s view saying “Dryden accurately observed that Shakespeare 

‘created a person which was not in Nature”( Bloom 3)26 . He then adds “a character who 

is half-human cannot be a natural man, whether black, Indian, or Berber.”  Bloom’s stress 

on equating Caliban with half-human is ideologically motivated. If Caliban is established 

to be a half-human, the post-colonial criticism on Shakespeare’s is easily dismissed. It 

also implies that Bloom knows that if Caliban is established as man, Shakespeare’s 

treatment of Caliban cannot be defended. Shakespeare in this case emerges as an 

ideologue of colonization. Bloom is deceived. He himself has validated the post-colonial 

claim that Shakespeare has treated Caliban as half-man and not as a man. 

 

There is plenty of evidence in the play that shows that Caliban was a man and not 

a half man, as he is made out to be in colonial context. Caliban was born of woman and 

not a witch. Sycorax was woman who was made out to be witch by Prospero. This is how 

Prospero reminds Ariel about Sycorax. 

 

Thou liest, malignant thing! Hast thou forgot 

The foul witch Sycorax… (I.ii.256-257) 

 

When Prospero narrates the past history of the island to Ariel, he tell him that the 

island was inhabited by Sycorax’s son. To his statement Ariel responds affirmatively.  

 

Ariel. Yes, Caliban her son. (I.ii.285) 
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She might be a cruel woman who treated Ariel harshly but she was not surely a 

devil. Caliban never believed that his mother was witch. When he describes Miranda’s 

beauty to Stephano he says that he has seen only two women in his life. One is his mother 

Sycorax and other Miranda. As he says, 

 

I never saw a woman, 

But only Sycorax my dam and she; 

But she as far surpasseth Sycorax 

As greatest does least. 

(III, ii, 97-99) 

 

It is amazing that critics have never refuted Prospero’s claim that Sycorax was a 

witch. Prospero is an outright liar. He contradicts himself so many times. Now one of the 

premises on which Caliban is declared a half man stands discredited. Caliban was born of 

woman. One born of a woman can only be a man or woman and not a devil unless he is 

made out to be so. Probably this fact does not need a quotation to support it! 

Trinculo gets excited at the possibility of displaying Caliban in England. He 

believes that he can earn some money as well by making a show of him. He confirms that 

Caliban is an islander and man and not a fish. 

 

As he says, 

 

Were I in England now … 

There would this monster make a man. 

(II.ii.26, 28) 

 

It implies that the people of England will treat him as a man and not as fish as he 

later acknowledges that he is not a fish, rather he is an islander. 

 

This is no fish, but an islander, that 
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Hath lately suffered by a thunderbolt. 

(II.ii.26, 28) 

 

Caliban is a Red Indian, the local inhabitant of the island. Stephano acknowledges 

Caliban to be an Indian when Caliban pleads him not to torment him. 

 

Stephano:  Do you put tricks upon’s with salvages and men of Ind, ha? 

(II.ii.60) 

Stephano calls Caliban ‘man-monster’. (III.iii.11) 

 

Very convincing evidence comes from Miranda. When she argues with her father 

over latter’s harsh treatment with Ferdinand, she says that Ferdinand is third man that she 

has seen in her life. The other two are Prospero and Caliban. As she says, 

This 

Is the third man that e’er I saw… (I. ii.446) 

 

Another important argument that is forwarded to suggest that Caliban is a man 

and not a half man, is Prospero’s accusation that Caliban has tried  to rape Miranda, to 

which Caliban says that had it happened , he would have peopled the island with 

Calibans. Now the question arises if Caliban was not a man, how he could have raped 

Miranda. Caliban’s prompt assertion that he would have raped Miranda and had children 

from her suggests that he does not doubt that he is a man. 

 

Shakespeare’s portrayal of Caliban as a half man points to an established practice 

of the colonizers who treated the colonized people as half men and women; and not equal 

to them. It was not possible for the colonizers to treat the colonized equal. Had they done 

so, they would have lost the justification of holding the colonized people in bondage as 

slaves. 

 

Caliban is in fact an indigenous Red Indian who has been enslaved by Prospero 

and there are numerous references to it in the play. ‘My slave’ (I.ii.271), ‘Caliban my 
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slave’ (I.ii.310), ‘thou most lying slave’ (I.ii.346), ‘Abhorred slave’ (I.ii.354), ‘servant- 

monster’ (III.ii.3). 

 

Caliban as a slave is of utmost importance to Prospero. But he is not just a beast 

of burden; he works in the office as well. 

Prospero: 

But, as ‘tis, 

We cannot miss him: he does make our fire, 

Fetch in our wood, and serves in offices 

That profit us. 

(I.ii.312-315) 

 

What Prospero acknowledges here is Caliban’s role as not only a beast of burden, 

but also as office worker. Can half man work in office. It also raises another important 

question, Is Caliban really a monster then? It seems he is educated also. If he does office 

work, then he is not a monster that he is made to appear in the play. 

 

7.9 CALIBAN PARADIGM 

 

Caliban emerges as the leader of the resistance and champion of the cause of 

freedom not only in the text of The Tempest but also in the whole of post-colonial world. 

He was cunningly enslaved and then forced into submission with the brute use of force. 

He is punished with all possible means and is always reminded of his low past and lack 

of any values. He is the site of exploitation. As a slave he is forced to do menial work and 

is indispensable for the colonizer. As Prospero says; 

 

But, as ‘tis, 

We cannot miss him: he does make our fire, 

Fetch our wood, and serves in offices 

That profits us— 

(1.2.310-315) 
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Thus we see that Caliban stands for the whole of colonized people who were 

employed either for the drudgery or the office work.. Caliban never willingly accepts the 

role that he has been assigned. He is always aware that he was the actual master of the 

island and that Prospero was the usurper and illegitimate ruler of the island. Whatever 

Prospero might have to say about civilization and nature and nurture, the reality was that 

he did not have the right to be there where he was. As Caliban remorsefully says; 

 

This island’s mine, by Sycorax my mother, 

Which thou takest from me. 

………………………………………. 

For I am all the subjects that you have, 

Which first was mine own king: and here you sty me 

In this hard rock, whiles you do keep from 

The rest o’ the island. 

(1.2.340-345) 

 

Caliban never reconciles with the fact of colonization. He never accepts slavery as 

his fate. His attempt to rape Miranda also shows his hatred for Prospero. He always looks 

for opportunity of getting rid of Prospero. He almost succeeds in his plan, only Ariel 

saves Prospero. Otherwise he would have turned tables on Prospero with the help of 

Sebastian and others.  This might have meant change of master, but he would have 

avenged himself on Prospero at least. This shows that he did not love his master and 

always hated him. 

 

What makes Caliban so special in the post-colonial world is his appropriation of 

colonizer’s language for his own subversive purposes. Language was an important tool 

used by the colonizer to perpetuate his rule over the colonized people. This tool was used 

differently in different countries. In many parts of Africa the mother tongue of the natives 

was forcibly replaced by the colonizer’s language. The loss of language meant loss of 

contact with native culture and history as well. It also meant loss of pure native identity. 
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The language of the colonizer brought the culture, religion and history of the colonizer. It 

also brought inferiority complex. For the Africans especially, it meant that they did not 

exist prior to colonization because they were told that they did not have written language. 

 

Prospero’s gift of language to Caliban was not a simple act of teaching; it had 

very serious implications and consequences. It meant Caliban will have to live with this 

language. Caliban by learning the language of the colonizer has been hybridized forever. 

