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ABSTRACT

The concept of resistance provides a primary framework for the- critical project of
postcolonialism. Despite its significance, however, resistance has been under-theorized
within the field. In postcolonial criticism and theory, resistance signifies any opposition
to, or subversion of, colonial authority. This study analyzes the dominant constructions
of resistance within the field of postcolonial studies and argues for a theory of resistance
that identifies the way in which acts and practices transform the discursive and material
structures of colonial power rather than simply subvert or oppose certain aspects of these
structures. Chapter One analyzes the concept of resistance as it is constructed within
Horni Bhabha’s colonial discourse theory. Critics argue that the theoretical
deconstruction of colonial power ignores the material structures of colonialism and the
agency of the colonized; South Asian resistance to repression in early Twentieth Century
South Africa, however, reveals the way in which colonial authority was challenged at the
level of its cultural assumptions. Chapter Two identifies an oppositional paradigm of
resistance with origins in the work of anti—colénial intellectuals such as Frantz Fanon.
- Oppositional models of resistance often reinforce colonial representations of power and
reduce the identity of the colonized to a function of the anti-colonial struggle. Chapter
Three demonstrates how Gandhism constructs the ends and means of struggle as
interdependent. Gandhi constructs colonial authority in terms of the cooperation of the
colonized; resistance requires the transformation of the colonized subject. Finally,
Chapter Four investigates the way in which the concept of reconciliation — as it has been

theorized within the struggle to end apartheid in South Africa — aims at transforming the

il



antagonistic relationship of colonial authority. As models of resistance, both Gandhism
and reconciliation construct the experience of colonial power much differently than do the

dominant conceptions of resistance within postcolonialism.
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INTRODUCTION

Posteolonial Studies and Resistance

Stories are the secret reservoir of values: change the stories
individuals and nations live by and tell themselves, and you
change the individuals and nations.

Ben Okri, 4 Way of Being Free (112)

1 told him it would be easy if the only fight were against a
conqueror; against history.
Shauna Singh Baldwin, “Jassie” (152)

I. Confronting the Lion of Empire: The Little Bird Titi, John Chilembwe and the
Postcolonial “Story”

In Culture and Imperialism (1993), Edward Said argues that “stories are at the
heart of what explorers and novelists say about strange regions of the world; they also
become the method colonized people use to assert their own identity and the existence of
their own history” (xii). Like many postcolonial critics, Said concentrates upon the
literary text as a site which illuminates colonialism’s discursive constructions of power
and identity. While a number of critics of postcolonial studies argue that such a
perspective elides the material relations of (neo)colonial power and ignores the way in
which colonial authority was maintained through violent repression and/or opposed by
militant insurgency, the economic and political structures of colonialism cannot be so
easily separated from the “stories” the beneficiaries of colonialism constructed to
understand and legitimize them. Reiterating Césaire and Memmi’s critique of
colonialism, Ngugi wa Thiong’o emphatically argues that decolonization is as much a
project of culture as it is a political endeavour; the liberation of the colonized from
material exploitation and political repression requires the “decolonization of the mind.”

The basic assumption of my argument in this dissertation — that postcolonial
theories of resistance must engage with both material and discursive relations — hardly
needs to be stated. Current debates surrounding the fate and function of postcolonialism
as a discipline centre around this seeming discord between colonialism as either a
material or a discursive project and the utility of concentrating on “reading” the colonial
past for engaging with contemporary neo-imperial global relations of power. However,
most people working within the field, or critiquing it from outside, would agree that while
we may distinguish between “material” and “discursive” aspects of colonialism in order
to perform an academic analysis, the material and discursive are not so distinct in the
experience of colonialism. Yet, postcolonial constructions of resistance either privilege
challenges to the discursive modes of authority within the realm of culture or forms of
politically organized opposition which concentrate on the economic and political
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structures of the colonial state. A politically useful theory of resistance cannot privilege
one or the other of discursive or material resistance as “genuine” or “authentic.” As I will
argue, the structural and cultural modes of colonialism were interdependent and
reinforcing, and resistance, therefore, must be understood as necessarily both material and
discursive.

I first read Said’s Culture and Imperialism while working as a teacher in Malawi.
I contemplated Said’s theory of cultural resistance and his rather undeveloped
interrogation of the ideal of liberation and what he calls the “rhetoric of politics and
blame” while studying Malawian folktales with secondary school students. Said’s
discussion of the politics of opposition had a particular resonance for me as I attempted to
follow a new curriculum of Malawian English literature. My Malawian colleagues, and
the students themselves, could not understand why the new Junior Certificate curriculum
included traditional tales translated into English and Malawian short stories, poetry and
drama, instead of “authentic” English English literature. A tale like “The Lion and the
Little Bird Titi,” therefore, took on a particularly political meaning for me, as I attempted
to motivate students to engage critically with “their own” literature and culture in an
environment in which David Livingstone is a mythical figure of compassion and justice,
the face of John Chilembwe — the “martyr” and belated “father” of the Malawian nation —
was just then replacing that of the President on Malawi’s currency, and in which, for the
first time since arriving in Malawi, my “whiteness™ was seen as an obstacle to my ability
to teach rather than the mark of my “legitimacy” as a teacher of English.

In “The Lion and the Little Bird Titi,” the Lion informs Titi that he is weak and
has no friends. The Lion offers to “aid” the little bird if he promises to be honest and
obedient. The Lion provides the bird some of his strength and Titi proceeds to kill wild
pigs and kudu which he must provide to the Lion. The bird’s position of subjection is
reinforced in each act of killing by the song he agrees to sing as part of the contract: “It’s
not mine, It’s not mine...” After some time, the bird becomes conscious of the inequality
of the arrangement, and after killing a buffalo, he climbs atop an anthill to sing to the
Lion, this time changing the words: “It’s my own, It’s my own...” the little bird Titi
sings. Outraged by the bird’s “insolence,” Lion takes back his “gift,” leaving Titi
“ashamed and defeated.” As an explanatory tale, “The Lion and the Little Bird Titi,”
explains why the bird is so timid. The tale, however, can also be read as a cautionary tale
of anti-colonial resistance. The Lion wields discursive authority, naming the bird’s
difference — the fact that he eats grasshoppers and ants instead of the “better” food the
Lion eats — as inferiority or poverty. He contends that he seeks to “uplift” the bird, but
only constrains the bird psychically and materially in an exploitative relationship of
subservience.

As a discipline which interrogates the colonial production of knowledge, a
primary project of postcolonial studies has been to challenge the “typical” Western
historiographical response to indigenous insurgency. Colonial “History” has pretended
that native resistance “had not happened or was not worth mentioning, or, if that failed...
construe[d] it as out and out treachery (the Indian “Mutiny’ of 1857) or an explosion of
atavistic barbarity (the Mau Mau uprising in the 1950s)” (Childs and Williams 26).
Countering such representations, the Subaltern Studies project, for instance,



PhD Thesis - D. Jefferess McMaster University - English

acknowledges and records peasant insurgents as subjects of their own history within but
not reduced to colonial power, and outside the determination of the homogenous Indian
“nation” of an elite imagination. As significant as such a project has been for the study of
Indian history and the field of postcolonial studies, however, the early work of Subaitern
Studies provides a counter-narrative of Indian history but does not interrogate what it
means to resist.

