
Lecture 2: Post-Colonial Theory 

Duration: 1.5 hours 

  

 

Part 1: Edward Said's Orientalism (30 min) 

1.1 The Birth of Orientalism 

Edward Said’s Orientalism (1978) is considered one of the foundational texts of post-

colonial theory, and it has profoundly shaped the way we understand the relationship between 

the West and the East. Said was a Palestinian-American scholar whose work challenged the 

prevailing assumptions about the cultural, political, and intellectual relationships between 

Europe (or "the West") and the so-called Orient, which refers to the Middle East, North 

Africa, and parts of Asia. 

Before delving into Said's specific arguments, it is important to understand the context in 

which Orientalism emerged. By the mid-20th century, European colonialism had formally 

ended in most parts of the world, yet the cultural and ideological structures that supported 

colonial domination persisted. Orientalism examines how the West, particularly Europe and 

later the United States, constructed an image of the East that served to justify and maintain 

Western imperial control. Said’s work examines how knowledge about the Orient was 

produced by Western scholars, writers, and politicians, and how this knowledge was not 

neutral or objective but was instead shaped by the West’s desire to dominate the East. 

Said argues that the Orient, as it was understood in the West, was not a real place but a 

construction—a fantasy that reflected the West’s anxieties and desires. The "Orient" was 

often depicted as exotic, backward, sensual, and dangerous, in contrast to the rational, 

modern, and superior West. These representations of the East were not based on the realities 

of the cultures and peoples who lived there, but on the West’s need to define itself in 

opposition to the "Other." By creating a distorted image of the Orient, the West was able to 

justify its imperial ambitions and maintain control over the peoples and territories of the East. 

1.2 Key Arguments in Said’s Orientalism 



At the heart of Said’s argument is the idea that knowledge and power are closely 

intertwined. The production of knowledge about the Orient was not a neutral or innocent 

academic pursuit, but a political act that served the interests of the colonial powers. Said 

draws on the work of French philosopher Michel Foucault, who argued that knowledge is 

always linked to power and that the production of knowledge is one of the key mechanisms 

through which power is exercised. 

Said argues that Orientalism was not simply a body of knowledge about the East but a 

discourse—a system of thought that shaped how the West understood and engaged with the 

East. This discourse was created by European scholars, writers, and politicians who claimed 

to be experts on the Orient, yet whose knowledge was shaped by colonial ideologies. 

Through the discourse of Orientalism, the West was able to define itself as modern, rational, 

and progressive, while constructing the East as irrational, backward, and stagnant. 

Said identifies several key characteristics of Orientalist discourse: 

• Exoticism: The East is depicted as a place of mystery, sensuality, and danger, 

inhabited by people who are fundamentally different from Westerners. This 

exoticization of the East serves to reinforce the idea that Eastern societies are not 

capable of governing themselves and need Western intervention. 

• Timelessness: The Orient is often portrayed as existing outside of history, as a 

static and unchanging place that is resistant to progress. This depiction justifies the 

West’s civilizing mission, as it suggests that Eastern societies are incapable of 

advancing without Western guidance. 

• Dualism: Orientalist discourse creates a rigid binary opposition between the 

West and the East, in which the West is associated with reason, progress, and 

modernity, while the East is associated with irrationality, superstition, and tradition. 

Said’s analysis of Orientalism also highlights the role of literature in shaping and 

perpetuating these representations of the East. He examines a wide range of literary texts, 

from canonical works like Rudyard Kipling’s Kim (1901) to lesser-known travel narratives, 

to show how Western writers contributed to the construction of the Orient as an exotic and 

dangerous place. These literary representations were not innocent or apolitical; they were part 

of a larger cultural project that served to justify colonial domination. 



1.3 Orientalism and the Colonial Project 

Said’s work highlights the ways in which Orientalism was integral to the colonial project. 

By creating a distorted image of the East, European powers were able to justify their 

domination of Eastern territories and peoples. The discourse of Orientalism portrayed the 

East as a place that was in need of Western governance, both because it was seen as incapable 

of governing itself and because it was viewed as a threat to Western civilization. 