 

“Prospero has given Caliban language; and with it an unstated history of consequences, an 

unknown history of future intentions. This gift of language meant not English, in particular, but 

speech and concept as a way, a method, a necessary avenue towards areas of the self which could 

not be reached in any other way…Prospero lives in the absolute certainty that language, which is 

his gift to Caliban, is the very prison in which Caliban’s achievement will be realized and 

restricted” (Pleasures, 109-10 as cited in Caliban, 12-13 as cited, Goldberg 15).27 

 

Ngugi (1986) in his essay ‘The Language of African Literature’ says that the 

basic objective of colonialism was the control of people’s wealth through military 

conquest. This was not possible without mental control. The mental control could be 

achieved only through controlling the culture of the colonized. As he says; 

 

“To control a people’s culture is to control their tools of self-definition in relations to others…the 

domination of a people’s language by the languages of the colonizing nations was crucial to the 

domination of the mental universe of the colonized”  (Ngugi 439).28 

 

Prospero and Miranda both keep reminding Caliban of their gift of language, 

suggesting that they have raised him from the animal level to human level. By doing so 

they tell Caliban that they have raised his status and his ability to speak their language 

should not be taken lightly. Caliban’s native language and culture have been destroyed by 

Prospero and his fellows. They have introduced their books, wine and dress and all other 

cultural artifacts which they brought with them. Fanon aptly captures Caliban’s situation 

in his essay ‘The Negro and Language’ when he says: 

 

“Every colonized people—in other words, every people in whose soul an inferiority complex has 

been created by the death and burial of its local cultural originality—finds itself face to face with 

the language of the civilizing nation; that is , with the culture of the mother country. The colonized 

is elevated above his jungle status in proportion to his adoption of the mother country’s cultural 

standards” (Fanon 419).29 
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The language of the colonizer has become a fact of life in almost all the once 

colonized countries. English is spoken in many parts of the world from Africa to Asia. It 

has become mother tongue for people of many countries. With the advent of 

globalization, unipolar world, media revolution, it  is becoming a bigger reality of life. It 

is a language of science, culture and education. So Prospero’s gift lives on as harsh 

reality of life for a large majority of people living on earth today. 

 

Caliban learns the language of the master and becomes proficient enough in it to 

speak out his heart. At times he sounds poetic as well. Prospero was of course not moved 

by altruistic motives when he taught his language to Caliban. His only motive was to 

make Caliban understand his commands so that the latter could execute them properly 

and serves him well. Prospero and Miranda are both conscious of their success at 

teaching their language to Caliban and believe that they have done him a favour. As 

Miranda reminds him: “When thou didst not, savage,/Know thine own meaning, but 

wouldst gabble like / A thing most brutish, I endowed  thy purposes/With words that 

made them known”;( I. ii.355-8). 

 

Caliban’s response to Miranda’s statement has become most quoted postcolonial 

subversive rejoinder to the colonizer. “You taught me language, and my profit on’t. / Is, I 

know how to curse” (I.ii.363-4) 

 

Caliban’s this appropriation of colonizer’s language to give vent to his own anger 

and answer back the colonizer has become an important postcolonial strategy. It offers a 

solution to the longstanding debate among the ‘rejectionists’ and ‘sympathizers’ of the 

colonizer’s language. The rejectionists led by Ngugi contend that the colonizer’s 

language should be abandoned altogether. They contend colonizer’s language is not 

suited to their local experiences and hence cannot communicate them properly. They 

further contend using colonizer’s language means thinking in colonizer’s vocabulary and 

concepts and this results in affirming colonizer’s agenda. On the other hand, there are 

number of abject followers who pride themselves on their access to the language of the 
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colonizer. They use it with ease and aplomb without any guilty consciousness. It is a  

mark of  privilege for them. They speak colonizer’s language to the disadvantage of their 

own people. So they betray their own people when they do not speak for them. Caliban 

offers the solution. The colonizer’s language cannot be unlearnt. There is no need of 

doing it. The best way is to use it as tool against the colonizer. It should be used to 

answer back to the colonizer. It should be used without the cultural baggage of the 

colonizer. It should rather be soaked in the local culture, tradition and belief system 

before it is deployed against the colonizer or is used for any other purpose. 

 

Faiz Ahmad Faiz in his essay ‘Decolonizing Literature’ which has not yet 

captured the attention of the post-colonial elite endorses Caliban’s strategy though with a 

proviso. Faiz says that the ‘rejectionists’ contend that 

 
“continuing with the language of their ex-masters means living with the unwholesome memories 

of their unpleasant past; it would perpetuate the alienation of the educated intelligentsia …For an 

Asian and African , therefore , this is bound to spell some falsification or impoverishment of this 

cultural personality” (Faiz 50)30 

 

Faiz says that “forced deconditioning of a whole class of writers from the idiom 

of expression to which they have been conditioned after a previous de-conditioning 

would be both unfair and counter-productive.” After discussing both the views Faiz 

offers his solution which lies: “Somewhere between these two extremes, between total 

rejection and lassize-faire, i.e. a policy of planned ‘gradualism’” (Faiz 51).31 

 

Ngugi in his famous essay ‘On the Abolition of the English Department’ suggests 

many steps for the decolonization of culture. He suggests that English literature has been 

taught for a long time. As a result he says “the English tradition and the emergence of the 

modern west is the central root of our consciousness and cultural heritage. Africa 

becomes an extension of the west”(Ngugi 439).32 He recommends that the study of 

English literature should be replaced by the African literature. He says emphatically, “We 

reject the primacy of English literature and culture” (Ngugi 439).33 
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So what we get from ‘Caliban Paradigm’ is that we may continue to use English 

language but we should use it to challenge the western hegemonic culture and literature. 

 

7.10 THE QUESTION OF ATTEMPTED RAPE OF MIRANDA 

 

George Lamming has questioned the authenticity of the reported attempt of 

Caliban to rape Miranda. He says that the attempt is only reported and not enacted. He 

questions Prospero’s impartiality and suggests that it might have been a Miranda’s dream 

and her accusation could be false. He further says that the way Caliban is described as 

half man and half animal, he might have thought of eating her instead of raping her. 

Hulme says in this regard “Such speculation slights the ‘colonial other’ only if Caliban is 

assumed to be an autonomous individual represented by Shakespeare rather than a 

literary character productively by means discursive” (Hulme 46).34 

 

The critics have also raised the ‘Specter of Incest’ (Goldberg, 2004.) “Did Caliban 

really try to lay her? This is a case where the body, in its consequence, is our only guide. 

Only the body could establish the truth; for if Miranda were made pregnant” (cited in 

Goldberg 20). 35 It is suggested that as Caliban did not actually rape Miranda and it was 

probably Prospero’s incestuous thoughts which were thrust on Caliban. 

The post-colonial critics have ripped apart the structure of The Tempest so 

destructively that it will not be possible for the Shakespearean apologists to piece it 

together in its pre-postcolonial condition. Prospero from a benign, providence has been 

exposed to be a liar. He thrust his own incestuous desire on Caliban to hide his own 

incestuous desires. Prospero was aware of Miranda’s beauty and must have discussed it 

with Caliban who testifies that “he himself/Calls her a nonpareil.”(III.ii.97). Prospero 

describes Miranda’s beauty in such terms as one would not expect from a father. Even 

Ferdinand must have been bemused by this description because Prospero has to assure 

him that he is not boasting off. 

O Ferdinand, 

Do not smile at me that I boast her off, 

For thou shalt find she will outstrip all praise 
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And make it halt behind her. (IV.i.8-11) 

If the words speak the unconscious then the word ‘outstrip’ can not be ignored. 

Prospero must have been thinking on these lines. Prospero seems to be obsessed with 

Mirnada’s virginity. He anticipates that she will lose it to Ferdinand, perhaps he is jealous 

of him. 

 

As he says to Ferdinand, 

 

Take my daughter, But if thou dost break her virgin-knot before 

All sanctimonious ceremonies may 

With full and holy rite be ministered, 

No Sweet aspersion shall the heavens let fall, 

To make this contract grow; but barren hate, 

Sour-eyed disdain, and discord , shall bestrew 

The union of your bed with weeds so loathly 

That you shall hate it both. 