The little bird Titi’s “talking back” to power exhibits an act of opposition to power
which significantly leads to more overt repression — the “ungratefulness” of the bird for
the lion’s “aid” results in punishment. Yet, tales such as this also raise significant
questions about what it means to resist. Significantly, the tale of the little bird Titi’s
“talking back” resonates with a historical story of native “resistance” in colonial
Nyasaland, the 1915 rebellion against British rule, organized by John Chilembwe. The
Chilembwe uprising was much more limited in scale and scope than more prominent
examples of insurgency against colonial rule, such as the 1857 Indian Rebellion or the
Mau Mau struggle in Kenya. The uprising provided little or no material change in the
structures of political or economic power of the British protectorate of Nyasaland.
However, the story of Chilembwe’s failed attempt to oppose colonial authority has
nonetheless had a significant impact on African political initiatives and the cultural
imagination of the peoples of the region (Pike 97, White, Yorke). More importantly for
my purposes, an analysis of representations of the uprising provides a venue for
problematizing the dominant notions of resistance utilized within postcolonial studies.

The British historian, John Pike writes of Chilembwe that he was “strict and
upright, always neatly dressed in Western attire... [Wlhat catches one’s attention is his
expression, which reveals a zeal, intelligence and imagination that is generally absent
from early photographs or portraits of Africans of this period” (Pike 98-99). Many of
Chilembwe’s European contemporaries were offended by the African’s “temerity to wear
a hat and *ape the European’ and particularly Chilembwe’s “habit of entering European
stores and buying articles of clothing for his wife, such as silk stockings, which many
considered to be the prerogative of Europeans only” (Shepperson and Price 227).
However, for Pike — as demeaning as his description of Chilembwe may be —
Chilembwe’s unique “intelligence and imagination” positions him as neither “traitor” nor
“barbarian,” a critical representation which contrasts starkly with that of most of
Chilembwe’s British contemporaries in Nyasaland. Chilembwe’s ill-fated and rather
modest armed rebellion is contextualized by both Pike and Shepperson and Price as a
desperate attempt to oppose the violence of the British colonial economy in Nyasaland.'
Prefiguring Albert Memmi’s critique of colonialism, in which he argued that the
colonizer must at some point recognize the misery of the colonized and the relation of
_ that misery to their own comfort (7), even British colonial service Medical Officer Dr.
Norman Leys identifies the structure of the colonial project as the cause of the rebellion,
rather than Chilembwe’s “fanaticism.” The British people, he writes, “should look upon

! Shepperson and Price’s Independent African (1958), has been critiqued for conceiving
of Chilembwe within a European conception of subjectivity and for constructing African
history as parallel to that of Scotland under English rule (See, Robinson).
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the rising as a by-product of the system under which the very coffee they are drinking is
preduced” (qtd. in Shepperson and Price 5). Mentored by the English Baptist missionary
Joseph Booth and educated at a seminary in Virginia, Chilembwe initially sought to
cooperate with the British colonial government as he developed his industrial mission.
However, he became increasingly disenchanted with the political economy of British
Nyasaland.

Two main concerns have been attributed as the cause of the rebellion. First,
British settlement of Nyasaland instituted a violent structure of economic exploitation.
While the physical abuse of African labourers by estate owners like W.J. Livingstone was
unquestionably a primary cause of African disaffection (Livingstone’s estate was the first
to be targeted during the rebellion and the British settler’s disembodied head was
displayed at Chilembwe’s church the following day), this direct violence of colonial rule
was only a manifestation of the imposition of particularly modern capitalist structures and
values of land use and labour. Through the institution of private property and
consequently European “ownership” of the land on which Africans lived and farmed, the
European settlers created a labour force dependent upon European farms. Thangata, as
the system was known, required African men to pay a “hut-tax” or face eviction, the
destruction of their homes and crops, or the seizure of their wives. Existing within a
subsistence economy, Africans had no alternative but to sell their labour to European
settlers in order to pay the government tax. According to George Mwase — whose
documentation of the rebellion is based on conversations with one of Chilembwe’s
lieutenants in the uprising — Chilembwe “had no intention of rebelling against the
Government itself,” but did so in order to fulfill his aim “to fight white Planters, Traders,
and other white settlers within the country” (29). Repeated increases to the hut-tax
throughout the first decade of the twentieth century, as well as the 1912 District
Administration Ordinance, which undermined indigenous governance in favour of British
administered local councils, created a system in which Africans were ever more
subjugated. .

The second major grievance atiributed as the cause of the rebellion was the
recruitment of African soldiers to serve the British in the Great War. Having protested
earlier employment of African troops in the British Ashanti and Somaliland campaigns,
Chilembwe wrote to the Nyasaland Times just a month before the rebellion to express his
outrage that once again Africans were “invited to shed our innocent blood” in a war “that
Africa had nothing to do with.” He notes the way in which Africans have served with
“gallantry” only to find themselves, in peace, once again the underdog: “In time of peace
everything for Europeans only. And instead of honour we suffer humiliation with names
contemptible” (qtd. in Shepperson and Price 234-5). The letter slipped by censors and
copies of the newspaper were quickly seized in an attempt to “protect” the settler
community and English-speaking Africans from the critique. While the Nyasaland
Governor at the time contended that Chilembwe’s “movement was designed for the
massacre of the whites in the Shire Highlands... and for the suppression of white rule”
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(qtd. in Shepperson and Price 219-20), Chilembwe’s protest is constructed within the
terms of modern British democratic discourse.?

In Chapter Two, I will interrogate Frantz Fanon’s theory of oppositional resistance
and the seeming privileged place he gives to violence as a means of evicting the colonist
from Africa and, more importantly, restoring the dignity of the colonized through the act
of taking the place of the colonist. Fanon draws his theory of resistance from what he
constructs as the paradigmatic example of anti-colonial resistance, the Algerian struggle
against French colonial rule. The Chilembwe rebellion, however, does not conform to the
paradigm Fanon constructs. Indeed, in a speech Mwase attributes to Chilembwe, uttered
to his army on the morning of the first day of the rebellion, Chilembwe specifically
counsels his soldiers not to enter into battle with any illusions of conquest over the
British, or, indeed, any aspirations for military victory: “‘Be of good courage, and strike
the blow and die for ‘Amor Patria,” and not with intention to win and become Kings of
your own’” {(qtd. in Mwase 50). Chilembwe does not seek the massacre of whites in
Nyasaland (his disciplined soldiers kill just three Europeans and are careful to not harm
women or children), nor does he seek their eviction. He plots not the destruction of the
British but their transformation: ““The whitemen will then think, after we are dead, that
the treatment they are treating our people is almost [most] bad, and they might change to
the better for our people’” (qtd. in Mwase 49). Chilembwe seeks to foster the
transformation of the structural violence of the colonial economic system through a
symbolic gesture of sacrifice intended to appeal to the humanity of the colonists and to
illuminate the injustices of colonialism (Shepperson and Price 245, 255, Rotberg
“Introduction” xxiii, xxvi). The material structures of inequality that Chilembwe seeks to
transform are invested in, and legitimized by, a colonial discourse which constructs
Africans as chattel. Structural transformation is therefore inseparable from cultural
transformation, an idea I will develop more fully in my treatment in Chapter One of
Gandhi’s discursive resistance to white South African rule in the decade preceding
Chilembwe’s rebellion.

