EARL HAIG SECONDARY SCHOOL

English 4U: Post-Colonial Literature

Quotations for Consideration

Read over and consider these quotations in light of the literature and essays and films that we are/will be studying. You might want to incorporate some of these into journal entries by responding to them in conjunction with insights you get from class or from the texts which you encounter in this course.

On post-colonial literature

1. “How imperial powers impose their control on foreign lands and how the dominated respond have recently become subjects of intense study under the umbrella name of post-colonial studies and methods. There is a particular focus on how cultural texts are central means in both the imposition of and resistance to imperialism.” (Musa W. Dube in Postcolonial Feminist Interpretation of the Bible)

2. “Alber Memmi, the Tunisian anti-colonial revolutionary and intellectual, has argued that the colonial aftermath is fundamentally deluded in its hope that the architecture of a new world will magically emerge from the physical ruins of colonialism.  Memmi maintains that the triumphant subjects of this aftermath inevitably underestimate the psychologically tenacious hold of the colonial past on the postcolonial present.  In his words: ‘And the day that oppression ceases, the new man is supposed to emerge before our eyes immediately.  Now, I do not like to say so, but I must, since decolonization has demonstrated it: this is not the way it happens.  The colonized lives for a long time before we see that really new man’ (Memmi 1968, p.88)” (Leela Gandhi, Postcolonial Theory)

On the issue of language

3. “The novel evolved in the 19th and 20th centuries and became an instrument of modern imperialism….Yet anti-imperialism literature of most Two-Thirds World people adopted the same genre and language to decolonize. Can the master’s tools dismantle his house? This unresolvable question led to the subversion of the master’s genre and language. The colonized do not reproduce the colonizer’s literary forms. Rather, they interpolate them in various other literary genres unique to their own contexts thereby subverting the master’s tools and using them at the same time.” (Musa W. Dube in Postcolonial Feminist Interpretation of the Bible)

4. “….the language issue is a political issue because language is central to all power relations. It expresses the soul of people. In our experience the development of Patwah expresses the refusal of a people to imitate a coloniser, their insistence on creation, their movement from obedience towards revolution.” (Honor Ford-Smith in Lionheart Gal: Life Stories of Jamaican Women)

On what the colonial experience did to Africa

5. “….in an effort to destroy completely the structures that had been built up in the African society and to impose their imperialism with an unnerving totality the colonialists were not satisfied merely with holding a people in their grip and emptying the Native’s brain of all form and content, they turned to the past of the oppressed people and distorted, disfigured and destroyed it. No longer was reference made to African culture, it became barbarism. Africa was the ‘dark continent’. Religious practices and customs were referred to as superstition. The history of African Society was reduced to tribal battles and internecine wars.” (Steve Biko in his essay, “We Blacks”)

Achebe on the role of the African (post-colonial) writer

6. “If we [writers] have any role at all, I think it’s the role of optimism, not blind or stupid optimism, but the kind that is meaningful, one that is rather close to the notion of the world which is not perfect, but which can be improved. In other words, we don’t just sit and hope that things will work out; we have a role to play to make that come about….I think something tells us that we should struggle.” (Chinua Achebe in an interview with CBC’s Eleanor Wachtel in More Writers & Company)
On the issue of language

First, let us address the issue of language. It could be said that writing African literature in English is a capitulation of sorts. The use of a foreign language sends a mixed message and demeans the tale. It should not be called African literature because it is in English. 

In 1975 Chinua Achebe gave a speech entitled "The African Writer and the English Language". He answered the above challenge with these words, 

"Is it right that a man should abandon his mother tongue for someone else's? It looks like a dreadful betrayal and produces a guilty feeling. But for me there is no other choice. I have been given the language and I intend to use it." (Thiong'o, p.285)

African writer Gabriel Okara also addresses the issue of writing African literature in English. He wrote, 

"Some may regard this way of writing in English as a desecration of the language. This is of course not true. Living languages grow like living things, and English is far from a dead language.... Why shouldn't there be a Nigerian or West African English which we can use to express our own ideas, thinking and philosophy in our own way?" (Thiong'o, p.287)

Again, Achebe agrees, 

"I feel that the English language will be able to carry the weight of my African experience. But it will have to be a new English, still in full communion with its ancestral home but altered to suit new African surroundings." (Thiong'o, p.286)

These two African writers agree that there is no use returning to a moot past. In order to successfully find a sense of identity, it is necessary to recognize the infiltration of foreign culture. Zimbabwe is in fact a new hybrid culture and the use of the English language is evidence. But it is not traitorous to tradition or culture, rather writing in English is a way of giving new life and form: way to affirm the possibility of existing in a foreign culture. For example, if we imagine the English language as representing western culture, post-colonial literature is an example of a successful cultural transplant. Post-colonial literature written in English should only serve to strengthen a sense of identity by proving that African values and ideas can survive the translation. The key is to make the language one's own, to incorporate rather than being incorporated.
Taken from: http://www.usp.nus.edu.sg/post/zimbabwe/sofield/6.html