 

Paul Kiernan has given the modern version of these lines as 

 

“Prospero: Take my daughter, but if you break her virginal membrane before all sacred 

ceremonies are carried out with full and holy ritual, no sweet-tasting showers of semen shall the 
heavens let fall to make this marriage grow. Barren hate, cruel-eyed disdain and discord shall be 

strewn on the union of your semen with weeds so abhorrent that you shall both ending up hating to 

have sex” (Kiernan 282). 36 

 

Commenting on these lines Kiernan says, “in The Tempest a daughter’s virginity 

is shown to be valuable commodity; a part of a father’s dream of dynasty” (Kiernan 

281).37 

 

His very mention of Miranda’s rape suggests that he was thinking of Miranda’s 

suitability for rape at least. Caliban being animal, as described by him, could not have 

been a probable rapist. Only Prospero could have raped her. 
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If Caliban was capable of raping Miranda, then he was a man and not monster as 

he has been repeatedly declared in the play. 

 

“Prospero has projected onto Caliban his own desire and has then painted it black, as the desire of 

the other. This one way “the lie” is formed, and it rhymes with that other lie: that Caliban is a 

deformed, languageless monster who would naturally rape his daughter” (Goldberg 21). 38 

 

Caliban’s attempted rape of Miranda is potentially very explosive. His desire to 

rape Miranda and have his offsprings through her is a very intriguing   issue. As Caliban 

says; ‘Thou didst prevent me –I had peopled else/ the island with Calibans’ (I.ii.348-9). 

Had Caliban succeeded in raping Miranda and peopling the island with Calibans, 

Prospero’s purpose of colonizing the island would have been jeopardized. The colonizers 

wanted to exterminate the natives. An increase in population of the colonized would have 

been suicidal for them. The Europeans themselves wanted to people the islands. That was 

the reason Prospero was so anxious to prevent the rape. 

 

Shakespeare was well aware of all the subtle politics of colonization of his time. 

Had he not been, he would not have told a colonial tale with such perfection. 

 

“Shakespeare therefore imputed to Caliban a motive for the attempted rape that reflects the 

specifically English desire for ‘peopling’. Caliban is rendered guilty of what were in reality 

English colonial ambitions” (Seed 205). 39 

 

The fear of miscegenation was also there. It would have mixed the white’s blood 

with the native’s, which was not acceptable to the Europeans at least at that stage. 

 

There is another aspect of this ‘rape’ which deserves equal attention. Caliban’s 

attempt at rape is insignificant in terms of its consequences when compared with 

Prospero’s rape of the whole of island.  Prospero raped the whole island by usurping it, 

enslaving its inhabitants and exploiting all the natural resources. He, thus, molested the 

whole of island. History is witness to the systematic rape of the colonized women by the 

colonizers. The abandoned off springs of rape are everywhere in the colonized world; 

helpless and clueless to their identity and destiny 
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7.11 MIRANDA: SPIVAK’S SUBALERN 

 

Shakespeare’s handling of her female characters has always been controversial. 

Critics have always focused on the heroines of his major plays and have little attention to 

the helpless and ‘captive’ child Miranda who is always on the mercy of his father, 

Prospero. Miranda is treated as captive child. She is a romantic figure who lives in 

dreams and imaginations and sees the world through his father’s eyes. She is denied 

independent personality and existence. She has no choice and no role to play. Except for 

her altercation with Caliban on the issue of language, she remains practically silent on the 

important issues. She is treated as an object of affection and desire. She is an object of 

affection for Prospero and object of desire for Caliban. Her only importance in the play is 

in relation to other male characters. She is Prospero’s daughter. She is Caliban’s object of 

desire who wants to rape her for peopling the island. The irony is that even Caliban’s 

desire for her is not for her. He wants to rape her only to people the island. She is 

described as a child who grows only to be a maid waiting to be married. She is made to 

see no other role in her own life. In Spivak’s terms, Miranda is a subaltern who has no 

voice, no role. She is dumb and silent, ready to follow the instructions of her father and 

carry out his plans of her marriage. 

 

But Miranda is lucky. She does not belong to the Third World. Her self image has 

not been battered by the experience of colonization. She herself is colonizer. So she is not 

doubly colonized as the women of the third world are. However she is victim of western 

patriarchy and phallocentricism. She is colonized by the western discourses and she is  

the ‘Other’ of the western society, ‘Other’ with capital ‘O’. 

 

Spivak derides the representational systems which misrepresent the women and 

construct her as subaltern. 

 

“Between patriarchy and imperialism, subject-constitution and object-formation, the figure of the 

woman disappears , not into a pristine nothingness, but a violent shuttling which is the displaced 

figuration of the ‘third-world woman’ caught between tradition and modernization” (Spivak, 1988 

quoted in Gandhi 89).40 
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Miranda suffers from displaced figuration as an object of affection and as an object of 

desire between men who take her for granted. 

 

7.12 ARIEL AS COMPRADOR 

 

Prospero’s handling of Ariel is typical of the way the colonizers handled the 

colonized. Colonizer did not occupy the foreign land  stating explicitly  their exploitative 

agenda and looting and plundering whatever they could, rather they devised justifications 

for it , the most obvious one is of course much touted Kipling’s ‘white man’s burden, the 

civilization project. The colonizer also believed that by occupying the lands of the natives 

he has not usurped their fields and properties and enslaved them; rather he has freed them 

from the devils of their own societies. Had he not intervened, they would have been 

persecuted by their own people and this usurpation was therefore emancipatory and 

liberating for them.  The colonizer kept reminding the colonized of what he had done for 

them and if he left them they would again fall a prey to the same predators of their own. 

This is what Prospero does when he reminds Ariel that had he not saved him he would 

still have been in the clutches of the witch. In a way the local rulers were all witches and 

devils. 

 

Thou, my slave, 

As thou report’s thyself, wast then her servant; 

And, for thou wast a spirit too delicate 

To act her earthy and abhorr’d commands, 

Refusing her grand hests, she did confine thee, 

By help of her more potent ministers 

And in her most unmitigable rage, 

Into a cloven pine; within which rift 

Imprison’d thou didst painfully remain 

A dozen years; 

(1.2.270-280) 

 



 220 

He further reminds Ariel of the misery he was in when he was freed from the 

witch by him. 

Thou best know’st 

What tormant I did find thee in; thy groans 

Did make wolves howl, and penetrate the breasts 

Of ever-angry bears: it was a torment 

To lay upon the damn’d , which Sycorax 

Could not again undo: it was mine art, 

When I arriv’d and heard thee, that made gape 

The pine, and let thee out. 

 

Ariel stands for those natives who sided with the colonizer and helped him in 

establishing and strengthen his rule over the native lands. Ariel’s complicity is 

metaphorical. Prospero is helpless without Ariel’s help. Without Ariel’s help Prospero’s 

magic is helpless and he might not have been able to achieve his mastery of the island. 

Ariel stands for countless natives who worked in bureaucracy, army, police and in other 

departments established by the colonizer and served the colonizer so efficiently and 

subserviently that the colonizer managed things far too easily than he might not have 

otherwise. 

 

Ariel executed Prospero’s designs. He personified the qualities of Air: lightness, 

swift and restless motion. Prospero was fond of him. He used very endearing epithets for 

him--- ‘delicate’ (1.2.272, 441) ‘quaint’ (1.2.317), ‘dainty’ (v.95), ‘tricksy’ (v.226). But 

when Ariel demanded freedom from Prospero he was outraged. He all of a sudden 

became rash, unleashed a torrent of reminders how he had saved and rescued him from 

the clutches of the witch. He decides to keep Ariel in his place when he remorselessly 

says; 

I must 

Once in a month recount what thou hast been, 

Which thou forgett’st. 