The Chilembwe uprising is also significant because as much as Chilembwe
utilizes a discourse of patriotism, Shepperson and Price argue that his sense of the nation
does not idealize a native past — a form of national imaginary which Fanon critiques and
most postcolonial theorists have dismissed — but imagines a national future: “It is not
misleading, then, to say that Chilembwe’s was the first Central African resistance to
European control which locked to the future, not the past, and which did not assume tribal
potentates, whether by inheritance or by usurpation, would head the new state™ (409).
Chilembwe’s future-oriented nationalism, seeking to transform colonial economic
structures and discourses of power, makes his institutionalization as the figure of the
Malawian nation rather ironic. While the disappointment of “flag” independence in the
post-colonial state reveals the way in which independence failed to be translated into
decolonization, Chilembwe’s rebellion seems to have been directed not at achieving
entrance into the community of nations but at the initiation of the process of

2 The letter included in Mwase’s account, based on an oral source, is not as invested in
democratic discourse as the Shepperson and Price version (34).
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decolonization, in both material and discursive terms. The lesson of the rebellion Ley
identifies reveals the way in which Chilembwe’s hope that through his self-sacrifice
Europeans would recognize the violence of the structure in which they benefit was at least
partially fulfilled. Mwase concludes his study of Chilembwe, which he wrote in the
1930s, by arguing that the uprising precipitated more humane governance of the
protectorate and that “the country is enjoying the fruits, which John Chilembwe has
laboured” (79-80). Though Shepperson and Price describe a conspiracy of silence
following the rebellion, the government commission did publicly acknowledge thangata
and the system of land ownership as rebel grievances. However, the peoples of the Shire
Highlands region received little structural redress and, like the Little Bird Titi, in the
immediate wake of the rebellion, were targeted for punishment. The general population
suffered the excise of fines as collective punishment and the indignity of witnessing
numerous participants in the rebellion imprisoned or executed. Further, blaming the
rebellion on the “effect of ill digested teaching on the native mind,” settlers directed their
blame at the Christian missions (Shepperson and Price 363).

Drawing upon the analogy of an unarmed man facing a lion, Mwase immortalizes
Chilembwe as a metonym of African discontent and as a fearless hero: “No person on the
earth, unless is a very intrepid, can rise against a lion at his prey, equipped with a maize
stalk, and attack the lion with it and depend upon pulling off the teeth, jaws, and claws
from the lion himself, would [he] not be called a hero” (73)? Significantly, Mwase
honours Chilembwe not for his tactical acumen or his prowess on the baitlefield but his
willingness to sacrifice himself in an impossible endeavour. Chilembwe seeks not
“yictory,” but to illuminate the immorality of colonialism in order to foster
transformation. Is confronting the “whiteman” with a maize stalk, however, resistance?
Does Chilembwe’s resistance lie in his willingness to militarily challenge colonial power
or in his commitment to egalitarian ideals?

While it has become banal to argue that colonial domination was never total and
that there was always some sort of resistance, the concept of resistance, while itis a
continual referent and at least implicit locus of much postcolonial criticism and theory, is
largely untheorized within the field. Representations of the Chilembwe uprising and the
tale “The Lion and the Little Bird Titi” raise important questions about the nature of
resistance. What does it mean to talk back, to change the story, to resist? Did the Little
Bird Titi change the “story” or simply momentarily alter his subject position within a
structure of power and identity that was not challenged? Can attempts to destroy or
dismantle colonial structures of power and attempts to benefit within those structures both
be characterized as resistance? Did Chilembwe’s armed insurrection or his Providence
Industrial Mission — run by and for Africans and based on egalitarian values — provide a
greater challenge to British settler authority, or the structure of power in which the settler
benefited? To what extent do models of resistance which pit the colonized in opposition
to the colonizer alter or reinforce the discursive and political structures of colonial power?
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II. What Does it Mean to Resist? Postcolonial Studies and the Centrality
of Resistance

In this dissertation I distinguish between “post-colonial” as a geographical and
temporal marker and postcolonialism as a field of study which has as its object the “post-
colonial,” but functions as a critical perspective which may be characterized as “a set of
questions and a style of thought which are made possible by colonialism and its
aftermath, and which seek to rethink, and redescribe, its own enabling conditions” (Seth
214). For critics such as Leela Gandhi, postcolonialism, in its “postnational guise,” is
invested in an ethical position: “a non-violent reading of the colonial past through an
emphasis on mutual transformation of coloniser and colonised, and... blueprint for a
utopian inter-civilisational alliance against institutionalised suffering” (Postcolonial 140).
The hope of liberation as an “alliance against institutionalized suffering” is certainly
evident in the work of the anti-colonial critic Frantz Fanon and has been taken up by
postcolonial theorists such as Said. As I will argue in Chapters One and Two, however,
Gandhi’s contention that postcolonialism provides a reading practice which emphasizes
the “mutual transformation of the coloniser and colonised” seems incongruous with the
dominant notions of resistance within the field.

“Resistance” is a primary framework for the critical project of postcolonialism; in
many ways, the subject of postcolonial criticism is “resistance” and postcolonialism is a
project of “resistance” itself. Yet, while the concept of resistance has received some
critical treatment, particularly in the late 1980s, and more recently in the work of Bill
Ashcroft and Benita Parry, apart from sporadic discussions of it in introductions to the
field, it has functioned as an amorphous concept identifying any kind of struggle,
regardless of modes or aims.® As Ashcroft argues, “resistance is a word which adapts
itself to a great variety of circumstances and few words show a greater tendency towards
cliché and empty rhetoric” (Ashcroft 20). Further, historian Frederick Cooper argues that
the concept can be “expanded so broadly that it denies any other kind of life to the people
doing the resisting... [and] may narrow our understanding of African history rather than
expand it” (1532). By interrogating the dominant ways in which “resistance” has been
conceptualized within postcolonial studies, I seek to narrow our understanding of the
concept, thereby limiting its application. By critiquing the way in which resistance is
conceptualized within the work of the Subaltern Studies collective, Homi Bhabha, Frantz
Fanon, Benita Parry and Edward Said in Chapters One and Two, and by analyzing
Gandhism and the concept of reconciliation in the context of post-apartheid South Africa
in Chapters Three and Four, I redefine resistance as endeavours to transform the
discursive and material structures of colonial power rather than simply subversion of or
opposition to certain aspects of these structures.

