	Level: First Year Master
	Mohamed Kheider University of Biskra
	Lecturer: Mr A. Boulegroune

	Option: Literature and Civilization
	Faculty of Letters and Languages
	Academic Year: 2025-2026

	Module: Literary Theory & Criticism
	Dept. of English Language & Literature
	Semester: II


	Context-oriented Literary Criticism: Postcolonial Literary Approach  


Introduction
Postcolonial theory is concerned with the ways in which texts – not just fictional texts but texts of all kinds – shape our understanding of the colonized world, both historically and in the present. This includes physical settlement of other territories (colonialism), the wider cultural control of the developing world by European powers (imperialism), and the reworking of these methods of control in the contemporary world (neo-imperialism and neo-colonialism). The terms postcolonial and postcolonialism first appeared in scholarly journals in the mid-1980s and as subtitles in texts such as Bill Ashcroft, Gareth Griffiths, and Hellen Tiffin’s The Empire Writes Back: Theory and Practice in Post-Colonial Literatures (1989) and in 1990 in Ian Adam and Helen Tiffin’s Past the Last Post: Theorizing Post-Colonialism and Post-Modernism. By the early and mid-1990s, both terms had become firmly established in academic and popular discourse.

A. Post-colonialism, Postcolonialism, or post/colonial 
When spelled with a hyphen (post-colonialism), the term implies a chronological order—that is, a change from a colonial to a post-colonial state. When spelled without the hyphen (postcolonialism), the term refers “to writing that sets out in one way or another to resist colonialist perspectives,” both before and after the period of colonization. According to some critics, the nonhyphenated spelling covers a wider critical field, including literature of former British colonies, than does the hyphenated spelling. The third orthographic variant of this term (post/colonial), argue some critics, is more relevant than the previous two spellings because it stresses the interrelatedness between an indeterminate number of literatures—be they Anglophone or not—that share a similar situation: the “entangled condition” that exists between colonial and post/colonial discourse and between coloniality and post/coloniality. Today the most common spelling of the three variants is postcolonialism.

B. Major Postcolonial Theorists 
1. Frantz Fanon (1925–1961)
Born in the French colony of Martinique, Fanon fought with the French in World War II, remaining in France after the war to study medicine and psychiatry. Throughout his rather short career and life, Fanon provides postcolonialism with two influential texts: Black Skin, White Masks (1952) and The Wretched of the Earth (1961). In these and other works, Fanon uses psychoanalytic theory to examine the condition of blacks under French colonial rule. As a result of colonialism, Fanon asserts that both the colonized (e.g., the Other—that is, any person defined as “different from”) and the colonizer suffer “psychic warping,” oftentimes causing what Fanon describes as “a collapse of the ego.” Fanon believes that as soon as the colonized (the blacks living in Martinique) were forced to speak the language of the colonizer (French), the colonized either accepted or were coerced into accepting the collective consciousness of the French, thereby identifying blackness with evil and sin and whiteness with purity and righteousness.
In The Wretched of the Earth, Fanon argues that an entirely new world must come into being to overcome the binary system in which black is evil and white is good. Fanon develops a Marxist-influenced postcolonial theory in which he calls for violent revolution, a type of revolution in which Fanon himself was involved when he became a participant and a spokesperson for the Algerian revolutionaries against France. He also develops in The Wretched of the Earth one of his major concerns: the problem of the “native bourgeoisie” who assume power after the colonial powers have either departed or been driven out. When such a situation occurs, the native proletariat, “the wretched of the earth,” are left on their own, often in a worse situation than before the conquerors arrived. Throughout his writings, Fanon articulates key postcolonial concerns such as the “Otherness,” subject formation, and an emphasis on linguistic and psychoanalytic frameworks on which postcolonialism will develop in the decades to follow.
2. Edward Wadie Said (1935–2003) 