(1.2.260-263) 
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7.13 THE TEMPEST: A DIALECTIC OF HYBRIDITY AND 

AMBIVALENCE 

 

Critics contend that Caliban as hybrid is the representative of the hybrid condition 

of the post-colonial world.  The colonization has displaced the culture and identity of the 

colonized people for ever. It has become a fact of life. Nostalgia for pre-colonial culture 

and identity is only a romantic’s dream. It is not possible because culture is not  fixed and 

static and is always in the process of change and growth. Critics have rejected ‘nativism’ 

as untenable. The post-colonial world has to handle this problem with care and vision. 

Total rejection of the west’s culture and language is impossible both theoretically and 

practically. The globalization and neocolonialism in the wake of American imperialism 

further strengthen the hold of the western culture. It means that the post-colonial world 

will have to act with greater resolve and determination to protect their cultures and 

languages. 

 

Critics like Bhabha insist that Hybridity and ambivalence are characteristic of all 

cultures including both the colonizer and the colonized. There is always an ambivalent 

space available which provides opportunities for asserting the cultural difference. Bhabha 

calls Hybridity ‘Third Space’. According to him, “ It is that Third Space, though 

unrepresetable in itself, which constitutes the discursive  conditions of enunciation that 

ensure that the meaning and symbols of culture have no primordial unity or fixity; that 

even the same signs can be appropriated, translated, rehistoricized and read anew” 

(Bhabha 37)41  Bhabha further highlights the scope of hybridity when he says 

 

“It is significant that the productive capacities of this Third Space have a colonial or postcolonial 
provenance…the theoretical recognition of the split –space of enunciation may open the way to 

conceptualizing an international culture, based not on the exoticism of multiculturalism or the 

diversity of cultures but on the inscription and articulation of culture’s hybridity” (Bhabha 38).42 

 

Robert Young also contends that hybridity has a subversive potential as it can be 

applied for resistance. He says in the post-colonial context that ‘Hybridity has been 

deployed against the very culture that invented it” (Young 23).43 
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The resistance on part of Caliban marks the failure of colonizer’s civilizing 

mission. It shows that the colonizer despite its military conquest and cultural hegemony 

was unable to suppress the will of the colonized who always retained their own culture 

and never fully immersed themselves in the culture of the colonizer. The colonized 

people may have been forced to behave ambivalently towards the colonizer exhibiting 

hate –love relation; they actually never fully surrendered to the western culture. 

 

The postcolonial reading of The Tempest amply establishes Shakespeare’s 

complicity in the colonization project. He was not the innocent exponent of human 

nature. It is not possible to study Shakespeare without questioning his role in the 

construction of the social, cultural, political and racial prejudices in his plays. Especially 

The Tempest cannot be studied ignoring post-colonial context because this is what 

sustains it. As Jyotsna Singh says; 

 

“ Whether one considers The Tempest as an allegory of Caliban’s liberation or of Prospero’s 

colonial paternalism, post-colonial readings of the play’s reception in the third world clearly 

establish that we can no longer recuperate The Tempest as a historically ‘innocent’ text, 

uncorrupted by later historical readings” (Singh 503).44 
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CHAPTER 8 

 

 

 RACE IN OTHELLO 
 

Issue of race in Othello has raised many questions about the prejudices of the 

western cultural towards the non-western cultures ad societies in early modern period. 

This play supports the argument that renaissance, humanism and enlightenment despite 

their avowed commitment to equally, liberty and freedom were in reality exploitative and 

were complicit in dividing the world on racial basis and condemning the non-western 

cultures and societies as backward and retrogressive and the people of these countries as  

uncivilized and barbarians. The racism in Shakespeare’s plays is especially baffling. It is 

surprising that critics who were philosophers and intellectuals in their own right and 

erected life size portraits of Shakespeare’s characters did not see such glaring racial 

content in his plays. 

 

8.1 OTHELLO IN CONTEXT 

 

The true significance of Shakespeare’s Othello can be realized only if it is placed 

in the proper intellectual and cultural milieu in which it was encoded and staged. 

Shakespeare’s plays draw much of their mystery from the fact that they are hardly put in 

their proper socio-historical perspective. The absence of context lends his plays great 

charisma. 

 

If Othello is complex play and there are so many issues enmeshed in the fabric of 

this play, that it is not easy to disentangle them. In case of Shakespeare, the trouble is 

double; first because the plays themselves are complex and demand a very concerted 

effort for comprehension; and secondly, the critics have lavished his plays with so much 
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of their own intellect and agenda that it becomes difficult to find out what Shakespeare 

actually wanted to convey. 

 

Shakespeare’s Othello was not without an immediate context. The issue of race 

was a hot topic in Shakespeare’s time. There was an enormous increase in the slave trade 

and blacks were treated as dangerous, evil and immoral. The prejudice against the people 

of colour was deep rooted in the society and the English people were weary of the 

presence of the blacks on their soil as well. The blacks were called devils and monsters 

and were considered equal to animals. 

 

The prejudice against the blacks was not confined to the lay people. It was spread 

by the intellectuals and artists and preached by religious people. The colored people were 

condemned invoking religious scriptures and were snubbed by those who were in power. 

Queen Elizabeth was no exception. She was worried about the presence of black people 

on her lands and she did not want to contaminate her land with black people. She thought 

that these people were burden and her country should get rid of them as early as possible. 

 

Queen Elizabeth declared that she was, 

 

“highly discontented to understand the great number of Negroes and black-amoors which are 

carried into this realm…, as also for that the most of them are infidels having no understanding of 
Christ or his Gospel: hath given a special commandment that the said kind of people should be 

with all speed avoided and discharged out of this her majesty’s realm” (Loomba 52).1  

 

It is very obvious from these lines that Queen Elizabeth shared the racial and 

religious prejudices of her time; and her contempt for the blacks and moors was strong 

one. She uses religious authority to condemn them as well. Now in an environment when 

even queen was sensitive about the blacks and had clear –cut policy line for them, 

Shakespeare could not have been immune from these biases. There remains little doubt 

about the certainty with which Shakespeare described the black moor. 

 

In the contemporary critical scenario it is suggested that all works are intertextual 

and they reflect the social, cultural and textual discourses of the writer’s age. 
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Shakespeare’s works are the best examples of this practice with the only difference that 

his borrowing are direct and have definite recognizable sources. Shakespeare wrote 

Othello when many other writers were also writing about black moors. Writing about 

moors and Turks was an established practice and the audiences were tuned to watching 

plays about blacks. As far as the selection of a moor as a hero is concerned, there is no 

novelty in it. It was just a routine. Robert Greene’s ‘Selimus, Emperor of Turks, was a 

popular play in Shakespeare’s times. Greene presented the great Turk emperor Selimus as 

tyrant, lecherous, cruel, blood thirsty and as the one who killed his own family members 

to prolong his rule. His description of the king Selimus is very negative. Christopher 

Marlowe’s ‘The Jew of Malta’ (1590) abounds with racial stereotypes and shows how the 

English society viewed the Jews and Turks. He was especially harsh on the Turks and 

portrayed the Turks as evil personified. Itamore in ‘Jew of Malta’ is presented as villain 

who enjoyed killing and humiliating Jews and Christians. Itamore’s long speeches 

describing his villainy must have been tailor made to quench the thirst of the audience for 

such a description. The popularity of ‘Jew of Malta’ testifies to the fact that the audience 

was interested in such kind of plays and appreciated the images of blacks, Turks and 

moors as presented on the stage. 

 

Shakespeare’s prejudice against the moors is further cemented by the fact that he 

described another moor with the same kind of hostility as is found in Othello in Titus 

Andronicus. Aaron , in this play,  is a Moor who serves the king Goths and falls in love 

with Queen Tamara. Aaron is also presented as lecherous and ambitious and is invested 

with all the prejudices current in Shakespeare’s time. 