As broadly used and under-theorized as “resistance” is within the field, the assumptions
underlying its various conceptualizations can largely be traced back to the influence of

3 Asheroft, Griffiths and Tiffin’s Key Concepts in Post-Colonial Studies (1998) is typical
in its omission of the concept of resistance.
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Frantz Fanon. For critics like Parry, too many postcolonial critics “overlook that it was
the thinking of theorist-activists engaged in liberation struggles which inaugurated the
interrogation of colonialism and imperialism as projects of, and constitutive forces in,
western modernity” (“Reconciliation” 85). I agree with Parry that postcolonial theory
must return to the work of anti-colonial critics. Yet, I focus upon the work of Fanon in
Chapter Two not with the expectation that Fanon provides a politically more useful or
“authentic” theory of resistance simply because he was an anti-colonial activist, but
because of the profound influence Fanon has had upon the field’s scope, assumptions and
politics. One need look no further than the opening paragraph of The Wretched of the
Earth (1961) to find the seeds of the tensions that continue to shape debates within, and
about, postcolonial studies.

‘ Fanon begins the introductory essay to The Wretched of the Earth, “Concerning
Violence,” with the seemingly categorical statement that regardless of how liberation is
envisioned — whether as the restoration of the “nation” or the production of it — the
process of decolonization is “always a violent phenomenon” (35). As I will discuss in
Chapter Two, Fanon’s theory of resistance as necessarily violent and oppositional is
either ironic or debilitatingly anmbiguous.4 The “minimum demand” of the colonized —
though it appears as the extent of the demand in the remainder of Fanon’s chapter — is the
replacement of the colonist. In the “moment” of independence the colonial bureaucrat or
banker is replaced with the “native.” Yet, decolonization, as Fanon ambiguously
describes it, is both an historical moment and an historical process defined by the
relationship between the colonizer and the colonized: “The need for this change exists in
its crude state, impetuous and compelling, in the consciousness and in the lives of the
men and women who are colonized” and the “possibility of this change is equally
experienced in the form of a terrifying future in the consciousness of another ‘species’ of
men and women: the colonizers” (35-6). Decolonization, therefore, is marked by
opposition and experienced as antagonism, wherein the image of liberation for the
colonized is the colonizer’s terror. On one level, it is the historical fulfillment of the
expulsion of European direct rule; yet, Fanon continues, “[t]o tell the truth, the proof of
success lies in the whole social structure being changed from the bottom up” (35).

The ambivalence foregrounded in the opening paragraph of The Wretched of the
Earth illuminates the tensions surrounding the concept of resistance within postcolonial
studies. First, what is the aim of resistance? Does anti-colonial resistance seek the
establishment of the post-colonial nation or the transcendence of political structures and
identity-politics constructed in terms of the modern nation-state? Can it be either?
Further, as Fanon acknowledges in his reference to colonial consciousness, is
decolonization simply political, or is it necessarily cultural as well? As Fanon
prophetically argues in The Wretched of the Earth, the replacement of the colonizer by
the colonized as the establishment of the African nation is doomed to disappointment for

4 Yet, it continues to hold credence for many theorists; Peter Hallward, for instance,
agrees with Fanon that every “emancipatory process, every emergence of a new figure of
universality, must begin as no less divisive” than the exploitative, and specifically
militaristic, colonial project (xv).
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the peoples of the continent. Liberation cannot be the entrance of African nations into
modernity, for the emergence of European modernity is interdependent with the colonial
project, producing “Europe” and modermn reason, in relation to their Others. Fanon notes
that colonialism was initiated and maintained with the bayonet and cannon, but he also
acknowledges that the very relationship within which decolonization is conceived is a
product of colonialism: “The settler is right when he speaks of knowing ‘them’ well. For
it is the settler who has brought the native into existence and who perpetuates his
existence. The settler owes the fact of his very existence, that is to say, his property, to
the colonial system” (Wretched 36). Colonial identity is a function of, rather than prior
to, the dominance/privilege of the colonizer and the suffering/subjugation of the
colonized. Fanon’s seeming recognition, here, of the interdependence of discursive
constructions of identity and material relations of power undermines the idea that
colonization can be dismantled simply through violence, particularly when colonization is
the antagonistic conflict for which violence becomes the tool as much as it is the system
of thangata.

Despite Fanon’s ambivalence, however, his work is particularly significant for the
way in which the cultural and political, discursive and material elements of colonial
power, the activists, guerrillas, politicians, peasants and cultural producers, are all
integrated in his discussion of colonialism and its opposition. In both Black Skin, White
Masks (1952) and The Wretched of the Earth, Fanon alludes to a notion of liberation
which he suggests can only emerge after a violent political revolution constructed in
oppositional terms. The “new humanism” Fanon postulates as liberation requires not
simply a transformation of economic and political structures marked by dominance and
subjugation but the transformation of discursive structures of power establishing and
maintaining colonial identities. The producer of culture — the writer or artist —
consequently holds a privileged place within Fanon’s theory of decolonization. Fanon
presents the fraught and often ambivalent strivings of the “native intellectual” who
struggles between the desire to assimilate into the dominant culture of the colonizer or
reveal the impossibility of colonial hegemony by celebrating a pre-colonial idyllic native
culture. Fanon theorizes a series of stages in which the native artist moves from
mimicking the style, structure and themes of European literature to adapting “old
legends” to the “borrowed estheticism” of a foreign model to, finally, assuming the role
of the “awakener” of the people by fashioning a revolutionary “literature of combat”
(Wretched 221-224). Only in addressing the “people” can the writer take his (and the
writer and nationalist imaginary are very much masculine) place with the people as a
producer of a new culture: “It is a literature of combat because it molds the national
consciousness, giving it form and contours and flinging open before it new and boundless
horizons; it is a literature of combat because it assumes responsibility, and because it is
the will to liberty expressed in terms of time and space” (240). While Fanon frames
cultural resistance within a militaristic discourse, and critics such as Barbara Harlow and
writer/theorists such as George Lamming have taken up this idea of literature as a mode
of oppositional politics, Fanon is describing what postcolonial critics have come to
identify as counter-discursive writing.
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Said argues that European literature, from travelogues to novels, served both to
assert European identity and history, and, as part of the project of colonial education,
served to produce and manage the identity of the colonized. Literature is privileged as the
primary mode through which the colonial order is produced culturally. As a result, the
colonized must literally wrife themselves into existence by contesting European
representations and models. In their seminal text, The Empire Writes Back (1989) —
which signals the transition from Commonwealth literary studies to postcolonial studies, a
project of canon (re)formation based on the geographical boundaries of the British
Empire to the dominant practice within the Euro-American university of organizing and
reading these literatures — Ashcroft, Griffiths and Tiffin prescribe postcolonial literature
as being concerned with the appropriation of English and reconstitution of various
englishes, the adaptation of metropolitan genres and epistemologies, as well as the native
subject’s displacement due to dislocation or denigration. By their own admission, they
compare widely divergent works on the basis that they depict a struggle for community
with a binary which pits the colonial periphery against the European centre (27).
Postcolonial literature is defined, then, as a response to European colonial representation
of the colonial project and the colonized. Like Said’s assertion cited above, such critical
practices assume, and are limited to, an oppositional paradigm between apparently fixed
communities of the colonizer and the colonized, the European and the Native. By
focusing upon the contest of competing versions of history and identity, such
formulations privilege this narrative of contest over the act of articulating the story, or the
idea that the story — as narrative of identity and experience — is a fundamental part of the
contested field on which the struggle is taking place.

