Lecture 6: Resistance and Nationalism in Post-Colonial Literature

Duration: 1.5 hours

Part 1: The Role of Literature in Anti-Colonial Struggles (30 min)
1.1 Literature as a Tool for Resistance

Post-colonial literature has played a significant role in anti-colonial struggles, serving as
both a means of expressing resistance to colonial domination and as a tool for fostering
national consciousness. During the colonial period, literature provided colonized peoples with
a space to articulate their grievances, challenge colonial narratives, and imagine new futures
free from colonial rule. Writers used literature to expose the brutality and dehumanization of

colonialism, to reclaim indigenous identities and histories, and to inspire collective action.

One of the most powerful examples of literature as a tool for resistance is found in the
work of Frantz Fanon, a psychiatrist and revolutionary writer from Martinique who became a
leading figure in the Algerian war for independence. In his influential book The Wretched of
the Earth (1961), Fanon argues that colonialism dehumanizes both the colonized and the
colonizer, creating a system of violence and exploitation that must be resisted through
revolutionary action. Fanon’s work has been foundational for post-colonial theory,

particularly his analysis of how colonialism creates psychological and cultural alienation.

Fanon’s writing also reflects the importance of literature in fostering a sense of national
consciousness. He believed that literature and culture could play a central role in the struggle
for independence by helping colonized peoples to rediscover their identity and assert their
humanity. For Fanon, the decolonization process was not just about achieving political

independence; it was also about reclaiming cultural and psychological autonomy.

Literature has been central to this process of cultural decolonization. Post-colonial writers
have used their work to challenge the colonial portrayal of their societies as backward,
primitive, or inferior. Instead, they have reclaimed their cultural heritage, highlighting the

richness and diversity of indigenous traditions. Literature has also been a means of



articulating new visions for post-colonial nations, offering alternative narratives of identity,

history, and belonging that challenge the colonial legacy.

1.2 Nationalism and the Imagining of New Nations

Post-colonial literature has been closely linked to the development of nationalist
movements in the Global South. As colonized peoples began to fight for independence from
European powers, literature became a means of articulating national identity and imagining
new futures for their nations. In many cases, literature helped to inspire and mobilize anti-

colonial resistance by fostering a sense of collective identity and shared purpose.

One of the most influential works of post-colonial literature in this regard is Chinua
Achebe’s Things Fall Apart (1958), which explores the impact of British colonialism on an
Igbo village in Nigeria. Achebe’s novel is often seen as a response to colonial literature,
which portrayed African societies as primitive and in need of European "civilization." In
contrast, Things Fall Apart offers a rich and complex portrayal of Igbo culture, highlighting
the ways in which colonialism disrupted traditional ways of life and imposed foreign values

and systems of governance.

Achebe’s work reflects the broader project of post-colonial literature: to reclaim
indigenous cultures and to challenge the narratives imposed by colonial powers. In the
context of Nigerian nationalism, Things Fall Apart was part of a broader effort to assert
Nigeria’s cultural autonomy and to imagine a future in which the country could be free from
colonial rule. The novel’s portrayal of the tensions between tradition and modernity, as well
as its exploration of the psychological and cultural impact of colonialism, resonated with the

nationalist movements that were gaining momentum across Africa in the 1950s and 1960s.

Similarly, in India, writers like Rabindranath Tagore and Mahatma Gandhi used literature
and essays to promote Indian nationalism and to critique British colonial rule. Tagore’s
poetry and essays emphasized the importance of cultural and spiritual independence, while
Gandhi’s writings on nonviolent resistance inspired a generation of Indians to challenge
British authority through peaceful means. Both Tagore and Gandhi saw literature as a way of
fostering national consciousness and promoting a sense of unity among the diverse peoples of

India.



1.3 The Dialectics of Resistance and Collaboration

The relationship between resistance and collaboration in colonial and post-colonial
literature is complex. While many post-colonial writers have focused on the theme of
resistance, others have explored the ways in which colonized peoples were complicit in their
own oppression. This theme is particularly evident in the works of Ayi Kwei Armah, a
Ghanaian writer whose novel The Beautyful Ones Are Not Yet Born (1968) critiques both

colonialism and the failures of post-colonial nationalism.

Armah’s novel is set in post-independence Ghana and tells the story of a civil servant who
struggles with the corruption and disillusionment that characterize the new government. The
protagonist’s refusal to engage in the corrupt practices of his colleagues makes him an
outsider in a society that has been shaped by both colonialism and the greed of its new
leaders. Armah’s work reflects the ambivalence of post-colonial nationalism, as it critiques
the ways in which the leaders of newly independent nations have often replicated the

structures of power and oppression that were established under colonial rule.

This theme of collaboration and complicity is also explored in the work of Ngugi wa
Thiong’o, particularly in his novel A Grain of Wheat (1967), which is set during the Mau
Mau uprising in Kenya. The novel focuses on the internal conflicts and betrayals that
characterize the anti-colonial struggle, highlighting the ways in which colonized peoples were
often divided by their loyalties to the colonial state and to the nationalist movement. Ngugi’s
work reflects the complexities of resistance, as it shows how colonialism not only oppressed
but also co-opted individuals and communities, creating divisions that continued to shape

post-colonial societies.