 

An important influence on Shakespeare was Leo Africanus. His name was John 

Leo. He was a North African Arab who had traveled before he was caught by the 

Venetian pirates and converted to Christianity. He worked for Pope Leo X till his death. 

His work ‘The History and Description of Africa which was translated into English in 

1600 served as ready reference for anyone who wanted to know about Africa and 

Africans. This book described Africa and African people in great detail. Though this 

book does not present the blacks so negatively, it did contribute towards strengthening 
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western prejudices against the blacks. As it was written by some one who had inside 

information about the black people, his authority was generally not questioned. The facts 

that he converted to Christianity in captivity and worked in the royal court were largely 

ignored. His depiction of Africans as savages and primitive people with excitable 

temperament was taken for granted. 

 

Shakespeare based his Othello on Giraldi Cinthio’s ‘Gli Heccatommithi’ (1566). 

Shakespeare drew heavily on this play as source but as was his custom he made many 

changes in it to suit his purposes. 

 

Othello’ name is Shakespeare’s own invention. It does not occur in any of his 

sources. The double ‘o’ at the beginning and end of the name is said to echo ‘o’ in 

Ottoman. 

 

“The initial and final ‘o’ in “Othello” ring nobly against the double ‘o’in “Ottoman”. F.N. Lees 

thinks that Ottoman, the founder of the Ottoman Empire, gives Shakespeare the first syllable of his 

hero’s name” (Levith, 250-251).2 

 

Levith further says that middle part of Othello’s name contains ‘hell’ which has 

been described in Love’s Labor’s Lost as, 

 “Black is the badge of hell, / the hue of dungeons, and the school of night” (IV, 

iii, ) 

 

So Shakespeare’s politics of culture and race start with the very naming of his 

main protagonist in the play. The reference to Ottoman also highlights Shakespeare’s 

preoccupation with the crusades. There are some very disparaging references to Ottomans 

and Turks in the play.  Like Othello, Desdemona is demonized in her name. Demon is the 

middle part of Des’demon’a. She is demonized because of her marriage with black 

Othello. 
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8.2 OTHELLO’S EARLY CRITICAL RECEPTION 

 

Othello remains one of the most controversial and intriguing of Shakespearean 

plays. The play deals with the very sensitive issues like race and gender and provides an 

insight into the early modern western thinking about blacks, moors, Turks and ‘others’ 

people. Othello has been favourite with critics right from the beginning. The western 

critics have always lavished praise on Shakespeare for describing such a noble moor and 

presenting a genius like Iago whose jealousy and wickedness are presented as proof of his 

intellect and wisdom. The rare exception in the western academy is Thomas Rhymer. In 

his essay ‘A Short View of Tragedy’ (1693), he is not ready to grant ‘Othello’ the status 

of tragedy. He terms it ‘some phantom of a ---Fable (44).3 He criticizes Shakespeare for 

altering the basic facts of the original source and styling Othello as “‘Moor of Venice’: 

Note of pre-eminence which neither History nor Heraldry can allow him” (Rhymer 44-

45).4 He also decries Shakespeare for presenting Desdemona as Venetian girl and 

daughter of a Senator. He considers the whole play Othello impossible and illogical. 

Rhymer is especially contemptuous about Othello, the general. He contends that there is 

nothing in him that makes him ‘general’. He does not consider him a ‘lofty’ character. To 

him he is not soldier like. Rhymer says ‘His Love and his Jealousie are no part of a 

Souldiers Character, unless for Comedy” (Rhymer 46).5 Rhymer’s criticism is generally 

discredited as being beside the point, but critics have failed to notice some important 

points raised by him. Othello has never been praised for its technical aspects. The 

character ‘Othello’ has always sounded like a fairy tale figure and never a real life 

character. One reason why Rhymer is generally criticized is that he discredits 

Shakespeare as an artist and the western critics cannot swallow this bitter truth. 

 

Samuel Johnson’s obsession with finding nature even in most unnatural things in 

Shakespeare is a no secret. He calls 

 

“ the fiery openness of Othello, magnanimous, artless, and credulous, boundless in his 

confidence…, the cool malignity of Iago, silent in resentment, subtle in his designs…,  the soft 

simplicity of Desdemona, confident of merit , and conscious of innocence…., are such proofs of 

Shakespeare’s skills in human nature” (Johnson 48).6  
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Johnson did appreciate Shakespeare’s skill in describing human nature but he did 

not elaborate the human nature as such. Human nature is not an absolute fact of life. It is 

the product of society and culture. It is not fixed and static. It is not something universal 

or supernatural. 

 

‘Human nature’ itself is a social construct and product of discursive practices. It 

must have been very natural for the white human beings living in England especially and 

in Europe generally in Shakespeare’s time to resort to slave trade and treat the people of 

other cultures as inferior, and bestial. Johnson’s privileging of human nature in 

Shakespearean criticism can be justified only when it is recognized that human nature 

thrives on racial, religious, gender and class prejudices and not on the denial of these 

prejudices. 

 

S T Coleridge, famous romantic poet and critic, did not lag behind in appreciating 

Iago’s ‘will in intellect’7; he considered his malignity ‘motiveless’8. By declaring Iago’s 

malignity ‘motiveless’ Coleridge has almost acquitted him of his crime, because if a 

crime is established as motiveless , it loses its significance and frees the criminal of moral 

culpability. 

 

Renowned Shakespearean critic A C Bradley in his monumental work 

‘Shakespearean Tragedy’ has devoted his essay on ‘Othello’ to justify Iago’s action and 

the poor ‘Othello’ is mentioned only as secondary character.  Bradley equates Iago with 

Falstaff, Hamlet, and Cleopatra and attributes his malignancy to his Italian origin. He 

emphasizes that Iago should not be considered Englishman.As he says, 

  

“It has been held that he is a study of that peculiarly Italian form of villainy which is considered 

both too clever and too diabolical for an Englishman…No doubt the belief in that Italian villainy 

was prevalent in Shakespeare’s time” (Bradley 178).9 

 

It clearly shows that Shakespeare was inspired by English nationalism and did not 

spare even his European counterparts from his prejudice. Those who contend that 
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Shakespeare was above the prejudices of race and nationality must not forget that 

Shakespeare was actively encoding his prejudices in his plays. 

 

Bradley’s sympathy for Iago is proverbial. He says “Iago had never been detected 

in any serious offence and may even never have been guilty of one…but never yet 

meeting with any sufficient temptation to risk his position and advancement by a 

dangerous crime” (Bradley 178).10  

 

For Bradley Iago did not commit any serious sin. He is not involved in any 

offence. Then who is responsible for the evil in the play of which all the critics invariably 

have talked of. If Iago is not guilty, then Othello must be. 

 

Harold Bloom (6)11 does not fail to quote scriptures and classical authorities when 

it comes to defending Shakespeare and his characters. It is no surprise that he has not 

failed to draw a parallel between St Paul and Iago.He says just as Iago acted in revenge at 

being passed over by Cassio, St Paul too would have acted the same way had he been 

denied grace by God. 

 

Bloom’s reverence for Iago crosses all limits. As he says, 

 

“It is Othello’s tragedy, but Iago’s play…Iago is a dramatist who takes over his   fellow characters 

and plots them into the play that he desires to stage…His genius is not as…But his intellect is 

extraordinarily amazing, quick, endlessly resourceful. Iago is the master psychologist in all of 

Shakespeare, expert at manipulating everyone else in the play” (Bloom 5).12 

 

Bloom says that Coleridge was wrong in describing Iago’s actions as 

‘motiveless’. He says “Iago’s motivation is provided by the Miltonic ‘Sense of Injured 

Merit’ that the hero-villain of Paradise Lost suffered when he is passed over for Christ, as 

it were” (Bloom 4).13 
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8.3 BRADLEY DEFLATES ‘INJURED MERIT’ THEORY 

 

Iago did feel that he had been denied what he deemed he deserved on merit. 