One of the most important contributions of Orientalism is its critique of the idea of the 

"civilizing mission." European colonizers often justified their rule by claiming that they were 

bringing civilization, progress, and enlightenment to "backward" and "uncivilized" societies. 

This narrative was central to the colonial project, as it allowed European powers to present 

their imperial conquests as benevolent and necessary. However, as Said shows, this narrative 

was based on a deeply flawed understanding of the cultures and societies of the East. The 

"civilizing mission" was not about improving the lives of the colonized but about maintaining 

the power and control of the colonizers. 

The discourse of Orientalism was also linked to the broader ideology of racial superiority 

that underpinned European colonialism. By portraying Eastern societies as inferior, 

Europeans were able to justify their domination of these societies and the exploitation of their 

resources. This racial hierarchy was reinforced by Orientalist representations of the East as a 

place of decadence, corruption, and moral decline. These representations allowed European 

powers to position themselves as the guardians of civilization, charged with the task of 

bringing order and progress to the chaotic and irrational East. 

1.4 Orientalism and Modern-Day Representations 

While Said’s analysis of Orientalism focuses primarily on the 19th and early 20th 

centuries, his insights are highly relevant to contemporary discussions about the 

representation of the East in Western media and culture. Orientalist tropes continue to shape 

how the West views the Middle East, North Africa, and parts of Asia, particularly in the 

context of geopolitics and international relations. 

For example, in the aftermath of the 9/11 attacks and the subsequent "War on Terror," 

representations of the Middle East in Western media have often relied on Orientalist 



stereotypes. The region is frequently depicted as a place of violence, extremism, and chaos, 

while Muslims are portrayed as dangerous and irrational. These representations serve to 

justify Western military interventions and policies, much in the same way that Orientalist 

discourse justified colonial domination in the past. 

Said’s work reminds us that representations of the East are never neutral or objective; they 

are shaped by the political and cultural interests of the West. By critically engaging with 

these representations, post-colonial writers and scholars seek to challenge the ongoing 

legacies of Orientalism and to create space for more nuanced and complex portrayals of 

Eastern societies. 

 

Part 2: Homi Bhabha’s Theories of Mimicry and Ambivalence (30 min) 

2.1 Introduction to Homi Bhabha and Post-Colonial Ambivalence 

Homi K. Bhabha is another key figure in post-colonial theory, known for his work on the 

concepts of mimicry, ambivalence, and hybridity. In his influential 1994 book The Location 

of Culture, Bhabha examines how colonialism creates complex and often contradictory 

relationships between colonizer and colonized. While much of post-colonial theory focuses 

on the ways in which colonized peoples resist colonial domination, Bhabha’s work explores 

the ambivalent and hybrid identities that emerge in the context of colonial power. 

One of Bhabha’s central insights is that colonialism is not simply a relationship of 

domination and resistance. Instead, it is marked by ambivalence—a term Bhabha uses to 

describe the contradictory feelings of attraction and repulsion that exist between colonizer 

and colonized. Ambivalence is a key feature of colonial discourse, as it reflects the 

colonizer’s need to assert dominance over the colonized while also recognizing the limits of 

that dominance. This ambivalence creates spaces of resistance and subversion, as the 

colonized are able to exploit the contradictions in colonial discourse to challenge colonial 

authority. 

Bhabha’s work challenges the idea that colonialism creates a simple binary opposition 

between colonizer and colonized. Instead, he argues that colonialism produces hybrid 

identities—identities that are shaped by both the culture of the colonizer and the culture of 



the colonized. These hybrid identities are not fixed or stable but are constantly in flux, as 

individuals navigate the complex and contradictory demands of colonial power. 

2.2 Mimicry as Resistance and Subversion 

One of Bhabha’s most important contributions to post-colonial theory is his concept of 

mimicry. Mimicry refers to the process by which colonized peoples imitate the culture, 

language, and behavior of the colonizers. However, this imitation is never perfect; it is 

always marked by difference. This difference creates a space for subversion, as the colonized 

use mimicry to challenge the authority of the colonizer. 

