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Abstract: The major aim of this paper is to join in the discussions of the 
postcolonial‑postcommunist connections which are getting ever thicker on the ground. 
It will do so, however, in a rather oblique manner, namely by addressing some of the 
theoretical, methodological and periodization issues raised by postcolonial studies. This 
exercise is meant, on the one hand, to recontextualize the postcolonial from a 
postcommunist perspective and, on the other hand, to foreground the limits and prospects 
of postcommunist studies.
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It could be that only now will the past open up to us with 
unexpected freshness and tell us things no one has yet had 
ears to hear.

Hannah Arendt

Short historical overview

In 2002, when the outline of the doctoral dissertation from which the present text is 
taken was conceived, the debate regarding the possible similarities and/or differences 
between postcolonialism and postcommunism were merely incipient. In Romania, a 
special issue of Caietele Echinox1 dedicated to this topic had been published and was 
soon followed by a similar Euresis2 issue. In some of the former Soviet Union countries, 
the process of reclaiming local identities was being described in terms of a domestic type 
of postcolonialism (Baltic postcolonialism)3. Cultural projects across Central and Eastern 
Europe (particularly in the fields of fine and performing arts) described their approaches 
and expressed their objectives by using concepts borrowed from the field of postcolonial 
studies. Concurrently, a number of western scholars specialized in the field of 
comparative literature attempted by means of articles or international conference 
participations to build thematic and methodological bridges between the literary practice 
of former colonies and those of the recently decommissioned ‘Eastern bloc’ (Moore, 
Tötösy). However, the earliest comparative impulse linking two situations that had been 
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considered completely separate up until that point belonged to the first wave of American 
and West‑European transitologists, whose analyses regarding the collapse of communist 
regimes in Central and Eastern Europe, as well as the democratization process that 
followed, at least in theory, made use of instruments and patterns elaborated and 
‘verified’ with regard to similar phenomena in Africa, Latin America and Southeast 
Asia.4

In the meantime, under the pressure of reality and due to the contribution of 
researchers well acquainted with the historical, political and cultural context of 
East‑Central Europe, it has become clear that the so‑called period of transition (ironically 
described by Katherine Verdery as ‘the longest and most painful route from capitalism 
to capitalism’) is a specific ‘cultural formation’5, a type of experience for the 
configuration of which an appropriate explanatory model is needed6.

The first impulse towards the shaping of a theoretical area of interest under the name 
of ‘postcommunist studies’ is precisely the urge to offer such models. Given the plural 
and diverse nature of the topic and, implicitly, the variety of analytical methods used to 
approach it, postcommunist studies cannot be defined as a discipline in the traditional 
understanding of the word, but rather as an inter‑ (or trans‑) disciplinary discursive field 
articulated around certain major concerns7. What distinguishes postcommunist studies 
in the contemporary intellectual context is primarily their common goal: that of 
proposing descriptions and conceptualizations that are adequate to the changes undergone 
by cultures and societies consequent to the collapse of former communist regimes. But 
if historically speaking, the temporal limit of their interest area would stretch back to 
1989‑1991, in reality they cannot be reduced to an analysis of the present. As a brief 
commentary regarding Lyotard’s famous understanding of the prefix post‑ reveals, the 
latter does not merely signify a break from the past – which is actually a false break, ‘a 
manner of forgetting or repressing the past’, hence essentially a repetition –, but also 
‘a procedure in ‘ana‑’: a procedure of analysis, anamnesis, anagogy and anamorphosis 
which elaborates an ‘initial forgetting’’. (Lyotard 50) The postcommunist experience 
does not refer solely to a reality that chronologically follows the dissolution of the 
former communist regimes, the collapse of which would allow for our rebirth as 
fundamentally new entities devoid of history, neither is it a return to the ‘initial point’ of 
disjuncture from whence we are supposed to unrestrainedly resume a ‘natural’ evolution 
interrupted by a sequence of events that could be isolated in some kind of historical 
brackets. In order to grasp the complex and diverse evolution of the societies and cultures 
belonging to the former Soviet bloc, profound knowledge of the nature and function of 
communist regimes in specific national contexts and in various stages of development 
is an absolutely necessary condition. 

It is not my intention to imply that researchers from Central and Eastern Europe 
(including the former Soviet Union) have monopoly on the elaboration of the 
methodologies destined to deal with postcommunist realities; on the contrary, I believe 
that building these analytical models could entice academic and cross‑cultural dialogue 
and serve as an apt means to avoid on the one hand the risk of parochialization and on 
the other hand, the proneness towards mimicry. But at the same time it is precisely such 



52 Here, There, and Everywhere: How Far to the East Should the Postcolonial Travel?

perils and temptations that keep me from subscribing to the initiatives of expanding the 
domain of postcolonial studies to the point in which they are made to account for any 
process of emancipation from foreign or internal domination – whether political, 
economic, cultural or ideological, time and place notwithstanding – and thus become a 
type of universal discipline with global relevance. neither do I find useful those 
approaches of similar finality, but opposite logic, that too readily reduce postcommunism 
to a subspecies of postcolonialism and, implicitly, postcommunist studies to a branch of 
postcolonial studies. In my view, the respective specificities of the two areas of interest 
are confirmed by the differences between the practices they analyze. These differences 
are much more important than those that can be observed at the level of the various 
regions within each of these areas, for they issue from distinct manners of relating to the 
real and symbolic centre, or in other words, from the very nature of the power relations 
that have molded the respective practices.8

With that being said, autonomy does not exclude communication – on the contrary, 
it encourages a discriminate exchange of methods and concepts, primarily diligent with 
respect to the distinctive features of the realities under scrutiny.9 From this perspective, 
the similarities between postcolonialism and postcommunism are at least as important 
as the differences between the two, as long as the lure of comparing is corrected by the 
sobering effect of contrasting. 

Thus, the aim of the present article is to offer a short overview of the history and 
significance attached to postcolonialism, starting from the various possible uses of the 
prefix ‘post‑’, as well as to outline the intellectual and disciplinary tradition that 
postcolonial studies belong to, including the criticism it has been subject to, in order to 
open the way for similar interrogations on the physiognomy, the limits and the 
perspectives of postcommunist studies.

How much postcolonialism can fit on a pinhead?