Bloom’s support for Iago’s claim and his vindication that Iago acted out of injured pride 

resulting from injured merit is baffling. Bloom forgets that Iago is an outright liar and 

schemer and devilish. He cannot speak the truth. It is surprising that Bloom does not 

mention Bradley who amply establishes that Iago’s was a liar and his claim was not 

based on merit. Cassio was justly appointed and he had sufficient war experience to be 

appointed Othello’s second -in- command. 

 

Bradley  refutes ‘injured –merit’ theory on solid grounds. Iago accuses Othello of 

appointing Cassio violating merit. He says three important Venetians pleaded his case but 

Othello did not listen to them. He accuses Othello of lying to these gentlemen that he had 

already filled the vacancy. Iago further accuses Cassio of having no experience of war 

and of being just a clerk. Bradley says that “Iago himself was ignorant of military 

science, while Cassio was an expert” (173).14 Bradley further says that the mere fact that 

Cassio was selected by Othello himself should not be ignored, because Othello was an 

acknowledged general could not have made a wrong decision. Secondly ‘that the senate 

appointed him to succeed Othello in command at Cyprus; and we have direct evidence 

that part of Iago’s statement is a lie, for Desdemona happens to mention that Cassio was a 

man who ‘all his time’ had founded his good fortunes on Othello’s love and had ‘shared 

dangers’ with him (iii.iv.93)”(173).15 Then the only claim Iago could assert was of being 

senior in age. “Though Cassio was young, there is nothing to show that he was younger, 

in years or service, than Iago. Iago, for instance, never calls him ‘young’, as he does 

Roderigo; and a mere youth would not have been made Governor of Cyprus” (173).16 

 

Bradley rejects Iago’s claim and Bloom’s support for ‘injured merit’ ghost story 

by declaring that “ Othello’s mind was perfectly at ease about the appointment , and that 

he never dreamed of Iago’s being discontented at it, not even when the intrigue was 

disclosed and he asked himself how he had offended Iago”(174).17 
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It is strange that Bloom who has included extracts from Bradley’s book on 

Othello in his book ‘William Shakespeare’s Othello: Bloom’s Notes’ missed this 

important paragraph which actually smashes his whole theory. Blooms defence of Iago’s 

machinations on various grounds turns out to be hollow and baseless if viewed in the 

backdrop of negated injured merit theory. 

 

8.4 RACISM IN OTHELLO 
 

Othello’s race is the center stage of the play. Othello’s color is the main 

motivation of the play. Turn Othello’s color into white, the play loses its significance and 

the whole edifice of the play comes down crashing. Othello derives his identity from his 

color and other characters identify him because of his color. His merits and demerits are 

attributed to his color. His deeds, virtues on the one hand and his faults of temperament 

and character on the other hand are due to his color. Othello is not an independent 

individual who derives his significance from his personal attributes. All the characters in 

the play are conscious that they are dealing with a man of color. There is not a single 

character in the play that does not show his reservations or contempt for Othello’s color. 

Even Desdemona exhibits her deep distrust of Othello’s color. “Othello is black, and his 

blackness connotes ugliness, treachery, lust, bestiality, and the demonic” (Berry 68).18 

 

The presence of strong racial vocabulary undermines Shakespeare’s repute as a 

champion of human values and tolerance. His Othello is very provocative and sensitive 

play and hurts people of color living anywhere in the world. The presence of racial abuse 

in this play cannot be simply wished away and Shakespeare’s complicity in racial politics 

is an undeniable fact. 

 

“ In fact, the repeated references to Othello’s colour in the play and the wider net of images of 

dark and light spread across the diction, show that Shakespeare was not only not unaware of the 

implications of his hero’s colour ,but was indeed intensely aware of it as one of the primary factors 

in his play” (Hunter 67).19 

 
 

Othello is a moor who lives in Venetian society which is deeply race conscious. 

Othello is a successful military general but feels insecure because of color. He lives 
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among the white people and interacts with them but he is not a part of them. He is always 

separate from them and is never absorbed. Despite his position and stature, no character 

shows him any respect. He is called  Moor. He is hardly named. By being called moor, he 

is denied his individuality and personality. When moor is called black he is also being 

condemned at the same time. Black in the Elizabethan period denoted wickedness and 

guilt and white stood for innocence and honour. 

 

Roderigo is the first character who betrays his racist attitude when he refers to 

Othello as ‘the thick black- lips” (I.i.65)  Iago calls ‘Othello’ as ‘an old black ram’ 

(I.i.88), the ‘devil’ (I.i.91). He calls Othello ‘Barbary horse’ (I.i.111). ). He tells 

Brabantio that if he does not act quickly to stop Othello and Desdemona from 

consummating their marriage “you will have your nephews neigh to you; you will have 

coursers for cousins and jennets for germans” (I.i.112-113) Othello and Desdemona are 

described as making ‘the beast with two backs’. (I.i.115-16). 

 

Roderigo also uses racial slurs against Desdemona as well for marrying black 

moor. He is jealous that she is in ‘gross clasps of lascivious Moor’ (I.i.126) and describes 

Desdemona’s marriage as ‘gross revolt’ (I.i.134) 

 

The critics are justified in suggesting that racism as an integral part of Othello is 

established right from the first scene of the play. There is enough racial content in this 

scene to foreshadow the implications of the racial conflict and racialised gender in this 

play.  “From its very first scene, Othello is saturated with the imagery and concerns that 

make it the most familiar example of an English Renaissance play interested and invested 

in race” (Bovilsky 40).20  

 

Brabantio is outraged when he comes to know of the marriage between 

Desdemona and Othello. His contempt for Othello is only because of his race. He is 

disgusted and hurls abuses at Othello. He calls him a ‘foul thief’ (I.ii.62) and ‘damned’ 

(I.ii.63) who used ‘foul charms’ (I.ii.72). He is accused of resorting to ‘practices of 

cunning hell’ (I.iii.102). He is called ‘bond slave and pagan’ (I.iii.99). 
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Commenting on these lines Berry says “At the root of his amazement and outrage 

is physical revulsion; and he cannot believe that his daughter would ‘run from her 

guardage to the sooty bosom/ of such a thing as thou to fear, not delight! (I.ii.) ”(Berry 

70-71).21 

 

Othello is thus a thing which is repulsive and ugly to look on. He is not a fair 

sight. Othello’s presence is a terrifying spectacle. 

 

Brabantio did not like Roderigo and never considered him a good match for 

Desdemona. He gets upset when he finds Roderigo standing outside his house and 

shouting and he rebukes him for pursuing Desdemona. But when he comes to know that 

Desdemona has eloped with Othello, he says “O, that you had had her!” (I.i.173). 

Commenting on this McCulloch and Carey say “Brabantio’s sudden preference for 

Roderigo, who has already been proven somewhat a fool over Othello, has no obvious or 

logical base now or at anytime in the play other than the continually implied racism” 

(16).22 

 

Emilia never gives vent to her racial prejudice towards Othello. She reserves her 

bitter racial prejudice to the very end of the play. When she comes to know that Othello 

has killed Desdemona she explodes with disgust and anger. 

 

Othello: O she is like a liar gone to burning hell: T was I that killed her. 