In Bhabha’s view, mimicry is both a strategy of control and a site of resistance. On the one 

hand, the colonizers encourage mimicry as a way of imposing their culture and values on the 

colonized. By teaching the colonized to speak their language, adopt their customs, and follow 

their rules, the colonizers seek to "civilize" the colonized and bring them into the fold of the 

empire. However, the colonizers also fear the consequences of this mimicry, as it threatens to 

blur the boundaries between colonizer and colonized. 

Mimicry produces what Bhabha calls "almost the same, but not quite." The colonized may 

imitate the colonizer, but they never fully become the colonizer. This gap between imitation 

and reality creates a space for resistance, as the colonized use mimicry to expose the 

artificiality of the colonizer’s authority. By mimicking the colonizer, the colonized reveal the 

fragility of colonial power and disrupt the binary opposition between colonizer and 

colonized. 

For example, in V.S. Naipaul’s novel The Mimic Men (1967), the protagonist Ralph Singh 

is a Caribbean politician who tries to assimilate into British culture. However, his efforts at 

mimicry are always tinged with failure. Ralph’s attempts to adopt the manners and customs 

of the British reveal his deep sense of alienation and displacement. He can never fully 

become British, and his mimicry only serves to highlight the contradictions and limitations of 

colonial identity. 

Mimicry, therefore, becomes a form of resistance, as the colonized use the tools of the 

colonizer to subvert colonial authority. By mimicking the colonizer, the colonized expose the 



instability of colonial power and create new possibilities for challenging the structures of 

domination. 

2.3 Ambivalence and the Colonial Relationship 

Bhabha’s concept of ambivalence is closely related to his analysis of mimicry. 

Ambivalence refers to the contradictory emotions or attitudes that exist between colonizer 

and colonized. In the context of colonialism, ambivalence manifests as a mix of attraction and 

repulsion, admiration and fear. The colonizers admire certain aspects of the colonized culture, 

but they also fear that the colonized may use these aspects to challenge their authority. 

Similarly, the colonized may desire the power and privileges of the colonizer, but they also 

resent the oppression and exploitation that come with colonial rule. 

This ambivalence creates a complex and unstable relationship between colonizer and 

colonized. The colonizers need the colonized to mimic their culture and follow their rules, but 

they also fear that this mimicry will undermine their authority. The colonized, in turn, are 

caught between the desire to assimilate into the colonizer’s culture and the desire to resist and 

maintain their own cultural identity. 

Ambivalence, therefore, creates spaces of resistance within the colonial relationship. The 

colonized can exploit the contradictions in colonial discourse to challenge the authority of the 

colonizer. At the same time, ambivalence also highlights the psychological and emotional toll 

of colonialism, as both colonizer and colonized are forced to navigate the tensions and 

contradictions of their relationship. 

In The Mimic Men, Ralph Singh’s ambivalence is evident in his conflicted feelings toward 

British culture. On the one hand, he admires the order and discipline of the British, and he 

tries to model himself after them. On the other hand, he feels a deep sense of alienation and 

resentment, as he realizes that he can never fully belong to the British world. This 

ambivalence leads to Ralph’s eventual disillusionment with both British and Caribbean 

politics, as he struggles to find a sense of identity in a world shaped by colonial power. 

2.4 Hybridity and the Post-Colonial Identity 

Bhabha’s work also explores the concept of hybridity, which refers to the mixing of 

cultures, identities, and languages that occurs as a result of colonialism. Hybridity is a key 



feature of post-colonial societies, where individuals and communities are often shaped by 

multiple cultural influences. In Bhabha’s view, hybridity is not a weakness or a sign of 

inferiority but a source of creativity and resistance. 

Hybridity disrupts the binary opposition between colonizer and colonized by creating new, 

hybrid identities that cannot be easily categorized. These hybrid identities are fluid and 

dynamic, constantly shifting in response to the demands of the colonial and post-colonial 

world. For Bhabha, hybridity is a way of resisting the rigid categories and hierarchies 

imposed by colonialism. It allows individuals and communities to navigate the complexities 

of post-colonial identity and to create new forms of cultural expression that reflect their 

hybrid experiences. 