The key text in the establishment of postcolonial theory is Orientalism (1978), authored by Edward Wadie Said (1935–2003). A Palestinian-American theorist and critic, Said was born in Jerusalem, where he lived with his family until the 1948 Arab-Israeli War, at which time his family became refugees in Egypt then Lebanon. In Orientalism, Said chastises the literary world for not investigating and taking seriously the study of colonization or imperialism. He then develops several concepts that are central to postcolonial theory. According to Said, nineteenth-century Europeans tried to justify their territorial conquests by propagating a manufactured belief called Orientalism: the creation of non-European stereotypes that suggested so-called Orientals were indolent, thoughtless, sexually immoral, unreliable, and demented. The European conquerors, Said notes, believed that they were accurately describing the inhabitants of their newly acquired lands in “the East.” What they failed to realize, argues Said, is that all human knowledge can be viewed only through one’s political, cultural, and ideological framework. No theory, either political or literary, can be totally objective. In effect, what the colonizers were revealing was their unconscious desires for power, wealth, and domination, not the nature of the colonized subjects.
In Culture and Imperialism (1993), Said captures the basic thought behind colonization and imperialism: “‘They’re not like us,’ and for that reason deserve to be ruled.” The colonized, Said maintains, becomes the Other, the not me. Hence, the established binary opposition of “the West”/“the Other” must be abolished along with its intricate web of racial and religious prejudices. What must be rejected, Said declares, is the “vision” mentality of writers who want to describe the Orient from a panoramic view. This erroneous view of humanity creates a simplistic interpretation of human experience. It must be replaced by one based on “narrative,” a historical view that emphasizes the variety of human experiences in all cultures. This narrative view does not deny differences, but presents them in an objective way. Scholarship, asserts Said, must be derived from firsthand experience of a particular region, giving voice and presence to the critics who live and write in these regions, not scholarship from “afar” or secondhand representation.  Although such ideas helped shape the central issues of postcolonial theory, it was Said’s use of French “high theory” along with Marxist ideology as a methodology to deconstruct and historically examine the roots of Orientalism that attracted the attention of the academic world and helped inspire a new direction in postcolonial thought.

3. Homi K. Bhabha (1949– )

Homi K. Bhabha (1949–), one of the leading postcolonial theorists and critics, builds on Said’s concept of the Other and Orientalism. In works such as The Location of Culture (1994), Bhabha emphasizes the concerns of the colonized. What of the individual who has been colonized? On the one hand, the colonized observes two somewhat distinct views of the world: that of the colonizer (the conqueror) and that of himself or herself, the colonized (the one who has been conquered). To what culture does this person belong? Seemingly, neither culture feels like home. This feeling of homelessness, of being caught between two clashing cultures, Bhabha calls unhomeliness, a concept referred to as double consciousness by some postcolonial theorists. This feeling or perception of abandonment by both cultures causes the colonial subject (the colonized) to become a psychological refugee. Because each psychological refugee uniquely blends his or her two cultures, no two writers who have been colonial subjects will interpret their culture(s) exactly alike. Hence, Bhabha argues against the tendency to essentialize third-world countries into a homogenous identity.

One of Bhabha’s major contributions to postcolonial studies is his belief that there is always ambivalence at the site of colonial dominance. When two cultures commingle, the nature and the characteristics of the newly created culture changes each of the cultures. This dynamic, interactive, and tension-packed process Bhabha names hybridity. Bhabha himself says that “hybridization is a discursive, enunciatory, cultural, subjective process having to do with the struggle around authority, authorization, deauthorization, and the revision of authority. It’s a social process. It’s not about persons of diverse cultural tastes and fashions. As a result, says Bhabha, a feeling of unhomeliness develops in the colonized. For the colonized writer in such a commingled culture, Bhabha’s answer to this sense of unhomeliness is that the colonized writer must create a new discourse by rejecting all the established transcendental signifieds created by the colonizers. 

4. Gayatri Spivak

In her essay ‘Can the Subaltern Speak?’ (1985), Gayatri Spivak questions the ability of the subaltern to speak. Subaltern means the marginalized and oppressed class. In this essay she tries to disclose the condition of the native during the colonial period and condition of women in the postcolonial period. She argues that the colonial powers prevent any voice of speaking. The native woman is doubly jeopardized in the structure of colonialism and patriarchy. She argues that one can make his/her identity through discourse. Gayatri Spivak further argues that the subaltern cannot speak; the native woman or subaltern woman has no power of speaking because she remains within the discourse of patriarchy and colonialism.

C. Questions for Analysis

When applying postcolonialist theory to a text, consider the following questions:
• What happens in the text when the two cultures clash, when one sees itself as superior to another? 
• Describe the two or more cultures exhibited in the text. What does each value? What does each reject?

• Who in the text is “the Other”?

• Describe the worldviews of each of the cultures.

• What are the forms of resistance against colonial control?

• How does the superior or privileged culture’s hegemony affect the colonized culture?

• How do the colonized people view themselves? Is there any change in this view by the end of the text?

• What are the characteristics of the language of the two cultures? How are they alike? Different?

• Is the language of the dominant culture used as a form of oppression? Suppression?

• In what ways is the colonized culture silenced?

• Are there any emergent forms of postcolonial identity after the departure of the colonizers?

• How do gender, race, or social class function in the colonial and postcolonial elements of the text?

Conclusion
Like other approaches to textual analysis, postcolonialism is not a homogenous school of literary theory and criticism, but a loosely defined set of theories and methodologies that seeks to uncover and discover what happens to the colonized once they have been conquered by the colonizers. Postcolonialism chiefly deals with literature that has been written by the colonized in colonized countries. Its aim is to examine what has been missing from literary analyses by highlighting the interest of the colonized and the destructive forces of the colonizer’s hegemony as forced on the colonized.
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