Within this postcolonial critical practice, literature is read as “resistance” in so far
as, 1) colonial narratives are “rewritten,” or, 2) postcolonial literature is constructed as the
Other to the colonial narrative. Ashcroft et al., recognize post-colonial works as
constituent of various national or regional literatures, and thereby link the act of writing
to that of nation building: “The study of national traditions is the first and most vital stage
of the process of rejecting the claims of the centre to exclusivity” (17). These national
literatures are regarded as “dominated” in terms of their colonial histories and
contemporary level of “international importance.” For the authors of The Empire Writes
Back, “’Post-colonial” seems to be the choice which both embraces the historical reality
and focuses on that relationship which has provided the most important creative and
psychological impetus in the writing” (24). Derived from this political experience, all
post-colonial or “dominated” literature subverts European power “through nationalist
assertion, proclaiming itself centre and self-determining,” yet at the same time radically
“questioning the bases of European and British metaphysics, challenging the world-view
that can polarize centre and periphery in the first place” (33). To support this claim, they
point to such writers as Wilson Harris, Chinua Achebe, J.M. Coetzee, Margaret Atwood
and Jean Rhys, who they argue have rewritten texts of the English canon in a way which
posits alternative “realities” by reversing the hierarchical order and by “interrogating the
philosophical assumptions on which that order was based” (33). To what extent,
however, does the privileging of texts that literally write back to prior European texts
allow for such autonomy to be gained or recognized?

10



PhD Thesis — D. Jefferess McMaster University - English

To read literatures of the colonized as “counter-discourse,” even when that
counter-discourse takes the form not of the production of an essentialized and
homogenous native identity but a hybrid or syncretic one, necessarily constructs the
postcolonial text as understandable only in relation to an assumed European referent. For
critics such as Vijay Mishra and Bob Hodge, the construction of counter-discourse as
hybridity and syncretism in The Empire Writes Back frames the postcolonial in non-
political and non-racial terms eliding the material conditions of the colonial relationship
(287). Ashcroft, however, contends that the counter-discursive literary text is never
simply a response to the canonical text, reversing the imperial binary of civilized and
savage, but a revision which exposes the cultural assumptions of those texts and so it is
transformative (32). While I agree that many of the paradigmatic works of this sort do
indeed expose the cultural assumptions of colonial authority, it is not clear that this is
necessarily transformative. Further, the value of the text — its “resistant” or
“transformative” quality — is constrained by a reading practice which can only understand
the text in relation to the authoritative and normative metropole. For Arun Mukherjee,
the idea that postcolonial writers write back to the centre implies that they do not write
about their own needs when indeed they do, and by focusing on the way texts subvert or
resist the colonizer, postcolonialism overlooks a great body of work concerned more
about class or family or the management of bodies (6). The political significance of so-
called post-colonial writing should not be limited to the way in which it responds to and
challenges European forms, models or representations of (post)colonial places and
peoples. Further, by limiting postcolonial literatures to objects of resistance defined in
this way — assuming a theory of resistance but not articulating it — such a critical practice
forecloses the possibility of such texts being used to interrogate what resistance means.

By first privileging particular literary texts which function to “resist” colonialism,
and then translating this organization of texts into a reading practice, what it means to
resist is left unexamined; even where syncretism and hybridity are constructed as
resistance, the postcolonial text is only ever a response to the colonial. As Stephen
Slemon asks: “Is literary resistance something that simply issues forth, through narrative,
against a clearly defined set of power relations? Is it something actually there in the text,
or is it produced and reproduced in and through communities of readers and through
mediating structures of their own culturally specific histories?” (“Unsettling” 73). Ifitis
the latter, than our understanding of it requires analysis that goes beyond a recognition of
alterity. The postcolonial text as counter-discourse is resistant in so far as it is
“different.” As Slemon argues, “colonised societies have always been consigned to a
modality of interpretation, comparison and representation that registers immediate
experience not through an unproblematically reflective language but rather against the
pattern of an-other culture, an-other sign” (“Reading” 104, original emphasis). In many
cases, anti-colonial nationalist identities were indeed posited through modern European
discourses of identity or specifically against Europe. The tendency of postcolonialism to
consign colonized societies to this “modality of interpretation, comparison and
representation,” however, occludes alternative modes of identity formation and limits the
extent to which such constructions of identity can be assessed in terms of how they enable
the transformation of structures of inequality.

11
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In Chapter One, I look at the way in which Homi Bhabha’s notion of “spectacular
resistance” seems to conflate the notion of cultural alterity with resistance. Echoing
Henry Louis Gates, Jr.’s contention that we must distinguish more sharply between the
notions of cultural resistance and cultural alterity (466), I believe that as much as this
alterity reveals the way in which colonial power was never total, and, indeed, likely
provided an obstacle to colonial authority, reducing *“resistance” to “difference” negates
the possibility of a politics of transformation. As I will argue in Chapters Three and Four,
we can discern such a politics that does not take the form of a universalized and
teleological narrative of emancipation, and without such a politics, the concept of
resistance seems meaningless.

My concern in this dissertation is not to analyse particular examples or modes of “cultural
resistance” but to interrogate the various and contradictory assumptions about resistance
which inform postcolonial analyses of literature and other cultural practices. I have no
desire to formulate a “genuine” theory or narrative of resistance which is applicable in all
places and at all times. However, I do wish to interrogate the assumptions and limitations
of the models of resistance that are dominant in postcolonial studies. Further, I wish to
draw on examples from India and Africa to suggest that a politically useful construction
of resistance must foreground concerns for social and cultural transformation in the form
of social justice, popular political participation and non-antagonistic constructions of
identity. Post-independence political experience in both South Asia and Africa has
demonstrated the limits of “liberation” imagined alternatively as the independent nation-
state, cultural autonomy or hybridity.