The Oxford English Dictionary lists four distinct and to some extent contradictory 
meanings of the prefix post‑: 1. what follows or is posterior to a given phenomenon; 2. 
a reply or critique addressed to the referent; 3. an advanced version or superior stage of 
the referent; 4. a later stage of the referent. ‘Referent’ should be understood here as the 
root process or phenomenon. In the light of these definitions, the term postcolonialism 
would simultaneously cover at least three very different realities: postcolonialism 
understood in a temporal sense, as comprising the post‑independence years in former 
colonies (the first dictionary definition); the various forms of anticolonialism 
(corresponding to the second definition); and neocolonialism, assumed by the last two 
definitions of the prefix ‘post‑’. Should we add another understanding of the word 
(absent from the dictionary, yet in use): investigating the consequence and effects of the 
referent at the present time, one could account for the exasperation of the opponents of 
postcolonialism faced with a ‘conceptual chimera’ devoid of historical and geographical 
specificity that risks leveling the differences in nature and degree of political and cultural 
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resistance in the former colonies and extend or enhance the western hegemony it claims 
to challenge.10

Moreover, the theoretical, methodological and periodization issues raised by 
postcolonialism are foregrounded not merely by the opponents, but also by the 
practitioners of postcolonial studies in search of efficient means of handling an uneasy 
central concept. In a text which has become a mandatory reference in the bibliography 
of the field, Ella Shohat attempts to minimize this ambiguity by relating the term 
‘postcolonialism’ to other similar compounds:

The prefix ‘post’, then, aligns ‘post‑colonialism’ with a series of other ‘posts’ – 
‘post‑structuralism’, ‘post‑modernism’, ‘post‑marxism’, ‘post‑feminism’, ‘post‑decons‑
truc tionism’ – all sharing the notion of a movement beyond. Yet while these ‘posts’ refer 
largely to the supercession of outmoded philosophical, aesthetic and political theories, 
the ‘post‑colonial’ implies both going beyond anti‑colonial nationalist theory as well as 
a movement beyond a specific point in history, that of colonialism and Third World 
nationalist struggles. In that sense the prefix ‘post’ aligns the ‘post‑colonial’ with another 
genre of ‘posts’ – ‘post‑war’, ‘post‑cold war’, ‘post‑independence’, ‘post‑revolution’ – all 
of which underline a passage into a new period and a closure of a certain historical event 
or age, officially stamped with dates. [emphasis added] (Shohat 101)

By underlying the tension between epistemology and history that is created between 
the two categories of compounds – ‘... the two genres of the ‘post’ are nonetheless 
distinct in their referential emphasis, the first on the disciplinary advances characteristic 
of intellectual history, and the latter on the strict chronologies of history tout court’ 
(101) – Shohat implies that the articulation of this tension might reduce the conceptual 
ambiguity of the term ‘postcolonialism’, drawing attention to the always problematic 
relation between ‘the theories of an era’ and ‘the practices which constitute that era’ 
(101). The same concern is evident in the manner in which Padmini Mongia questions 
the term ‘postcolonialism’: ‘Does the term refer to texts or practices, to psychological 
conditions or to concrete historical processes? Or does it perhaps refer to an interaction 
of all these?’ (Mongia 1)

The response of postcolonial theorists is often ‘to all of the above’ – an attitude which 
brought about Aijaz Ahmad’s well‑founded critique of postcolonialism trying to 
designate ‘far too many things, all at once’ (Ahmad 9). At the beginning of the article on 
‘post‑colonialism/postcolonialism’ published in the first edition of Key Concepts in 
Post‑Colonial Studies, the editors – Bill Ashcroft, Gareth Griffiths and Helen Tiffin – 
suggest a working definition centered on the subject of ‘post‑colonialism (or often 
postcolonialism) [that] deals with the effects of colonization on cultures and societies’ 
(Ashcroft et al., Key Concepts 186). It is interesting that terms such as colonization or 
colony are not listed as separate entries, but colonial desire, colonial discourse, colonial 
patronage and colonialism are featured. This aspect strengthens the supposition that the 
former terms are used with their current denotation found in any explanatory dictionary11, 
in which case, postcolonialism would represent the study of the effects of all forms of 
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territorial, economic, political and cultural dominance, regardless of the moment, the 
place and the manner in which they are exercised upon all cultures and societies.

Equally interesting is the fact that the extension of the field of postcolonialism – 
practically unlimited if we consider the fact that it would be impossible to find a country, 
a civilization or a community, whether existent or long extinct, that has not been under 
some form of domination for shorter or longer periods of time; and the majority of them 
have taken on more or less successfully the role of colonizers as well – is doubled by a 
shift of emphasis from what postcolonialism is to what it does: it ‘deals with’ (it 
considers, it examines), making it exclusively theoretical. Interpreted in this manner, the 
definition given by Ashcroft, Griffith and Tiffin reduces postcolonialism to postcolonial 
studies, the domain of which would be universal history, culture and civilization from 
the perspective of power relations. This definition is sure to give researchers from the 
former Soviet Union and the Eastern Bloc shivers down their spine.

In continuation of this first paragraph, the authors sketch a short evolution of the 
term, mentioning the fact that the adjective ‘post‑colonial’ has initially had a strictly 
chronological understanding (as it was used by historians in the period following the 
Second World War in phrases such as ‘post‑colonial state’, a synonym for ‘a state 
recently independent from foreign domination’) and was taken on by literary criticism 
with respect to the ‘various cultural effects of colonization’ at the end of the 1970s.

A debate that has previously stretched over twenty years and thousands of pages is 
thus rendered in less than seven lines, for in the apparent simplicity of such explanations 
lie instances of overlapping and contradiction that are sufficiently complex to represent 
the subject of multiple doctoral theses. In what follows, the attempt to put in order this 
rather confusing information aims to identify and define the various types of 
postcolonialism. In chronological order, the first one would be historical postcolonialism 
(or, more specifically, postcolonialism of historians) – as we have seen, this covers the 
post‑independent experiences of non‑European countries, formerly under the dominance 
of western states. These additional geopolitical details (western states and non‑European 
territories) are not mentioned as such in the article, but can be inferred from the lists 
featured in other reference works of the same authors.12

At this point, the absence of a largely accessible archeology of the concept of colony 
is painfully missed13. When the generalized phenomenon of colonization has repeatedly 
been the result of deliberate politics in the course of history, why has the term ‘colony’ 
been used so selectively and the adjective ‘postcolonial’ so belatedly? Why are some 
spaces described as colonies, while others are seen as annexed territories in cases where 
the instances of domination have been significantly similar? When historiography 
employs the term ‘colon(ists)’ to designate the groups originating in Bavaria, Austria, 
Alsace, Lorraine and so forth – that the Habsburg Empire and later the Austro‑Hungarian 
Empire have relocated to places such as Banat, Transylvania and northern Bukovina – 
and the term ‘colonization’ to describe the respective process of deterritorialization/ 
reterritorialization, why are these regions not called colonies, but imperial provinces? 
Why is the postcolonial status of the United States of America up for debate, when prior 
to gaining independence the country was officially a British colony? How come the 
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various definitions of the Greek and Roman colonization – often presented as a model 
by European colonial discourse – foreground the relation between metropolises and 
colonies, without reference to the connection between colonies and indigenous 
populations? All these questions reoccur obsessively either overtly or implicitly in 
debates related to postcolonialism, raising difficulties and receiving partial answers that 
are never sufficiently coherently and convincingly argued in order to avoid ensuing 
instances of ambiguity and divergence.