Emilia: O, the more angel she/ And you the blacker devil. (V.ii.129- 131) 

 

Commenting on Emilia’s outburst, Berry says “Having exposed his evil, Othello 

becomes for her a ‘blacker devil’, the phrase revealing that in her imagination he has 

always been a black devil.”23 He also becomes Desdemona’s ‘most filthy bargain’ (V, ii, 

157), a creature as ‘ignorant, as dirt’ (V.ii.164) 
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Desdemona is intelligent and innocent Venetian girl who falls in love with 

Othello and marries him against the wishes of her father. Her marriage with Othello plays 

havoc with her identity and all of sudden she becomes a victim of vituperative cynicism. 

Marriage is declared unnatural and her character all of a sudden becomes doubtful. 

Despite all that happens to her and around her, she remains committed to Othello and 

never falters in her love for Othello. But even Desdemona was not immune to color 

consciousness. She knew that loving and marrying a black moor was unnatural. She knew 

that her marriage with Othello would be considered immoral and lecherous. 

 

She tells the Duke “I saw Othello’s visage in his mind” (I.iii.252). 

 

“This implicit denial of physical attraction shows that Desdemona tries to separate Othello’s 

essential humanity from his appearance, but it also shows that she is sensitive to and disquieted by 
the insinuations that there must be something unnatural in such a love. She does not say that she 

found Othello’ blackness beautiful but that she saw his visage in his mind.”(Berry,)24  

 

This clearly shows that Othello’s color is the defining factor of the play and 

Othello is the victim of racial abuse. There is no truth in the contention that Shakespeare 

was tolerant in his portrayal of Moor. 

 

8.5  DESDEMONA BLACKENED 

 

Renaissance is generally regarded as revival of knowledge and learning and a 

period which witnessed a marked stress on equality, liberty, freedom with reason as the 

source of knowledge and guide to problems of life. With all these high sounding words 

attached to renaissance, one would imagine it to be a period marked by universal values 

of equality and fair play; and free from prejudices. But recent focus on renaissance 

discourses suggests that it was not the case. Renaissance was the period when western 

prejudices were encoded in art and literature. Renaissance was a period when the issue of 

race was hotly debated and race as a marker of identity was established as a fact of life. 

Along with race, gender discrimination was also rife in this period. 
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“Gender’s similarity to race is particularly dramatized by marriage plots, in which attention to 

sexual difference, concern over the boundary between exogamy and endogamy and the application 

of the color logics associated with female sexual activity intersect with and amplifies one another” 

(Bovilsky 39).25 

 

Shakespeare’s Othello amply testifies to racial and gender discrimination in the 

western society in his time. Shakespeare has racialised gender in his play Othello. He has 

used racial   vocabulary and terminology to describe Desdemona’s marriage and union 

with Othello. The issue of chastity is described in the color terminology. Chastity and 

purity are described as white and immorality is described as black. Othello is believed to 

have blackened Desdemona by his sexual act with her.  Desdemona is regarded as black 

when she is deemed to be promiscuous. 

 

Othello is condemned with the most of the racial slurs only when he is viewed in 

relationship with Desdemona. It is the sexuality which raises the issue of race and in 

return it is race that it becomes the victim of sexualized vocabulary. 

 

“Iago uses the binaries black/white, ram/ewe to highlight the difference of color between the two 

so to term the sexual act between the two as unnatural and offensive. “Color predicates cast the 

pair as contraries and the implications of a mixture of kind is further advanced through the trans-

species imagery, which emphasizes both the raw physicality of the claimed sexual relationship and 
the violation of parental property rights” (Bovilsky 40).26 

 

Race and gender get mixed up in Othello and find their most subtle expression 

through Iago. Iago is made to speak most of the strong worded condemnations of race 

and gender. When Iago and Desdemona were waiting for Othello’s return, the verbal 

exchange between Iago and Desdemona turns on the pairing of ‘fair’ and ‘black’ and 

wise and foolish. Iago’s witchcraft of tongue is at its best when he uses reverse analogy 

to condemn Desdemona’s sexuality as black. 

 

“If she be black, and there to have a wit, 

She’ll find a white that shall her blackness fit”. 

(II.i.132-133) 
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Commenting on these lines Bovilsky (2008) says “Iago’s pun on “white/wight” 

(man) implies the sexual nature of female blackness. More obviously, his couplet 

suggests the inevitability of miscegenitic sexuality, that whiteness and blackness “fit”. 

This fit echoes the logic of Desdemona’s marriage, while inverting its terms.” (p.37) 27. 

Through a cunning jugglery of words Desdemona’s sexuality has been equated with 

blackness. 

 

Shakespeare’s depiction of Othello as a representative of exotic black race 

manifests itself in the language that Othello speaks. Othello’s emotional nature is 

reflected in the language he speaks. He uses similes and metaphors which are attributed 

to the men of colour. 

 
Shakespeare’s attitude to race is exemplified by his imagery as well. The west prides itself on its 

rationality. Reason is the main weapon in the western armory. The rest of the world is considered 

emotional and passionate and not capable of reasoned thinking. “With Othello, however, the 

images rise naturally out of his emotions…., (Iago’s) attitude toward the world is rational and 

speculative (Clemen 120).28  

 

Othello’s language shows his emotional side in one more significant way. He 

always uses first person pronoun ‘I’ to say whatever he wants to say. It means whatever 

he says is personal, subjective and he owns whatever he says. His statements are personal 

statements. Iago on the other hand introduces his images with ‘as’ and ‘like’ and never 

commits himself to his statements. “ he does not care to identify himself with what he 

says; he would rather have his utterances understood as being as objective, neutral and 

general as possible” (Clemen 121).29  

 

This shows that the language used by Othello and Iago demarcate these two 

characters as representatives of two opposite worlds divided by race. 

 

Othello continues to challenge the dominant ideologies of race, gender and class 

and serve as stark reminder of the color of its protagonist. Othello was not staged in 

African countries in colonial era because of sensitivity of the race issue. It was especially 

not performed in South Africa in apartheid era. Whenever this play was staged it always 

created problems and law and order situation. There was certain nervousness regarding 
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this play which manifested itself with the focus on the issues of jealousy and class in the 

play, ignoring the race issue completely. 

 

As Jyotsna Singh says, 

 

“In the mid-1980s, during the height of apartheid in South Africa, Othello became a site upon 

which the power struggles between the white rulers and black subjects were played out, giving a 

poignant, contemporary urgency to the plight of a fictional Renaissance figure”(Singh 494-495).30 

 

Hugh Quarshie, a black British actor, expressed his resentment and unease about 

racism in Othello suggesting that Shakespeare could have told this story without making 

race a crucial factor. He could have described betrayal and adultery in without 

emphasizing that ‘a character’s race determined his behavior’ (Hugh Quarshie quoted in 

Loomba 110)31. 

 

This shows that unease with Othello’s race is growing with the passage of time 

and racism in Othello continues to haunt the Shakespearean apologists who wish to shift 

focus away from race to jealousy and class in the play. 
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CHAPTER 9 

 

CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

 

9.1    CONCLUSION OF THESIS 

 

In the wake of the twentieth century poststructuralist, postmodernist  

and postcolonial theories of art, literature and language , the humanist and 

positivist Anglo-American literary and philosophical traditions stand 

discredited for being exposed as merely cultural , social , political , 

ideological, Christian and at  worst ethnic and racist. 

The credibility and sanctity of literature as a repository of universal 

values and a veritable document of unchanging human nature have been 

exploded beyond repair. The aestheticism with all its catching epithets has 

turned out to be just a sugar coating that camouflages a very poisonous racial 

and ideological agenda. Literature’s complicity in paving way for 

colonization and subsequently strengthening it has sabotaged its cult. No one 

would have believed just a few decades ago that all the renaissance gable of 

reason, liberty, and equality actually led to exploitation and colonization. To 

find enlightenment totalitarian and exploitative leaves all the faith in reason 

in doubt. Finding Karl Marx, J.S.Mill, Ruskin and other philosophers and 

critics supporting and vindicating colonization only leads to despair. The 

pride of Anglo-American literary tradition, Shakespeare, whom Bloom calls 

‘The Invention of the Human’, could not go beyond the prejudices and 
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biases of his race, religion and age. It is tragic that he was not ‘The 

Invention’ of the human, but just another human being.  Ania Loomba’s 

studies in the racism in Shakespeare’s corpus especially in Othello; and the 

presence of colonial cultural baggage in ‘The Tempest’ leave Shakespeare’s 

reputation tainted. Feminist studies have further exposed his limitations as 

an artist. 