Literature does not provide the primary objects of my study, but I do recognize
literature as a significant mode of cultural expression. Drawing upon Viswanathan’s
contention that English literary education in British colonies functioned to take the
colonized further from themselves and their world to the self of the colonizing other and
that other’s world, Ngugi argues that decolonization requires the colonized to seize back
control of the means of communal self-definition, including language and literary
production (Ngugi Decolonizing 4). As my analysis of postcolonial models of resistance
in Chapters One and Two will show, I am deeply uneasy with the categories of “self” and
“other” assumed within such an argument. Indeed, in Chapters Three and Four, through
the examples of Gandhian ahimsa and South African initiatives towards reconciliation, I
will argue that “resistance” in these formulations does not challenge the authority or
power of the colonizer or deconstruct such an antagonistic conflict between colonizer and
colonized by postulating a hybrid subject. Rather, they challenge the structure of power
assumed within colonial discourse by fostering an order in which the relationship between
Self and Other is one of mutual interdependence rather than antagonism.

The primary objects of my analysis of colonial power and the idea of resistance
are not political and economic structures but cultural structures which legitimize or
explain the structural and direct violence of colonialism. Here, I am at least implicitly
drawing upon Johan Galtung’s theory of “cultural violence” as those aspects of the
discursive sphere, from language to religion to empirical science which underwrite
structures of exploitation and marginalization. While Galtung identifies rituals (such as
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the raising of national flags), symbols, forms of cultural production (such as literature),
and language, among other aspects of culture, the violence he is identifying is not simply
these cultural “acts” but the conceptual framework of the world which they instil or
reinforce. Significantly, while we may “read” the cultural violence in acts, events,
processes and structures, the cultural violence of hierarchical thinking (inciuding
patriarchy and racism) is not simply a “cause” of the structural violence or direct
violence, but these three forms of violence are interdependent and reinforcing.

The construction of colonial subjectivity produced in the education of an elite
class of English-speaking, culturally “astute” Indians and Africans need not necessarily
be deconstructed or destroyed through the same mediums. Both the use of English and
the deliberate use of indigenous languages may, in different ways, be regarded as
“resisting” (neo)colonial power and/or in reinscribing these power relations. For Ngugi
“literature provides us with images of the world in which we live. Through these images,
it shapes our consciousness to look at the world in a certain way. Our propensity to
action or inaction or to a certain kind of action or inaction can be profoundly affected by
the way we look at the world” (Barrel 75). Rather than just the particular modes (i.e.
literature and language) of instilling a particular world-view (i.e. the superiority of
European culture or the pre-eminence of economic development in the form of a capitalist
ideology of production and value), I am concerned with formulating a notion of resistance
which is invested not in the ideas of opposition, or the production of counter-discourses,
but in the transformation of structures and cultures of power. Literature, then, figures as a
significant object of analysis in this dissertation for the reasons Ngugi identifies. I draw
on works of literature for a variety of reasons to develop my arguments. For instance, in
Chapter Two I draw on critical analyses of Tsitsi Dangarembga’s Nervous Conditions
(1988) to interrogate the assumptions in postcolonial readings of/for resistance. In
addition, I believe the novel reveals the “fault-lines™ of the various constructions of power
implicit in the dominant formulations of resistance within the field and provides a
construction of “liberation’™ which does not conform to that implied by theorists like
Fanon and Said. In Chapter Three I draw on Raja Rao’s Kanthapura (1938) to illuminate
and problematize Gandhi’s concepts of akimsa and satyagraha, and in Chapter Four I
read Sindiwe Magona’s Mother to Mother (1998) for the way in which it both identifies,
and performs, the cultural transformation necessary for reconciliation. These works of
literature provide a valuable alternative to historical or theoretical representations of
power and the values and ideologies which inform the political and economic structures
of dominance.

IIL. Changing the Stery

When the Little Bird Titi ascends the anthill to sing “It’s my own...” he is seizing
back the means of self-definition and changing his role in the story, but is he changing the
story of power? While C.L.R. James grafts the Chilembwe uprising into a historical
discourse of violent revolution — explicitly in contrast to earlier “primitive” rebellions in
which “tribes simply threw themselves at the government troops and suffered the
inevitable defeat” (4 History 47) — the rebellion does not conform to such a paradigm of
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revolutionary insurgency. As [ have constructed it, Chilembwe’s is a different story of
resistance. When Ben Okri contends that people must change the “stories” they live by in
order to change the world in which they live, [ interpret his use of “stories” as not just
literature but those discourses of identity and power through which subjectivity is
constructed and within which action is understood. Changing the story, therefore, is not
an act against the oppressor — the Lion or Livingstone, for instance — and it is not simply
the production of historical counter-narratives.

In one form or another, active opposition against the institutions or figures of
colenial power, the subversion of colonial laws or discourses of identity, or the resilience
of the colonized to survive colonial rule are all posited as “resistance” within postcolonial
studies. In Chapters One and Two I investigate what [ believe are the two dominant
conceptualizations of resistance within postcolonialism: the discursive disruption of
colonial authority through mimicry, ambivalence and hybridity; and, more materialist
conceptions of resistance, which, though they engage with colonial representation, rely
upon a notion of anti-colonial resistance as the product of an antagonistic relationship.
The immediate problem of constructing the debate in these terms is that it creates an
artificial polarity; few critics reside neatly in one or the other camp. While I do not
specifically engage with the work of Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, her ability to move
back and forth from materialist to discursive critique, and more importantly to
specifically ground her critique of colonial discourse in the material experiences of
colonialism, provides just one example of the way in which the criticism of the so-called
“discursive turn” in postcolonial studies — by such critics as Ahmad, Dirlik, Parry, San
Juan and Shohat — has constructed a more polarized view of the field than is the case in
practice. By necessity, I have had to limit my focus in both chapters. As a result, [
concentrate on the work of Homi Bhabha in Chapter One, as he is the most prominent
theorist of discursive forms of resistance, and on the work of Frantz Fanon, Benita Parry
and Edward Said in Chapter Two.

‘In Chapter One, I begin by looking at the work of Ranajit Guha and the Subaltern
Studies Collective, analyzing the way in which “resistance” is figured in the project’s
work. In many ways, the work of the collective parallels the development of postcolonial
studies more broadly, beginning with an investigation of the functioning of colonial
power and forms of resistance and moving towards the deconstruction of concepts such as
“power” and “subjectivity.” Within Bhabha’s colonial discourse theory, native resistance
is figured as the subversion of colonial authority, or the failure of colonial authority to be
performed as it is represented. Such a theory seems to negate the possibility of structural
change, simply illuminating the impossibility of colonial authority. However, I analyze
early twentieth century resistance to white repression of South Africa’s South Asian
minority in order to argue for ways in which Bhabha’s “spectacular resistance” does
provide an important critical perspective on how the cultural structure of colonial
authority may be challenged.