In the absence of this archeological endeavor, I must take note of the fact that the 
term postcolonial was initially described in relation to the overseas (non‑white) territories 
(officially recognized as colonies or dominions) that have gained independence from 
western dominance during the 20th century, while postcolonialism of historians can be 
equated to the post‑independence evolution of these territories. The extension of meaning 
of the adjective postcolonial to include territories such as Australia, Canada, new 
Zealand and the United States of America – and later, through a sort of metaphorical 
upsurge, understood to cover various ethnic communities everywhere, recently making 
its relevance debatable in the case of former Soviet spaces – has been a consequence of 
its entering the vocabulary of literary studies, which leads to the introduction of a second 
type of postcolonialism, the typological or cultural one:

What each of these literatures have in common beyond their special and distinctive 
regional characteristics is that they emerged in their present form out of the experience 
of colonization and asserted themselves by foregrounding the tension with the imperial 
power, and by emphasizing their differences from the assumptions of the imperial centre. 
(Ashcroft et al., The Empire 2)

In this sense, postcolonialism would be the distinctive feature of those cultures that 
share the experience of colonization and respond with similar forms of resistance. Again, 
the ambiguous meaning of the term ‘colonization’ raises a few problems: if in the 
absence of further details, colonization is a universal phenomenon (as discussed above), 
then postcolonialism, in its typological understanding, is a tag that can be attached to 
any literary work14 belonging to any period or place, as long as it problematizes the 
difference between periphery and center, as well as the resulting tension between the 
two. Therefore, Jaroslav Hašek’s The Good Soldier Švejk and V.S. naipaul’s The Mimic 
Men could be described as postcolonial works on the same grounds. In this case, the list 
of former colonies mentioned above (and confirmed by the majority of reference works 
in the field) is painfully incomplete. 

The paragraph quoted above also contains an observation that adds significant 
clarification to the issue discussed. In an attempt to legitimize the inclusion of American 
literature in the larger corpus of postcolonial literature, Ashcroft et al. argue that: 

its relationship with the metropolitan centre as it evolved over the last two centuries has 
been paradigmatic for post‑colonial literature everywhere. [emphasis added] (Ashcroft et 
al., The Empire 2)
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Irrespective of the truth value of the above‑mentioned statement, if my understanding 
is correct, it is worth noting that what distinguishes postcolonial literature is not the mere 
presence of a ‘metropolitan centre’ or, in other words, the existence of a relation based 
on dominance, but the nature of that relation. Hence, there is a specific feature of the 
colonial relation – or maybe a series of features – that singularizes it, which means that 
a literary work can be described as postcolonial if the power relation it represents (or 
determines) corresponds to this specific trait.15

In Key Concepts in Post‑colonial Studies, the temporal and spatial vagueness of the 
term colonization is limited to some extent in the article centered on the concept of 
colonialism, but this limitation does not bring clarification; on the contrary, it enhances 
the semantic ambiguity that appears to characterize this conceptual scaffolding:

The term colonialism is important in defining the specific form of cultural exploitation 
that developed with the expansion of Europe over the last 400 years [emphasis added] (45)

The ‘specific form of cultural exploitation’, to the definition of which the term 
‘colonialism’ essentially contributes, remains unexplained and, in particular, unnamed – 
what is certain is that the phrasing of the three authors imagines it beyond the limits of 
colonialism, since the latter represents merely one of its distinctive features. Another 
important detail is the fact that, as a form of ‘cultural exploitation’, colonialism is limited 
to the power relations exercised in the domain of culture and accompanies, but is not 
equivalent to the European [territorial] expansion of the last four centuries (an 
unreasonably large interval, considering that the discussions presented by Ashcroft et al. 
do not venture beyond the end of the 18th century).

Should this mysterious colonialism be understood as the cultural equivalent of 
colonization, which in turn is seen as territorial expansion? Or does it represent at the 
level of discourse what colonization is in practice? And what caused the European 
history of the last four hundred years to develop a ‘specific form of cultural exploitation’ 
that is impossible to find at other moments in global colonial history and, moreover, is 
homogeneous? The article in Ashcroft et al. continues as follows:

Although many earlier civilizations had colonies, and also they perceived their 
relations with them to be one of a central imperium in relation to a periphery of provincial, 
marginal and barbarian cultures, a number of crucial factors entered into the construction 
of the post‑Renaissance practices of imperialism. (Ashcroft et al., Key Concepts 45‑46)

Ignoring the fact that this relation between the center and the periphery has not 
always functioned in the manner described by the three authors (there are historical 
examples in which, on the contrary, the imperial nucleus was the one considered to be 
‘provincial’ and ‘barbaric’ with respect to the occupied cultures and territories: the case 
of the Mongol Empire under Genghis Khan and to some extent the case of the Soviet 
Union in relation to its satellites16), the only additional information we receive is that the 
European territorial expansion mentioned above – or maybe cultural exploitation? or 
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both? – is a form of ‘imperial practices’. And thus, a new term joins the list of those that 
need to be defined and related to postcolonialism, colonization and colonialism. So what 
is imperialism and what is its relation to colonialism?

In order to clarify this point, immediately following the assertion mentioned above, 
Ashcroft et al. quote a distinction proposed by Edward Said in Culture and Imperialism:

[...]’imperialism’ means the practice, the theory, and the attitudes of a dominating 
metropolitan center ruling a distant territory; ‘colonialism’, which is almost always a 
consequence of imperialism, is the implanting of settlements on distant territory17. 
(Said 9)

However, not only does the distinction referred to by the three authors not support 
their former assertions, but it blatantly contradicts them. According to Ashcroft et al., 
colonialism is a strictly cultural reality and is thus closer to the meaning that Said gives 
to imperialism. The following move of Ashcroft, Griffiths and Tiffin is to bring together 
the two definitions by means of an intellectual pirouette:

The scale and variety of colonial settlements generated by the expansion of European 
society after the Renaissance shows why the term colonialism has been seen to be a 
distinctive form of the more general ideology of imperialism. Although Said’s formula, 
which uses ‘imperialism’ for the ideological force and ‘colonialism’ for the practice, is a 
generally useful distinction, European colonialism in the post‑Renaissance world became 
a sufficiently specialized and historically specific form of imperial expansion to justify 
its current general usage as a distinctive kind of political ideology. [emphasis added] (46)

In an extremely schematized version, the argument construction that would lead the 
three authors to the definition of the specificity of colonialism in relation to other forms 
of domination is the following: 1. colonialism is the cultural aspect of the power relation 
between empire and colony; 2. in practice, this power relation takes the form of territorial 
domination; 3. despite the fact that territorial domination, along with its cultural effects 
have been exercised across history in various moments and geographic areas, colonialism 
is associated solely with the non‑European expansion of Western Europe from 1492 
onwards; 4. this is due to the fact that there are multiple factors that individualize this 
expansion and its effects in relation to other similar instances. At this point, caesura 
intercedes with argument number 5: instead of detailing these crucial factors, Ashcroft 
et al. go back to the distinction between ideology (colonialism) and practice (territorial 
expansion), although this time they use Said’s perfectly symmetrical terms – with 
colonialism as practice and imperialism as its ideological counterpart – concluding 
apotheotically with the statement that the diversity of colonialism as practice legitimizes 
the use of the same term to designate a ‘political ideology’, without drawing any closer 
to the definition of the specificity in question.18