In The Mimic Men, Ralph Singh’s identity is shaped by his hybrid status as a colonial 

subject. He is neither fully British nor fully Caribbean, and his attempts to find a stable sense 

of identity are ultimately unsuccessful. However, Ralph’s hybridity also allows him to see the 

limitations and contradictions of both British and Caribbean cultures. His hybrid identity 

gives him a unique perspective on the world, one that is shaped by his experiences of 

colonialism, migration, and displacement. 

Bhabha’s concept of hybridity is particularly relevant to contemporary discussions of 

globalization, migration, and transnationalism. In today’s increasingly interconnected world, 

many individuals and communities are shaped by multiple cultural influences, and their 

identities are often hybrid and fluid. Bhabha’s work offers a valuable framework for 

understanding the complexities of identity in the post-colonial and globalized world. 

 

Part 3: Gayatri Spivak and the Subaltern (30 min) 

3.1 Introduction to Gayatri Spivak and Post-Colonial Feminism 

Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak is one of the most influential figures in post-colonial theory, 

particularly for her contributions to post-colonial feminism and her concept of the subaltern. 

Spivak’s work challenges both Western feminist and post-colonial discourses, arguing that 

they often fail to fully account for the experiences of marginalized women in the Global 

South. Her most famous essay, "Can the Subaltern Speak?" (1988), is a powerful critique of 



the ways in which both colonialism and nationalism have silenced the voices of the most 

marginalized members of society, particularly women. 

Spivak’s work is deeply informed by her background as an Indian intellectual and feminist 

scholar. She draws on a wide range of theoretical frameworks, including Marxism, feminism, 

and deconstruction, to analyze the complex ways in which power, knowledge, and 

representation are linked in post-colonial societies. Like Edward Said, Spivak is concerned 

with the ways in which knowledge about the colonized is produced and how this knowledge 

is shaped by the interests of the colonial powers. 

3.2 The Subaltern and the Limits of Representation 

In "Can the Subaltern Speak?", Spivak introduces the concept of the subaltern, a term she 

borrows from the Italian Marxist theorist Antonio Gramsci. The subaltern refers to those 

groups in society who are excluded from the dominant power structures and who are denied a 

voice in both colonial and post-colonial discourses. In the context of colonialism, the 

subaltern includes peasants, workers, women, and indigenous peoples who were marginalized 

by both the colonial state and the nationalist movements that followed independence. 

Spivak’s central argument in "Can the Subaltern Speak?" is that the subaltern, particularly 

subaltern women, are often rendered voiceless by the structures of power that dominate post-

colonial societies. Even well-meaning attempts to "give voice" to the subaltern often end up 

reinforcing the same power dynamics that silence them. Spivak critiques both Western 

intellectuals and post-colonial nationalists for failing to fully engage with the experiences of 

the subaltern and for speaking on their behalf without fully understanding their perspectives. 

For Spivak, the question is not just whether the subaltern can speak but whether we, as 

scholars and readers, are capable of truly hearing them. She argues that the structures of 

power that silence the subaltern are deeply embedded in the ways in which knowledge is 

produced and circulated. As a result, even when the subaltern does speak, their voices are 

often misinterpreted or co-opted by those in power. 

3.3 Subaltern Women and Double Marginalization 

Spivak is particularly concerned with the experiences of subaltern women, who are doubly 

marginalized by both colonialism and patriarchy. In many post-colonial societies, women’s 



voices are silenced not only by the colonial state but also by the traditional gender roles that 

limit their agency and autonomy. This double marginalization means that subaltern women 

are often excluded from both the nationalist movements that seek to challenge colonial power 

and the feminist movements that seek to challenge gender oppression. 