Both Armah and Ngugi emphasize that the process of decolonization is not a simple
binary of resistance versus collaboration. Instead, they suggest that post-colonial societies
must grapple with the ways in which colonialism has shaped their identities, values, and
systems of governance. In this sense, literature becomes a space for exploring the
contradictions and complexities of post-colonial nationalism, as well as for imagining new

possibilities for resistance and liberation.



Part 2: The Language of Nationalism in Post-Colonial Literature (30 min)
2.1 Language as a Site of National Resistance

Language plays a central role in post-colonial nationalism, as it is both a tool of colonial
domination and a means of resistance. During the colonial period, European powers imposed
their languages—English, French, Spanish, and Portuguese—on colonized peoples, often
suppressing indigenous languages and using language as a means of control. For colonized
peoples, the ability to speak the colonizer’s language became a marker of education, power,

and social mobility, while the use of indigenous languages was often stigmatized.

However, in the context of anti-colonial resistance, language also became a site of
struggle. Post-colonial writers and activists recognized that reclaiming indigenous languages
was a key part of the decolonization process. By writing in indigenous languages and
rejecting the dominance of European languages, post-colonial writers could assert their

cultural autonomy and challenge the linguistic hierarchies imposed by colonialism.

Ngugi wa Thiong’o has been one of the most vocal advocates for the use of indigenous
languages in post-colonial literature. In his essay collection Decolonising the Mind (1986),
Ngugi argues that language is a carrier of culture and identity, and that the imposition of
European languages in African societies was a form of mental colonization. Ngugi believes
that African writers should write in their native languages, rather than in the languages of the
colonizer, in order to reclaim their cultural heritage and resist the ongoing legacy of

colonialism.

Ngugi’s decision to stop writing in English and to begin writing in Gikuyu was a radical
act of resistance against the linguistic colonization that had shaped his education and career.
His novel Devil on the Cross (1980), written in Gikuyu, is one of the first major African
novels to be published in an indigenous language. For Ngugi, writing in Gikuyu was not just
a political statement; it was also a way of reconnecting with the oral traditions and cultural
practices of his community. By using Gikuyu in his literature, Ngugi sought to challenge the
dominance of English in African literature and to promote the use of African languages as a

means of cultural revival.



At the same time, many post-colonial writers have chosen to write in European languages,
seeing them as a tool for engaging with global audiences and asserting the legitimacy of their
cultures on the world stage. Writers like Chinua Achebe, Salman Rushdie, and Derek Walcott
have argued that European languages can be appropriated and transformed by post-colonial
writers, allowing them to create new forms of expression that reflect the complexities of post-
colonial identity. For these writers, the use of English or French is not a form of submission
to colonial power but a way of asserting their agency and creativity in a globalized world.

2.2 The Politics of Translation

The issue of language in post-colonial literature is closely tied to the politics of translation.
Many post-colonial texts are written in indigenous languages or in a mixture of European and
indigenous languages, raising important questions about how these texts are translated and
received by global audiences. The act of translating a post-colonial text from an indigenous
language into a European language is not a neutral process; it is shaped by power dynamics

and cultural differences.

In some cases, translation can reinforce the dominance of European languages, as it
involves rendering the "other" in terms that are intelligible to Western readers. This process
can lead to the erasure or simplification of the cultural and linguistic nuances of the original
text. For example, certain idiomatic expressions or cultural references may be lost in

translation, and the political or historical context of the text may be obscured.

At the same time, translation can also be a tool for cross-cultural understanding and
solidarity. By translating post-colonial texts into European languages, translators can help to
bridge the gap between different cultures and promote dialogue between formerly colonized
and colonizing societies. In this sense, translation can be seen as a form of cultural

diplomacy, allowing post-colonial voices to be heard in global literary circles.

One of the most famous examples of translation in post-colonial literature is Gabriel
Garcia Marquez’s One Hundred Years of Solitude (1967), a cornerstone of Latin American
magical realism. The novel was originally written in Spanish and has been translated into
dozens of languages, making it one of the most widely read works of Latin American
literature in the world. However, the translation of One Hundred Years of Solitude into

English raises important questions about how the cultural and historical specificities of the



original text are conveyed to English-speaking readers. The novel’s use of magical realism,
which is deeply rooted in Latin American history and culture, may not be fully understood or

appreciated by readers who are unfamiliar with the region’s political and cultural context.

In the context of post-colonial literature, translation is a deeply political act. It requires
sensitivity to the cultural and historical context of the original text, as well as an awareness of
the power dynamics that shape the relationship between the source language and the target
language. Translators must navigate the tension between fidelity to the original text and the
need to make the text accessible to a new audience, while also resisting the temptation to

simplify or exoticize the work for Western readers.