Elaborating on his approach to imperialism, Said insists on the integrative capacity 
of this concept: ‘The primacy of the British and french empires by no means obscures 
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the quite remarkable modern expansion of Spain, Portugal, Holland, Belgium, Germany, 
Italy, and, in a different way, Russia and the United States’ (Said 10), mentioning 
however a fundamental difference: unlike france and Great Britain, the Tsarist Empire 
was created adjacently, not telescopically:19 

Unlike Britain or France, which jumped thousands of miles beyond their own borders 
to other continents, Russia moved to swallow whatever land or peoples stood next to its 
borders, which in the process kept moving farther and farther east and south. But in the 
English and French cases, the sheer distance of attractive territories summoned the 
projection of far‑flung interests, and that is my focus here, partly because I am interested 
in examining the set of cultural forms and structures of feeling which it produces, and 
partly because overseas domination is the world I grew up in and still live in. (Said 10)

Although it does not seem to weigh very much in the general logic of colonial 
domination, the spatial criterion is relevant in terms of its effects because, as the 
above‑mentioned fragment shows, this fundamental difference is not simply a matter of 
proximity and distance; what is important is the fact that the metaphoric relation 
established by the geographical distance between the French/ the British metropolises 
and their colonies, as well as the metonymic relation between Russia/ The Soviet Union 
and the territories it occupied give rise to different ‘cultural forms and structures of 
feelings’. At this point, Said’s perspective confirms the implicit affirmations of Ashcroft 
et al.: both in theory and in practice, the specificity of colonial expansion is a decisive 
factor in molding the relation between colonizers and colonized, between center 
and periphery.

The distinction between ideology and practice – usually rendered in the opposition 
imperialism‑colonialism and referring particularly to the overseas colonies – often 
reoccurs in the intellectual debate regarding (post)colonialism and its genealogy can be 
traced back to mid‑19th century. One of the reasons for this reappearance is the fact that 
a general and relatively homogenous tendency – expansionism – which could be subject 
to a uniform theoretical analysis if necessary, is shattered into a series of individual and 
heterogeneous manifestations for which it is difficult, if not impossible, to generate a 
coherent explanatory model. From this perspective, the challenge faced by postcolonial 
studies is that of simultaneously accounting for the relative homogeneity of ideology and 
the diversity of practices. This challenge must be accepted, for it is clear that the cultural 
effects produced by the dominance of western states at the level of the former colonies 
are due both to the ideology that supported it and to the practices that materialized it; 
and since these effects are in turn materialized into cultural products, the analysis of 
these products requires the articulation of a theory.

Surely, this kind of dilemma is not new. The tension between the variety of different 
concrete cultural manifestations and the necessarily uniform character of analytical 
models has always existed, whether acknowledged or not. Yet, in the case of (post)
colonial theory, this tension is emphasized by a series of additional factors: firstly, the 
heterogeneous nature of the subject is without precedent in the history of cultural 
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phenomena and resists any attempt at reduction, be it on a vertical historical axis or on 
a horizontal geographical one; there are various ages and forms of colonialism at the 
level of the same metropolis; there are substantial differences between metropolises in 
terms of administrative regimes and annexation techniques; there are synchronic 
differences between colonies (in relation to other occupied territories) and there are 
diachronic differences within them (rising exponentially in situations in which the 
transition between two historical moments coincides with the change of empire), and 
they are all infinitely multiplied in a variety of combinations. Secondly, contemporary 
sensibility has an enhanced perception upon diversity and is subsequently more hesitant 
with respect to its inclusion within the boundaries of a model. 

For philologists, unlike historians, historical postcolonialism is not limited to the 20th 
century; its lower limit goes back to at least 1776, the year in which the United States of 
America gained their independence. The inclusion of ‘white colonies’ in the interest area 
of postcolonialism has as an important consequence, i.e. the necessity to distinguish 
between at least two different types of colonies (and implicitly two distinct forms of 
colonization): on the one hand, settler (or settler‑invader) colonies (such as Argentina, 
Brazil, Australia, Canada, new Zealand, USA, Algeria or Zimbabwe) and on the other 
hand, colonies of occupation/ exploitation (such as India, nigeria, french Antilles and 
West Indies). Both function as guiding descriptive categories in the literature, in so far 
as there are numerous intermediary positions between these two limits of the colonizing 
specter (Ireland, Kenya or South Africa).

But if we accept the idea that the relation between the metropolis and the colonists 
settled in the United States of America is similar to that between the metropolis and, say, 
the population of India (as Ashcroft, Griffiths and Tiffin, among others, suggest), how 
could we define the relation between the colonists and the indigenous populations they 
dislocate or decimate in the process of territorial appropriation? What forms does it take 
in the Caribbean Islands, where after being annihilated, the respective populations have 
been replaced with slaves brought from Africa and workers originating in India? 
Theoretically, there is a distinction meant to disambiguate these relations:

Colonization involves direct territorial appropriation of another geo‑political entity, 
combined with forthright exploitation of its resources and labor, and systematic 
interference in the capacity of the appropriated culture (itself not necessarily a 
homogenous entity) to organize its dispensation of power. Internal colonization occurs 
where the dominant part of a country treats a group or region as it might a foreign colony. 
Imperial colonization, by extension, involves large‑scale, territorial domination of the 
kind that gave late Victorian Britain and the Europeans ‘lords of humankind’ control over 
85% of the earth, and the USSR totalitarian rule over Hungary, Poland and Czechoslovakia 
in the 20th century. (McClintock 88)

However, in practice, this distinction merely multiplies the questions, explanations 
and exceptions, transforming the previously mentioned colonial relation into a complex 
equation with infinite ramifications. Across colonial history, there are myriad cases in 
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which the two types of colonization overlap. Imperial colonization (the territorial 
appropriation by means of the army and the administrative apparatus) results not only in 
the internal colonization that certain groups exercise over others (when these 
appropriation techniques are doubled by migration from the metropolis to the colonies, 
from one colony to another or by the development of a local elite with an intermediary 
position between the indigenous population and the colonizers), but also in the similarly 
internal colonization exercised by the empire upon its own colonialists. I would call this 
phenomenon colonial contagion, and define it as the product of a very well spread 
opinion in the 19th century (up until the late 20th century), according to which people 
originating in Europe and transplanted in colonies or born there suffer a progressive loss 
of traits peculiar to the metropolis, under the influence of the environment. This gives 
rise to a compensatory behavior consisting in the exaggeration of these traits: colonial 
‘aristocracy’ is often more metropolitan than the metropolitans. 

The case of the United States can be a good example of such overlapping. According 
to the above mentioned definitions, in the present context, the dominance of Great 
Britain was the result of the imperial colonization of American territories – this is 
virtually correct. Consequently, the postcolonial period inaugurated by the Declaration 
of Independence marks the start of the emancipation of these populations under British 
political and cultural guardianship. This we know to be completely false, not least 
because the majority of American tribes were exterminated in the process of colonization. 
Therefore, in this case the postcolonial subject is not represented by Amerindians, but 
by the new American nation, descendent of European colonialists – according to the last 
quoted phrase from Ashcroft et al. Connected by a relation of colonial subordination to 
the British, they keep their status as colonizers with respect to the Amerindian 
populations, and subsequently to the African slaves. This dominant stance has been 
prolonged long after the Civil War and the subsequent changes in legislation regarding 
the status of the indigenous population, and it has been later extended to include the 
relation with Hispanic and Asian minorities or with foreign nations as well, concomitant 
with the academic proliferation of studies dedicated to the effects of (neo)colonialism 
and the denunciation of its instances of abuse.