In her analysis of subaltern women, Spivak draws on the case of the Hindu practice of sati, 

or widow immolation, in colonial India. Sati was a practice in which a widow was expected 

to throw herself on her husband’s funeral pyre, thereby sacrificing her life in a demonstration 

of loyalty and devotion. While the British colonial state condemned sati as barbaric and 

sought to abolish it, Indian nationalists defended the practice as a symbol of Indian tradition 

and resistance to colonial rule. In both cases, the voice of the widow—the subaltern 

woman—was silenced, as her body became a site of contestation between colonial and 

nationalist discourses. 

Spivak’s analysis of sati highlights the ways in which subaltern women are often denied 

agency and are spoken for by those in positions of power. Both the British colonialists and 

the Indian nationalists claimed to be acting in the best interests of the widow, yet neither 

group was interested in hearing what the widow herself had to say. This erasure of subaltern 

women’s voices is a central concern in Spivak’s work, as she seeks to draw attention to the 

ways in which power operates through both colonial and nationalist discourses. 

3.4 Challenging Western Feminism 

Spivak is also critical of Western feminist scholarship, which she argues often fails to fully 

engage with the experiences of women in the Global South. In her essay "Under Western 

Eyes," Spivak critiques the tendency of Western feminists to generalize the experiences of 

Third World women and to portray them as passive victims of patriarchal oppression. She 

argues that Western feminists often impose their own frameworks of analysis on women in 

the Global South without considering the specific historical, cultural, and political contexts in 

which these women live. 

Spivak’s critique of Western feminism is part of a broader challenge to the universalizing 

tendencies of Western intellectual thought. She argues that Western feminists, like Western 

scholars more broadly, often fail to recognize the ways in which their own positions of 

privilege shape their understanding of the world. By imposing their own categories and 



frameworks on women in the Global South, Western feminists risk reproducing the same 

power dynamics that they seek to challenge. 

Spivak calls for a more nuanced and context-specific approach to feminist scholarship, one 

that recognizes the diversity of women’s experiences and the ways in which gender intersects 

with other forms of oppression, such as race, class, and colonialism. She argues that feminist 

scholars must be attentive to the specific historical and cultural contexts in which women live 

and must avoid imposing Western categories of analysis on non-Western societies. 

3.5 Can the Subaltern Speak? 

The question posed by Spivak—"Can the Subaltern Speak?"—remains one of the most 

important and challenging questions in post-colonial theory. For Spivak, the answer is both 

yes and no. Yes, the subaltern can speak, in the sense that they have agency and the capacity 

to resist oppression. However, no, the subaltern cannot be heard within the structures of 

power that dominate post-colonial societies. Even when the subaltern does speak, their voices 

are often co-opted or misinterpreted by those in power. 

Spivak’s work challenges us to think critically about how we engage with the voices of the 

marginalized and the oppressed. She calls for a more self-reflexive approach to scholarship, 

one that recognizes the limitations of our own perspectives and the ways in which our 

positions of privilege shape our understanding of the world. By drawing attention to the 

silencing of the subaltern, Spivak encourages us to be more attentive to the ways in which 

power operates through knowledge and representation. 

 

Conclusion 

In this lecture, we have explored the key contributions of three major figures in post-

colonial theory: Edward Said, Homi Bhabha, and Gayatri Spivak. Each of these theorists 

offers a unique perspective on the relationship between the colonizer and the colonized, 

highlighting the ways in which power, knowledge, and identity are intertwined in the context 

of colonialism and its aftermath. 



Said’s analysis of Orientalism reveals how the West constructed a distorted image of the 

East in order to justify its imperial ambitions, while Bhabha’s concepts of mimicry, 

ambivalence, and hybridity challenge the binary opposition between colonizer and colonized. 

Spivak’s work on the subaltern draws attention to the ways in which marginalized voices are 

silenced in both colonial and post-colonial societies, particularly the voices of subaltern 

women. 

Together, these theorists provide a powerful framework for understanding the 

complexities of post-colonial identity and the ongoing legacies of colonialism in the modern 

world. As we continue through the course, we will build on these theoretical insights to 

explore how post-colonial writers engage with the themes of power, resistance, and 

representation in their works. 

Evaluation Task: Compare Bhabha’s concepts of mimicry and ambivalence in The Mimic 

Men by V.S. Naipaul (500 words). 

 