 

The turning point in the contemporary intellectual milieu has been 

‘the linguistic turn’ which resulted from Saussure’s monumental work ‘The 

Course’. His focus on the study of language as an object of scientific study 

changed everything. He revealed arbitrariness of language implying that 

relation between the signifier and the signified is arbitrary albeit a social 

fact. He further established the nexus between language and thought. With 

this, a new reality emerged that language does not reflect reality, rather 

constructs it. The role of language in shaping worldview also underscores its 

importance. As language was used by the colonizer to appellate and 

construct the colonized subject and identity, the colonized can use the same 

potential of language to respond to the western stereotypes and establish its 

own identity. Language has emerged as the most contested and vital cultural 

and political tool in the current scenario. 

Saussure’s insistence that words derive their meaning through 

difference also proved very significant. The modern theory has established 

beyond any doubt that ‘difference’ and ‘other’ are the two biggest realities 

of the world. Identity is based on difference. The greater the difference, the 

greater the identity. Difference is necessary for the determination of self and 

meaning; and cannot be obliterated and ignored. ‘Difference’ is a permanent 

and absolute reality. It shows that ‘difference’ is a reality that cannot be 
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ignored under any circumstances. It cannot be bridged. It cannot be 

reconciled either. So the difference will stay, because it is a universal and 

permanent fact of life. This realization of ‘difference’ leads to broader 

understanding of life. The ‘other’ that is the product of ‘difference’ should 

be accepted as reality. It should not be ignored. If the existence of the ‘other’ 

is accepted, the most of the problems of the world will be resolved. It seems 

that the world powers instead of accepting the right of ‘other’ to exist are 

bent upon suppressing the ‘other’. If the greater realities of ‘difference’ and 

‘other’ are recognized, there would be better solutions to the problems that 

bedevil the world. The only thing to do is to understand the cultural 

differences and respect them. 

Derrida exposed the western philosophical tradition to be logocentric, 

phonocentric and phallocentric. If the western philosophic and literary 

traditions are logocentric and phallocentric, then it is not something that is 

deplorable; and it in no way puts philosophy in any quandary. It just 

highlights the fact that all philosophy is grounded in religion and culture and 

it cannot be otherwise. 

Modern theory does not decenter the centre of the text , rather it helps 

in identifying the real centre that lies  elsewhere and is wrapped up in 

similes, metaphors, metonymies, and other figures of speech in particular 

and the ordinary words in general. It is more than obvious that the centre of 

the western text lies in its culture and ideology. 

Can we call the modern literary theory nihilist and declare that it 

destroys everything and leaves nothing intact? No doubt it has dealt a deadly 

blow to the empiricist, positivist, and humanist literary tradition. But it has 

not destroyed literature; it has only changed the way of looking at it. 
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Modern literary theory instead of being negative is positive because it 

puts things in a wider and true perspective. A greater understanding of 

reality does not result in the death of reality. Rather it leads to a better 

appreciation of reality. 

Whereas modern literary theory has focused on the representational 

issues in literature and philosophy, post-colonial theory has highlighted the 

material impact of episteme on the actual lives of more than 84 percent 

people of the world. The postcolonial theories have brought to light the role 

of literature and language in establishing and strengthening colonization.  

Language and literature served as cultural weapons in denigrating and 

degrading the colonized. The best of the writers of the Anglo-American 

literature espoused the cause of colonization. What is needed is to study 

literature keeping an eye on its politics. Literature can’t just be read for its 

aesthetic face value. 

Post-colonial societies are facing grave crises in the wake of 

geographical decolonization. The post-colonial nations are so badly battered 

by the colonization that they are still on the disintegration trail. The 

problems which these countries are facing are of monumental significance. 

They can be solved only by resolve and commitment. The post-colonial 

writers and intellectuals have a great responsibility to shoulder. The people 

of the post-colonial world are hybridized. They need to use this hybrid 

condition as a subversive force to counter and challenge the western 

imperialism and neocolonialism; and rediscover them. 

 

Politics of post-colonial theory also need to be understood with 

clarity. The western intelligentsia and institutions are busy in damage control 

exercise in the wake of emergence of French modern literary theories and 
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post-colonial theory. The impact of modern literary theory is being 

neutralized by declaring it relativistic and nihilistic. Its true potential as 

supporter of the ‘other’ is being undermined. Similarly the true significance 

of post-colonial theory is also being diminished by terming it as an offshoot 

of western academy. It is being embroiled in non-issues. Its focus on 

discursive practices results in ignoring the materiality of the colonization 

experience. The exploitation and brutality associated with colonization 

should never be allowed to be ignored. If this happens, the post-colonial 

theory will lose its significance. 

 

The fact that we live in a very political world which is governed by 

different ideologies makes understanding of the complexities of 

contemporary life even more important. The intellectuals of the post-

colonial world need to take a firm stand on the issues concerning their 

countries. Instead of writing for the center, they should write for their own 

people. What is happening now is that the post-colonial intelligentsia ends 

up supporting colonial assumptions and neocolonial strategies. 

 

Pakistan authors have a special role to play to establish their own 

identity. The post-colonial field is dominated by the Indian intellectuals who 

always talk of their Indian experience and doing so they generalize their 

view point in a way that undermines the post-colonial status of Pakistani 

society.  Many postcolonial theorists do not mention Pakistan in the list of 

the postcolonial countries. Ashcroft et al’s Empire Writes Back is an 

example in this regard. Pakistani writers should assert themselves and 

represent their own people and their aspirations. 
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9.2 RECOMMENDATIONS 

 

In the wake of neocolonialism, it is very important that some positive 

measures are taken to ensure that the post-colonial world does not lose its 

identity and culture. The primacy of English language as a language of 

information and knowledge cannot be denied. English language is no longer 

the sole property of the English people. It is the language of those who speak 

it. As the majority of English speaking and writing people are non-English, 

this language should be naturalized in the local cultures. For teaching 

English language, non –English texts should be used. Teaching of English 

literature should also be reconsidered. The phrase ‘English Literature’ 

should be replaced by ‘Literature in English’. ‘English Literature’ has never 

been a representative term. It has always been an umbrella term covering 

Irish and American literatures. Pakistani universities offer masters in English 

Literature which include Irish, American, African, Indian, Canadian, 

Australian, Latin -American and Pakistani writers. It is right time to remove 

the anomaly and effect the change. 

 

In Pakistan, Pakistani authors should be made part of syllabi. Poets 

like Iqbal and Ghalib along with host of Sufi poets and intellectuals must be 

made part of syllabi if they are to become part of national consciousness, 

otherwise they will be forgotten. It is pity that Faiz Ahmad Faiz who did the 

pioneering work in the postcolonial field has been totally forgotten by the 

world for its non-inclusion in syllabi and anthologies. Faiz Ahmad Faiz’s 

essays on postcoloniality should be made part of syllabi in all the Pakistani 

universities. 

 



 249 

Pakistani authors living abroad are generally writing for the western 

audience. To get noticed and published they compromise their own identity 

and ridicule their own culture. Indigenous Pakistani literature in English is 

the need of the hour. Pakistani writers, whether living in Pakistan or 

elsewhere, must gird up their loins to face the challenges posed by 

contemporary literary and political environment for their own people. 
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