Based on this very short case study and summarizing the succession of arguments 
presented in the previous pages, it follows that according to a single definition of 
postcolonialism, the same nation/ culture can be described as simultaneously colonial, 
neocolonial, postcolonial and (at least at the level of discourse) anticolonial, while 
perfectly consistent with the previously quoted multilayered and contradictory definition 
of the prefix ‘post‑’. In addition, in the present context, the postcolonial subject can be 
successively or simultaneously represented by (white) Americans, Amerindians, colored 
populations, Mexicans, Puerto Ricans, Pakistani, Second‑ and Third‑World countries 
and so forth. It is this type of polymorphism that explains for the most part the existence – 
alongside theoretical postcolonialism (represented by postcolonial studies proper) – of 
disciplines such as Ethnic Studies, Race Studies, Native American Studies, African‑Ame‑
rican Studies, Asian‑American Studies, Chicano Studies and so forth. This process of 
semantic extension by means of which the notion of ‘colonization’, assumed by civil 
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rights movement, is used to describe forms of cultural domination that are not technically 
aligned with the generally accepted perspective of the domain, as well as the postcolonial 
approach towards different subaltern cultures can be described as a form of 
methodological postcolonialism. 

Following the heterogeneity of the subject, postcolonial studies have developed a 
variety of forms and formulae: theoretical postcolonialism is far from describing a 
uniform approach towards postcolonial realities and it is used as a general denomination 
for critical stances, instruments of analysis and various thematic pursuits. In this sense, 
the term postcolonialism has been used in the last two decades 

as a way of ordering a critique of totalizing forms of Western historicism; as a portmanteau 
term for a retooled notion of ‘class’, as a subset of both postmodernism and post‑struc‑
turalism (and conversely, as the condition from which those two structures of cultural 
logic and cultural critique themselves are seen to emerge); as the name for a condition of 
nativist longing in post‑independence national groupings; as a cultural marker of non‑resi‑
dency for a Third World intellectual cadre; as the inevitable underside of a fractured and 
ambivalent discourse of colonialist power; as an oppositional form of ‘reading practice’; 
and – and this was my first encounter with the term – as the name for a category of 
‘literary activity’ which sprang from a new and welcome political energy going on within 
what used to be called ‘Commonwealth’ literary studies. (Slemon 16‑17)20 

But the terminological and periodization difficulties encountered by postcolonial 
studies are not exclusively determined by the nature of the subject; some of them spring 
from the tradition that theoretical postcolonialism belongs to.

The tradition of postcolonial studies

As discussed above, the term postcolonialism (along with the related notions of 
postcolonial and postcoloniality) have relatively recently penetrated the vocabulary of 
literary studies, although the thematic and methodological concerns they encompass 
have preceded them by several decades, claiming the area of interest and object of study 
of what was formerly known under the common denomination of the literatures (cultures) 
of the Commonwealth, or in a broader understanding, those of the Third World. Beyond 
the broad range of intellectual stances that are subordinated to it, theoretical postcolo‑
nialism employs this denominative adjustment in an attempt to express not only the 
global changes in the relations between cultures during the second half of the 20th 
century, but also a reconsideration of the approaches towards the problem of cultural 
hegemony and its effects. This reconsideration is mostly due to the changes in sensibility 
and perception of those who exercise it. In other words, as in the case of the adjective 
postmodern, the term postcolonial often functions as a double descriptive index: that of 
the subject, but also of the perspective upon the subject, highlighting their absolute 
contemporary nature – further proof that, out of the connotative meanings of the prefix 
post‑, that of ‘contemporary, present’ is not to be ignored. In addition, it is particularly 
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this connotative meaning that is partly responsible for postcolonialism’s success in the 
cultural and intellectual discourse of the last few decades. For, beyond a series of 
socio‑professional factors – such as the ever growing and ever vocal presence in western 
universities of researchers originating from former colonies, whose specific interests 
contribute to the molding of the current physiognomy of the Humanities –, the desire to 
take part in the postcolonial concert is also motivated by it being perceived as ‘the latest 
fashion’ in terms of theory.

Again, the similarities with postmodernism are remarkable, for just as – despite all 
the local differences and difficulties concerning the definition and coverage of the notion 
of postmodern and in spite of the endless debates concerning its features, the meaning 
of the prefix and, implicitly, the thorny relation between postmodernism and modernism, 
and especially between postmodernism and modernity – the whole world swiftly 
identified (or invented) its own postmodernism, accompanied or not by postmodernity, 
is now just as excitedly seeking an Anglo‑American type of postcolonialism. This is not 
the place to discuss whether the tendency described is good or bad; in any case, what 
matters is that it can be considered symptomatic of the paradoxical era we live in: an era 
in which this discourse tends to be ever more universal, as difference (in all its forms) 
occupies an increasingly central position within the intellectual discourse; from Cuba to 
Vietnam, from Jutland to the falkland Islands, there are endless discussions on the same 
references, and the same concepts travel back and forth, while being applied to ever 
more diverse, even contradictory, realities.

Therefore, it is not surprising that the vocabulary of postcolonial studies tends to 
become a type of academic aristocratic idiom, testifying for the vague medieval 
melancholy of post‑Renaissance modernity. Profoundly ambivalent, it sets out to 
describe contingency and heterogeneity by using the idiolect of a ‘global postcolonial 
critique’, reminding of an extended Derridean glossary in which every term simul‑
taneously designates both an object and its contrary.

It [the postcolonial] is intended, therefore, to achieve an authentic globalization of 
cultural discourses by the extension globally of the intellectual concerns and orientations 
originating at the central sites of Euro‑American cultural criticism and by the introduction 
into the latter of voices and subjectivities from the margins of earlier political and 
ideological colonialism that now demand a hearing at those very sites at the centre. [...] 
the appeals of postcoloniality seem to cut across national, regional, and even political 
boundaries, which on the surface at least seems to substantiate its claims to globalism. 
(Dirlik 329)

In Arif Dirlik’s interpretation, the universal openness of postcolonial theories is 
intimately related to the ever growing visibility of a group or researchers originating in 
the ‘Third World’ (the most prominent being Edward Said, Gayatri Spivak and Homi 
Bhabha), whose books – equally admired and criticized – have led to a radical 
reconfiguration of the studies dedicated to the colonial discourse and to the culture of 



Anca Băicoianu 63

former (or still existent) colonies, and have decisively influenced the manner of 
approaching other forms of cultural hegemony (see feminism):