In Chapter Two, I map what I call the oppositional paradigm of resistance and
argue that such a paradigm limits the reading of post-colonial history and cultural texts,
such as Dangarembga’s Nervous Conditions. Resistance, as an act against power,
reinforces a construction of power that theorists such as Bhabha, Spivak and Chakrabarty
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have convincingly deconstructed and reinforces the colonial representation of power and
identity produced as colonial knowledge. In particular, I critique the way in which the
cultural identity of the colonized becomes reduced to a function of anti-colonial struggle.
Often modermity, the “West,” and capitalism are conflated within such discourses of
resistance, and initiatives to “oppose” the values of consumer capital or to benefit within
them are both characterized as resistance. I conclude the chapter by analysing Fanon and
Said’s conceptions of liberation as the fulfilment of a “new humanism.” I suggest that
such a model of liberation is impeded by the oppositional framework within which
resistance is imagined.

In Chapters Three and Four I turn my attention to two conceptual paradigms of
social change and conflict transformation that radically differ from the dominant notions
of resistance propagated within the field of postcolonial studies. First, in Chapter Three, [
interrogate Gandhi’s conceptions of akimsa (nonviolence), swargj (independence) and
satyagraha. Despite the widespread belief in, or acceptance of, Mohandas Gandhi’s
influential role in Indian independence and his status as one of the most significant social
and political thinkers of the twentieth century, Gandhi — the political figure —and
Gandhism — a philosophy of social and political conduct — are marginalized within
postcolonialism. The premise of Gandhian resistance as ahimsa and satyagraha
dramatically revises colonial power. Gandhi constructs colonial authority in terms of the
cooperation and acquiescence of the colonized and therefore invests resistance not in the
destruction of colonial rule but the transformation of the colonized subject. Similarly, the
concept of reconciliation, which is the focus of Chapter Four, invests resistance not in the
idea of opposition to those in power, but in the transformation of the material and cultural
structures which produce and maintain inequity and exploitation, dominance and
subjugation. In this chapter, I return to Said’s notion of liberation and particularly his
critique of the rhetoric and politics of blame. I argue that reconciliation, as it is
constructed within South Africa’s Truth and Reconciliation Commission, reveals the way
in which “liberation” requires the dismantling of this politics of blame as well as — what 1
call — the politics of denial. Reconciliation, as it takes form in the writings of Desmond
Tutu and Mahmood Mamdani, revises power from the relationship of the oppressor over
the oppressed to that of those who benefit and those who suffer within structures of
oppression.

Ashcroft argues that resistance should be conceptualized as “any form of defence
in which an invader is ‘kept out,’” as these “sometimes even unspoken forms of social
and cultural resistance... [these] forms of saying ‘no’... are most interesting because they
are most difficult for imperial powers to combat” (20). In Chapters Three and Four 1
challenge the idea that resistance constitutes a “saying ‘no,”” whether in the sense that
Ashcroft describes, Bhabha constructs as mimicry and hybridity, or Fanon identifies in
the native’s desire to overthrow the colonist. I am more concerned with forms of social
and cultural resistance that are not subtle, and which are performed as an affirmation of
an alternative to the direct and structural violence of colonialism rather than merely a
refusal. I analyse examples of “resistance” which do not oppose colonial rule or merely
subvert it, but seek to transform its cultural values and material structures. In my
conclusion, I relate these alternative notions of resistance to the ideal of love, which
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theorists such as Hardt and Negri, Spivak and Sandoval construct — though in different
ways — as a politics of anti-oppression. Both Gandhism and reconciliation construct an
alternative notion of power to that of colonial and anti-colonial discourse, and they
construct resistance as a “politics of love” which aims at the production of mutually
beneficial relationships.
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CHA

'ER ONE

Colonial Discourse/Power and “Spectacular Resistance”

I. Power, Resistance and Indian Historiography

[ begin this chapter with a discussion of the Subaltern Studies project and
particularly Ranajit Guha’s theorization of colonial power in India because of the way in
which the work of the Subaltern Studies collective provides one example of the tensions
between so-called materialist and discursive approaches to studying a postcolonial
liberatory politics. In many ways, the work of the Subaltern Studies collective parallels
the development of postcolonialism more broadly, originating with an investigation of the
functioning of colonial power and forms of resistance and moving towards the
deconstruction of concepts such as “power” and “subjectivity.” I go on to interrogate
Homi Bhabha’s concepts of hybridity, ambivalence and mimicry. As one of the most
influential theorists of colonial discourse, and one who explicitly frames his critical
project in terms of illuminating spaces within colonial discourse/power in which
resistance can take place, Bhabha’s analysis of the subversion of colonial authority — or
the failure of colonial authority to be performed as it is represented — has significant
repercussions for postcolonial understandings of power and resistance. However, |
believe that Bhabha’s theory of “spectacular resistance” is limited by its focus on
uncovering points of “slippage” in colonial discourse. I will conclude the chapter by
discussing the activism of South Asian immigrants in South Africa during the period
1893-1914. Drawing on examples of “mimicry” and “candid (rather than ‘sly’) civility”
which affirm an alternate subjectivity, rather than simply fail to satisfy the colonial
demand, I describe examples of “discursive resistance” that are transformative and that
must be understood in relation to material forms of colonial authority.

The early work of the Subaltern Studies project provides a valuable critique of colonial
and nationalist constructions of insurgency, most particularly by not limiting its focus to
colonial structures. As much as the collective “uncovers” local contexts and conditions of
rebellion — against landowners, zamindars, colonial rulers — the collective is necessarily
preoccupied with reading these events against the dominant narratives of Indian history.
In his essay, “The Colonial Construction of Communalism,” for instance, Gyanendra
Pandey seeks to investigate “how reports of communal strife were received by
contemporary and subsequent observers, what meanings were derived from them, and
what place they were assigned in different representations of a changing colonial world”
(Pandey “Colonial” 135). Through his reading of representations of the Banaras riots of
1809, ranging from immediate reports to “histories” written decades after the event,
Pandey argues that colonial histories of India construct a “communal riot narrative”
accounting for peasant insurgency through the construction of “native character” defined
within the antagonistic relationship between Muslims and Hindus. By defining peasant
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disturbances as communal in nature — rather than developing in opposition to colonial
political or economic systems — colonial history justifies the colonial presence. Pandey
interrogates the economic and material causes of a specific event and challenges the
production of Indian history, particularly with respect to its focus upon identity politics
(Hindu v. Muslim or Colonized v. Colonizers).

Dipesh Chakrabarty argues that the project’s critique of colonial and elite
nationalist historiography constitutes a “reading strategy” in the way that it seeks to
identify the archives of Indian history and examine their production (“Small” 479). Yet,
the implicit referent against which this history is read is a narrative of national liberation.
For instance, although Chakrabarty argues that Guha does not reduce Indian history to the
incomplete transition to capitalism (“Small” 476), Guha’s arguments in “Dominance
Without Hegemony and its Historiography™ imply that capitalism is indeed a precursor to
socialism, and so the failure of the development of a capitalist hegemony is linked to the
Jailure of the narrative of the “nation” to be fulfilled (Dominance 63). In“On Some
Aspects of the Historiography of Colonial India,” Guha argues that peasant insurgency is
both independent of elite political resistance to colonialism and it is the most significant
form of popular mobilization. He constructs the Subaltern Studies project as reading for a
“lack” in the dominant narratives of Indian history.