Part 3: Case Study of Chinua Achebe’s Things Fall Apart (30 min)
3.1 Reclaiming Indigenous Identity

Chinua Achebe’s Things Fall Apart is widely regarded as one of the most important works
of post-colonial literature, particularly for its role in reclaiming indigenous identity and
challenging colonial narratives. Published in 1958, just two years before Nigeria’s
independence from Britain, the novel is set in pre-colonial Nigeria and tells the story of
Okonkwo, a respected leader in the Igho community, whose life is disrupted by the arrival of

British missionaries and colonial administrators.

Achebe’s novel is a direct response to colonial literature, which often portrayed African
societies as primitive and in need of European “civilization." In contrast, Things Fall Apart
presents a rich and complex portrayal of Igbo culture, highlighting the social, political, and
religious systems that governed the community before the arrival of the British. Through
Okonkwo’s story, Achebe explores the impact of colonialism on traditional ways of life, as
well as the psychological and cultural trauma experienced by individuals and communities in

the face of colonial domination.

One of the central themes of Things Fall Apart is the tension between tradition and
change. Okonkwo represents the old order, rooted in the values and customs of his ancestors,
while his son Nwoye represents the new generation, drawn to the ideas and opportunities
offered by the British missionaries. Achebe’s novel reflects the broader challenges faced by



colonized peoples as they navigated the cultural and political changes brought about by

colonialism.
3.2 Nationalism and Cultural Autonomy

Things Fall Apart is also a reflection of Achebe’s broader project of promoting Nigerian
nationalism and cultural autonomy. In the context of Nigeria’s struggle for independence,
Achebe’s novel was part of a broader effort to assert Nigeria’s cultural identity and to

challenge the dominance of European languages, values, and systems of governance.

Achebe’s decision to write Things Fall Apart in English, rather than in his native Igbo,
reflects the complexities of language in post-colonial literature. While Ngugi wa Thiong’o
has called for African writers to write in their indigenous languages, Achebe argued that
writing in English allowed him to reach a global audience and to challenge the stereotypes

and misconceptions about African societies that had been propagated by colonial literature.

At the same time, Achebe’s use of English in Things Fall Apart is not a simple adoption of
the colonizer’s language. Achebe infuses the English language with the rhythms, idioms, and
proverbs of Igbo speech, creating a hybrid form of expression that reflects the cultural and
linguistic complexity of post-colonial Nigeria. In this sense, Achebe’s use of English is an act
of resistance, as he transforms the language of the colonizer into a tool for reclaiming and

asserting African identity.
3.3 The Legacy of Colonialism in Things Fall Apart

While Things Fall Apart is set in the pre-colonial period, the novel is deeply concerned
with the legacy of colonialism in Nigeria and the broader implications of colonial rule for
post-colonial societies. Achebe’s portrayal of the Igbo community’s encounter with British
missionaries and colonial administrators reflects the broader processes of cultural and

political domination that characterized the colonial project.

At the same time, Things Fall Apart is not just a critique of colonialism; it is also a
reflection on the internal divisions and conflicts that shaped the Igbo community’s response
to colonial rule. Achebe’s novel highlights the ways in which colonialism exploited existing
tensions and divisions within indigenous societies, creating conditions for both collaboration

and resistance.



Through Okonkwo’s tragic story, Achebe explores the complexities of resistance and
accommodation in the face of colonial domination. Okonkwo’s refusal to accept the changes
brought about by the British missionaries ultimately leads to his downfall, as he becomes
increasingly isolated from his community. The novel’s ending, in which Okonkwo takes his
own life, reflects the sense of despair and loss that accompanied the colonization of African

societies.

However, Achebe’s portrayal of Okonkwo is not uncritical. While Okonkwo is a tragic
figure, he is also flawed, and his rigid adherence to tradition is presented as both a source of
strength and a limitation. Achebe’s novel suggests that the process of decolonization requires
a critical engagement with both the colonial legacy and indigenous traditions, as post-colonial

societies must navigate the tensions between tradition and modernity, continuity and change.

Conclusion

In this lecture, we have explored the themes of resistance, nationalism, and language in
post-colonial literature, focusing on how writers like Frantz Fanon, Chinua Achebe, and
Ngugi wa Thiong’o have used literature as a tool for challenging colonial power and
imagining new futures for their nations. We examined the role of language in post-colonial
nationalism, as well as the complexities of translation in the context of post-colonial

literature.

Through the case study of Things Fall Apart, we saw how Achebe’s novel reflects the
broader project of reclaiming indigenous identity and challenging colonial narratives, while
also grappling with the internal conflicts and divisions that shaped the post-colonial

experience.

As we continue through the course, we will explore how other post-colonial writers
engage with the themes of resistance, nationalism, and language, and how literature continues

to play a central role in the ongoing struggle for cultural and political autonomy.

Evaluation Task: Write an essay comparing how Chinua Achebe and Ngugi wa Thiong’o
use language as a tool for nationalism and resistance in Things Fall Apart and Devil on the
Cross (1000 words).