A description of a diffuse group of intellectuals and their concerns and orientations 
was to turn by the end of the decade [the 1980s] into a description of a global condition, 
in which sense it has acquired the status of a new orthodoxy both in cultural criticism and 
in academic programs. (Dirlik 330)

However, this type of visibility should not be understood solely as the result of a 
battle led by a ‘comprador intelligentsia’ (to use Appiah’s virulent terms) in order to 
accumulate symbolic capital. However fierce this battle might have been, however 
efficient the strategies of the combatants or however great the quality of their endeavors, 
postcolonial studies would not have enjoyed such considerable success, if the change of 
perspective they proposed had not coincided with the general feeling of economic, 
geopolitical and cultural mutations for which the previous concepts and methods of 
analysis were being considered insufficient or inadequate. The issue concerning the 
relations between (post)colonialism and capitalism (in its various instances) has often 
been approached from different angles, both by supporters and critics of theoretical 
postcolonialism, and there is no need for specializing in history or political sciences in 
order to notice that a concept such as that of nation‑state becomes increasingly less 
capable of accounting for the realities of a world in which, on the one hand, transnational 
alliances gain more and more ground, and on the other hand, massive migration of 
multiple causes leads to the reinterpretation of notions such as ‘nationality’, ‘identity’, 
‘belonging’ and to the building of a diasporic consciousness which requires new means 
of representation and new categories of thought.

Thus, from a diachronic perspective, contemporary theoretical postcolonialism 
appears to be the result of multiple reconfigurations: the physiognomy of the field, as 
we know it today, took shape towards the end of the 1980s in the context of a 
terminological and epistemological crisis of ‘Third World’ studies and under the 
increasingly strong influence of french poststructuralism. The terminological shift (the 
proliferation of the adjective ‘postcolonial’) has coincided with a shift of emphasis from 
the social activism promoted by the supporters of the Third World in Leftist academic 
circles to the theoretical sophistication of the analyses dedicated to colonial discourse 
and postcolonial subjectivity.

When referring to the preliminary stages of postcolonial studies, the discussion 
regarding the theoretical tradition that comprises them usually does not go beyond the 
literary analyses that 1960s and 1970s Anglo‑American academic circles consecrated to 
a domain successively known under the name of ‘Commonwealth Literature(s)’, ‘Third 
World Literature(s)’ or ‘new Literatures in English’, ignoring the fact that the term 
‘Third World’ (le Tiers Monde) was coined in france in the 1950s by analogy with le 
tiers état (‘the third order’), the socio‑political category of ‘ordinary people’ who 
belonged neither to the dynastic/ military aristocracy (noblesse de sang, noblesse 
d’épée), nor to the clergy (noblesse de robe) and whose capacity for action and decision 
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was therefore extremely limited until the end of the 18th century. A generic denomination 
for ‘the most underprivileged nations’,

the term ‘Third World’ gained international currency in both academic and political 
contexts, particularly in reference to anti‑colonial nationalist movements of the fifties 
through the seventies as well as to the political‑economic analysis of dependency theory 
and world system theory (André Gunder Frank, Immanuel Wallerstein, Samir Amin). 
(Shohat 100)

Rarely quoted and even more rarely read, Alfred Sauvy’s article published in 
L’Observateur, that could serve as an example of popularizing this type of analysis, 
presents, however, with remarkable lucidity, the real status of the Third World (which is 
chronologically the first world, as he underlines even from the first paragraph, marking 
the relative nature of denominations) on the global political map. As Sauvy judiciously 
points out, this geopolitical entity is not defined solely by its status of economic 
subordination (‘the underdeveloped countries’), but also by its potential to modify the 
global power relations by means of its discreet, yet weighty presence, as well as its will 
towards self‑affirmation (‘[la] poussée lente et irrésistible, humble et féroce, vers la 
vie”). At the dawn of the Cold War, in the last months of Stalinism, the French historian 
and anthropologist does not hesitate to highlight the symbiosis of two apparently 
antagonistic systems: 

Le capitalisme d’Occident et le communisme oriental prennent appui l’un sur l’autre. 
Si l’un d’eux disparaissait, l’autre subirait une crise sans précédent. La coexistence des 
deux devraient être une marche vers quelque régime commun aussi lointain que discret. 
Il suffirait à chacun de nier constamment ce rapprochement futur et de laisser aller le 
temps et la technique. D’autres problèmes surgiraient qui occuperaient suffisamment de 
place. (Sauvy 14)

And as far as we know, history proved him right. However, what disturbs the 
coexistence of the first two worlds is precisely the intervention of a third term in this 
relation – a term that occupies the position of a Derridean supplement:

Malheureusement, la lutte pour la possession du troisième monde ne permet pas aux 
deux autres de cheminer en chantant, chacun dans sa vallée, la meilleure bien entendu, la 
seule, la „vraie”. (Sauvy 14)

The recollection of the Suez Canal crisis or the Vietnam war is enough to bring about 
an understanding of the explosive potential of this Third World that is apparently devoid 
of weight and voice, as well as an apprehension of the real consequences of the 
engagement of the so‑call ‘unengaged’ states on one of the two directions proposed by 
the world leaders.

Yet this ‘power of the powerless’ is not exercised only at the political level. As proven 
above, the Third World has quickly transitioned from a political reality to a cultural 
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discourse category. The literature produced in recently emancipated territories or spaces 
on the verge of gaining independence was described by both its practitioners and its 
critics in terms of both newness and the relation of its language to that of the metropolis: 
new literatures in English, English literature overseas, nouvelle poésie de langue 
française, littératures francophones, which makes its innovative potential be interpreted 
exclusively in relation to the western literary tradition.21

Thus, in time, something that was meant to be a liberating category has been 
transformed into a supplementary means of coercion with a considerably diminished 
representational capacity. In other words, the ‘Third World’ has become the prisoner of 
its own definition. What was expected of its writers (and what legitimized its inclusion 
in university curricula and editorial plans) was a ‘realist legitimacy of nationalism’, 
subject to the double imperative of the ‘return to its [own] tradition’ and to the Weberian 
concept of modernity:

now this double dependence on the university and the European publisher means that 
the first generation of modern African novels – the generation of Chinua Achebe’s Things 
Fall Apart and Camara Laye’s L’Enfant noir – were written in the context of notions of 
politics and culture dominant in the French and British university and publishing worlds 
in the 1950s and 1960s. This does not mean that they were like novels written in Western 
Europe at that time, for part of what was held to be obvious both by these writers and by 
the high culture of Europe of the day was that new literatures in new nations should be 
anticolonial and nationalist. In one respect, these early novels seem to belong to the 
world of 18th‑ and 19th –century literary nationalism; they are theorized as the imaginative 
recreation of a common cultural past that is crafted into a shared tradition by the writer 
[emphasis added] (Appiah 348‑349)

Any reading of the literary analyses consecrated to the literature of the colonies at the 
beginning of the 1970s cannot but take into consideration the paradoxical attitude of 
Euro‑American critics towards the works they discuss: on the one hand, there is the 
apparently democratic impulse of including these works in the tradition (and sometimes 
in the canon) of western literature22 and on the other hand, placing them in a 
long‑outmoded moment of this tradition: to John Povey nothing is more natural than 
comparing the novels of Chinua Achebe (whose debut work was published in 1958) to 
those of Thomas Hardy (whose first novel was published in 1871) and analyzing them 
in accordance to the notion of 19th century realism. Thus, it is little wonder that the 
formal and thematic features given by the local tradition, as well as the innovations 
brought by these writers to western literary formulae are often either overlooked or 
interpreted strictly as symptoms of a ‘postcolonial condition’ or criticized as stylistic, 
conceptual or structural flaws. 