On one level contributors “fill in” the lack of narratives of peasant insurgency, but
more importantly they identify that “lack” which prevented such insurgency from
fulfilling a particularly socialist narrative of the nation: “[The initiatives which
originated from the domain of subaltern politics were not, on their part, powerful enough
to develop the nationalist movement into a full-fledged struggle for national liberation.
The working class was still not sufficiently mature in the objective conditions of its social
being and in its consciousness as a class-for-itself, nor was it firmly allied yet with the
peasantry”’(Guha “On Some” 6). The analysis of specifically local acts of resistance, with
local causes and contexts, are subsumed within the larger concern of studying the
“historic failure of the nation to come to its own, a failure due to the inadequacy of the
bourgeoisie as well as of the working class to lead it into a decisive victory over
colonialism... it is the study of this failure which constitutes the ceniral problematic of
the historiography of colonial India” (7, original emphasis). While numerous
explorations of insurgency and rebellion are read for the way in which they illuminate the
“non-development of radicalism™ (Henningham 159), or the “failure of the Indian
nation,” the nature of the goals of “national liberation,” a “decisive victory,” “radicalism”
or an Indian nation “in its own™ are assumed but not articulated within this teleology of
revolution. So, at least initially, the project is concerned with describing “resistance” but
not the origins or aims of resistance.

Subaltern Studies contributors such as Dipesh Chakrabarty and Partha Chatterjee
have turned their attention away from analysing specific historical events to more
developed critiques of the cultural assumptions of the discipline of history itself. In
Provincializing Europe (2000), Chakrabarty argues that India and Africa have been
relegated to the “waiting room of history” and critiques modern history’s conceptual
framework of stages: “To attempt to provincialize this ‘Europe’ is to see the modern as
inevitably contested, to write over the given and privileged narratives of citizenship other
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narratives of human connections that draw sustenance from dreamed-up pasts and futures
where collectives are defined neither by the rituals of citizenship nor by the nightmare of
‘tradition’ that ‘modernity’ creates” (Provincializing 46). Rather than reading Indian
history as a stage in modern development and therefore “mimicry” of European history,
Chakrabarty calls for a critique of the way in which the specifically European narrative of
modernity and its rhetoric of equality, individual rights, autonomy and the nation limit
our understandings of identity and collective action. Rather than representing the
subaltern as the subject of their own history, Chakrabarty provides a critique of
representation and identity, concentrating upon reading “India’s” relationship to European
modernity. The Subaltern Studies project gradually shifts from an analysis of the subject
(here, the subaltern) to the construction of subjectivity.

The so-called “discursive turn” of the Subaltern Studies project is particularly
evident in the contributions of Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, who first published in the
fourth volume. Influenced by both Marxism and deconstruction, Spivak regards the basic
assumptions of the praject to be suspect. While she notes that the early volumes of
Subaltern Studies comprised mainly accounts of the “failures” of the bourgeois to
recognize the revolutionary potential of the peasantry and the “failures” of trade union
socialism or agrarian communalism to “fully develop” (Spivak “Subaltern” 199), her
concern is not with the limitations of such narratives but the very conceptualizations of
the figures taking part in these narratives. Spivak argues that “[a]s long as notions of
discipline and subjectivity are left unexamined, the subaltern will be narrativized in
theoretically alternative but politically similar ways. Historians must face the
contemporary critique of subjectivity...” (qtd. in McCabe xvi). Yet Ranajit Guha does
not suggest that the purpose of the Subaltern Studies project is to speak for, or uncover
the silenced voices of, the so-called subaltern. As Chakrabarty argues, Guha uses
“consciousness” not in the sense of the subject’s view of the self but as something
“immanent in the very practices of peasant insurgency” (“Small” 478). The Subaltern
Studies project was envisioned as an interrogation of the way in which peasants are
represented in, or written out of, nationalist and colonial histories of India. Nonetheless,
the implication of Spivak’s contention that the subaltern (and specifically the female
subject) can not speak within dominant discourses is that the reliance upon historical
discourse for imagining the subaltern’s agency or consciousness limits the way in which
the subject, agency, and therefore resistance can be conceptualized and understood.

Neil Lazarus, Sumit Sarkar, and O’Hanlon and Washbrook lament Subaltern
Studies’ move away from an exploration of Indian history informed by Marxist analysis
of material relations of power to approaches that are preoccupied with interrogating the
“foundationalism” of history or the subjectivity of the subaltern. While Sarkar, a former
member of the collective, acknowledges that the project had to interrogate its own
Marxist assumptions and confront the problem of European “universalism” inherent in
Marxist thought, he argues that discourse analysis deprives the colonial subject of
autonomy and agency. Instead of creating a new Marxist reading practice, Sarkar argues
that the collective swung from a “simple emphasis on subaltern autonomy to an even
more simplistic thesis of western cultural domination” and reduced all history into the
simple problematic of colonial discourse/power (“Decline” 315, 316). Despite its early

19



PhD Thesis — D. Jefferess McMaster University — English

efforts to uncover the gaps and silences within colonial and nationalist historical
narratives, Subaltern Studies, Sarkar contends, is now constrained by its preoccupation
with critiquing colonial power-knowledge. While I am sympathetic to Sarkar’s concern
that Subaltern or postcolonial studies privileges analysis of the effects of colonial power
at the expense of other forms and structures of difference and inequality, and would add
that there has been a tendency to concentrate on the politics of cultural identity over other
forms of politics and identity, the work of Chakrabarty and Spivak, among many others,
performs a vital function in uncovering assumptions about agency, autonomy and
subjectivity which limit our understanding of power and the possibilities for resistance.

Guha’s contribution to this movement away from examining the subaltern as
subject of history to an interrogation of historiography provides an alternative to the sort
of work being done by Chakrabarty and Spivak. In the first essay of Dominance Without
Hegemony: History and Power in Colonial India (1997), originally published in volume
six of Subaltern Studies, Guha critiques the Cambridge School’s assertions that the
British colonial enterprise in India was hegemonic. Arguing that the history of India
under British rule allows “no room... for the phenomenon of resistance” (90), Guha shifts
the gaze of the project from the investigation of peasant consciousness in rebellion back
to the realm of states and parties in order to challenge claims of British colonial
hegemony, and thereby create a historical space for subaltern resistance. Guha seeks to
disrupt the juxtaposition of domination and hegemony by arguing for “the absurdity of
the idea of an uncoercive state” (23). He contends that British colonial authority was
based upon coercion rather than persuasion and was maintained or legitimized by
adapting forms of indigenous culture to European modes of power. For instance, Guha
contends that the British idiom of <ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>