When in their complaint against succinct sketches these eurocentric critics demand of 
the African novel detailed physical description, elaborate portrait painting, detailed 
psychological investigation with elaborately subtle probing of motivations, and a carto‑
grapher’s spatio‑temporal map, they would seem to be calling for a Balzacian luxuriance 
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of minutiae. [...] It is therefore not surprising that the eurocentric critics of the African 
novel [...] choose to ignore new developments within their own traditions, and exhort our 
novelists to bury themselves in an archaic and vestigial branch of the Western tradition. 
(Chinweizu et al. 87, 89)

It is evident that not all writers originating in the former colonies are innovators or 
revolutionaries. Just like any other literature, the postcolonial one has its peaks, plateaus 
and valleys, as well as a peculiar development. Chinua Achebe is not Amos Tutuola or 
Peter Abrahams, just as Salman Rushdie is not R.K. narayan or Raja Rao, nor Yambo 
Ouologuem Ahmadou Kourouma or Camara Laye. Despite such vehement assertions, 
one cannot ignore the fact that the evolution of colonial literature across the previous 
century has closely reflected the changes at the level of the colonial relation: from the 
age of formal mimicry (ethnographic realist novels at the beginning of the 20th century) 
to that of anticolonial nationalism, of polemic employment of European literary formulae 
and of the valuing of local cultural traditions (politic realist novels) and from here, to the 
fusion of procedures, to self‑reflexivity, to allegory, irony and parody as preferred means 
of the representation of a fluid, multiple, hybrid identity of a stage described in the 
literature as postrealism (Ahmad), neorealism (Irele) or postmodernism.

The transformation of this type of literary analysis into what is nowadays understood 
as postcolonial studies is due, in part, to a change of perspective: starting with Said’s 
Orientalism (1978), the mission of describing the (cultural) postcolonial reality in a 
manner that does not lengthen the list of attributes of colonial discourse is taken on ever 
more often by researchers originating in the Third World. In their case, the awareness of 
the diversity of postcolonial cultures, as well as the interest they developed towards 
resisting western hegemony coincide with the increasingly central position occupied by 
the analyses of postmodernism (itself understood as a reaction to a culture of subversion) 
and the theoretical model of poststructuralism in American and Western‑European 
academic circles. Postcolonial studies offer the perfect foundation for the ever more 
articulated interest towards difference in western intellectual discourse: in no other 
contemporary cultural sphere are the idea of variety and the subversion of ‘totalizing 
metanarratives’ better represented. Understood in the light of this convergence of factors, 
the list of stances included by Slemon in the generic category of theoretical 
postcolonialism reveals its logic; on the other hand, the motives on which their criticism 
rests become clearer.

Indeed, if we place the development of postcolonial studies in the context created by 
postmodernism and poststructuralism, we can understand why some practitioners have 
treated both cultural and theoretical postcolonialism as subcategories of the former – 
and, concurrently, why some critics have regarded them as a critique brought to western 
ideology, built with its own means (and from its own positions); how the investigation 
of the practices and effects of colonialism became possible by means of discourse 
analysis, which is in part responsible for the problematic aspect of the previously neat 
distinction between colonialism and imperialism; why the colonizer‑colonized opposition 
has gradually yielded to the interest towards hybridity, liminality and ambivalence; and, 
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finally, why the subversive character of cultural postcolonialism has shifted attention to 
such a great extent from its constructive dimension.

The stage of intense theorization in postcolonial studies towards the end of the 1980s 
and the beginning of the following decade is not devoid of inner contradictions for two 
reasons. The first is related to the necessity of reconciling the idea of difference with the 
intellectual tradition of anticolonial resistance: apart from Edward Said, a key character 
of this period is Frantz Fanon, whose conception of the building of (post)colonial 
subjectivity has been considerably influential with respect to postcolonial theorists (see 
Spivak and Bhabha). However, Fanon proposes an analysis of postcolonialism as a 
unitary phenomenon, based on the experience of French colonialism, which is indeed 
more systematic than British colonialism23 and which, unlike the latter, is shaped by a 
highly assimilationist ideology. Applying a theoretical approach that is predominantly 
inspired by the French reality to British colonialism (the preferred referent of theoretical 
postcolonialism), which is based on completely different and more heterogeneous 
principles, creates the impression of inadequacy and indifference to historical 
perspective, as critics of postcolonial studies have stressed.

The second reason would be that the unity and the postcolonial diversity, respectively, 
are in reality mere effets de perspective. In this understanding of postcolonial studies, 
the colonial discourse is seen as an instance of the ideology of modernity and, implicitly, 
as an example of leveling difference by submitting it to the imperative of universal 
categories. However, primary sources prove that, on the contrary, colonial discourse is 
the one to underline difference, while anticolonial cultural resistance is discussed in 
terms of common experience, insisting on the similarities in order to know and represent 
that which characterizes la condition noire24.

University of Bucharest

Notes

1 See Caietele Echinox, ‘Postcolonialism & Postcommunism’.
2  See Euresis ‘(Post)Communisme et (Post)Colonialisme’. The publication date is less relevant in this 

context: the majority of articles had been written long before their actual publication.
3 See Kelertas. The fragment selected by Rodopi from the book review published by neringa Klumbyte in 

East European Politics and Societies 20.2 (May 2007) is extremely illustrative for the discussion below: 
‘Baltic Postcolonialism in its scope is an important contribution to thinking not only about the Baltics, but 
also about all of Eastern Europe and the former Soviet Union. It is an invigorating addition to post‑colonial 
studies and should engage scholars within and outside of the disciplines of literary criticism, philosophy, 
and cultural studies in further dialogue’ [emphasis added].

4 ‘A comparison of... [transition] processes in Latin America and in Eastern Europe shows important 
commonalities beyond the structural, institutional, and cultural differences between the regions and among 
nations. Common aspects exist in the nature of preexisting economic and political regimes, in the cultural 
and economic environments in which these polities operate, and in the process by which the transition itself 
is taking place... At a high level abstraction, there are still commonalities’ (Arend and Waisman n.p.)
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5 The concept belongs to Raymond Williams and is defined as follows: ‘[Cultural formations are] those 
effective movements and tendencies, in intellectual and artistic life, which have significant and sometimes 
decisive influence on the active development of a culture, and which have a variable and often oblique 
relation to formal institutions’ (Williams 177). For its use with respect to the postcommunist period of 
transition see Kennedy 14.

6 In recent years, this need has provided the impetus for a more thorough examination of the 
postcolonial‑postcommunist connection, as proved by the proliferation of printed and online journals like 
Postcolonial Europe, special journal issues (Journal of Postcolonial Writing ‘On Colonialism, Communism 
and East‑Central Europe’, May 2012), conferences (Postcommunism and Postcolonialism: Intersections 
and Overlaps, Bucharest, May 2010; Postcolonial Approaches to Postsocialist Experiences, Cambridge, 
UK, february 2012; Histories, Societies, Spaces of Dialogue. Post‑dependence Studies in a Comparative 
Perspective, Wrocław, May 2013; Postcolonialism and East‑Central European Literatures, Bratislava, April 
2014), and books (among the most recent, Kovacevic, Bottez et al., Ştefănescu, Şandru, Zarycki).

7 See, for instance, Şandru 8, 33.
8 However, there are also authentic common points between postcolonialism and postcommunism; although 

the ideology behind soviet expansionism was built in opposition to western imperial models, practical 
similarities justify the description of at least one part of the former USSR as being simultaneously 
postcolonial and postcommunist. 

9 A good example would be Adrian Oţoiu’s article, ‘An Exercise in fictional Liminality: the Postcolonial, 
the Postcommunist, and Romania’s Threshold Generation’, in which Homi Bhabha’s concept of liminality 
is reinterpreted from the perspective of 1980s Romanian literature.

10 I have summarized here very briefly the main types of criticism that colonial studies is subject to, as they 
are presented in the literature.

11 However, the denotative sense is not as easily defined as one might think; in all the explanatory dictionaries 
I have consulted (Romanian, English and French), the term ‚colonization’ is defined as ‚the action of 
colonizing’, without further details. ‚To colonize’ means ‚to transform a territory into a colony’, while 
‚colony’ (derived from the Latin colonia, with the etymon coleo, –ere, meaning ‘to cultivate’) has not only 
one, but two meanings relevant to the present context. At first glance, the two are easily distinguished by 
means of the temporal localization of the referent: an ancient one (‘a citadel or town built on foreign 
territory by the Phoenicians, Greeks or other peoples for commercial or strategic purposes; a town built by 
the Romans on conquered territory, with an economic, administrative and military role) and a modern one 
(‘a territory occupied and administered by a foreign nation, upon which it is dependent politically, 
economically, culturally etc.’). The above definitions are quoted from the 1998 second edition of Dictionarul 
Explicativ al Limbii Romane (The Explanatory Dictionary of Romanian Language), although similar 
definitions can be found in the Oxford English Dictionary and the Larousse. Yet the distinction mentioned 
here may be deceiving, since the meaning of the term ‘colony’ in modern colonialism and consequently in 
postcolonial studies sprang at the junction of dictionary definitions and does not fully overlap with either 
of them. I believe I am not mistaken in stating that the terminological difficulties presented here have their 
origin in the fact that postcolonial theory and criticism have manifested from the very beginning the chronic 
tendency of favoring what is implicit, leaving to the dictionary the task of defining something that is not 
within its reach. An archeology of the notion of colony, which was probably considered to be nothing but 
superfluous pedantry, would considerably simplify the situation, clarifying a series of central issues in the 
current postcolonial debate.

12 ‚[...] the literatures of African countries, Australia, Bangladesh, Canada, Caribbean countries, India, Malasia, 
Malta, new Zealand, Pakistan, Singapore, South Pacific Island countries, and Sri Lanka are all post‑colonial 
literatures. The literature of the USA should also be placed in this category’ (Ashcroft et al., The Empire 2).

13 The next best thing in this respect is Jürgen Osterhammel’s Colonialism: A Theoretical Overview, a compact 
and comparative study which aims to provide some conceptual clarifications to a ‘phenomenon of colossal 
vagueness’ (4). I am grateful to Bogdan Ştefănescu for pointing it out to me.

14 In this context, Ashcroft et al. do not refer to individual literary works, but to (national) literatures; still, I 
consider this generalization to be abusive.

15 As it will be discussed, it seems that the three authors encounter serious difficulties in defining it.
16 It is necessary to add an explanatory layer to this observation, for in the latter case what is discussed is not 

so much culture, as ‘imperial’ civilization (Asian ‘barbarity’ as opposed to European refinement) or artificial 
and ideologized forms of culture (socialist realism).
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17 The edition quoted by Ashcroft et al. is the one published by Chatto & Windus in 1993.
18 Such an attitude seems to justify the criticisms with respect to theoretical postcolonialism, according to 

which, the specificity of colonial domination cannot be explained in exclusively cultural terms.
19 This statement is true for the Soviet Union as well.
20 Republished in Ashcroft et al., ‘The Post‑colonial’ 45‑52.
21 In one of the first critical works consecrated to the literature of the colonies, namely Jean‑Paul Sartre’s 

preface to Léopold Sédar Senghor’s Anthologie de la nouvelle poésie nègre et malgache de langue française 
(1948), the French philosopher talks about the ‘confiscation’ and ‘transgression’ of European surrealism in 
Aimé Césaire’s poetry: ‘En Césaire la grande tradition surréaliste s’achève, prend son sens définitif et se 
détruit: le surréalisme, mouvement poétique européen, est dérobé aux Européens par un noir qui le tourne 
contre eux et lui assigne une fonction rigoureusement définie. [...] L’originalité de Césaire est d’avoir coulé 
son souci étroit et puissant de nègre, d’opprimé et de militant dans le monde de la poésie la plus destructrice, 
la plus libre et la plus métaphysique, au moment où Éluard et Aragon échouaient à donner un contenu 
politique à leurs vers’. (XXVIII) On the other hand, it is precisely this characteristic that is seen as a 
limitation for the negritude movement, understood as a discourse that is both derivative and antithetic. For 
Sartre, negritude represents a type of ‘antiracist racism’ that is built exclusively in response to the colonial 
domination it denounces; its dependence on the latter makes it a mere step in the process of the abolition 
of racial differences. If this statement is mainly true with respect to Senghor, it does not apply to Césaire 
because negritude is not so much a form of anticolonial militarism, as it is a way of promoting the universal 
value of humanism. This understanding of postcolonialism as s new humanism is found with the same 
conspicuousness in the works written in English during the postnationalist period.

22 ‘If an African writer writes in English his work must be considered as belonging to English letters as a 
whole, and can be scrutinized accordingly’ (Roscoe n.p.); ‘When one can so readily make cross‑comparisons 
with the work of Achebe and, say, Thomas Hardy or Joseph Conrad, one has the satisfying sense that the 
African writer can be conveniently set within the context of the much wider field of English language 
writing: the whole ‘Great Tradition’ of which f.R. Leavis so persuasively writes.’ (Povey 97)

23 In turn, Fanon (in his L’an V de la révolution algérienne, 1959 and particularly in Les Damnés de la terre, 
1961) borrows from Sartre, whose public intervention in a manifestation against the military invasion in 
Algeria (1956) was later published with the title ‘Le Colonialisme est un système’.

24 In which Senghor, for instance, saw a ‘civilization of the Universal’.
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