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Abstract 

Britain undertook one-third of the world under its control during the Imperialist wave of expansion with the sole motive of 
extracting wealth from Asian and African nations. To increase the flow of the loot and make it smooth the most lethal tool used by 
them was in the form of literature which was used to depict the orient as despot, uncivilized, stagnant, barbaric etc. and gave the 
British the self-authorised task of civilizing the oriental countries. The description of the Orient in negative colours gave moral 
responsibility to the British to establish their rule which they called the “Civilizational Mission”. This civilizational mission came as a 
challenge to the native nationalists, who, to counter the English narrative, produced abundant vernacular literature and portrayed 
British Imperialism as the biggest obstacle for the nation to progress. They highlighted the famines, poverty, stagnation, and illiteracy, 
as the gifts of the British to the Indian people. This paper will focus on the Imperial narrative of the British in India where they tried to 
construct subjugated culture in dark colours and the inevitable challenge from Indian Inteligencia in countering it.  
 

The domination, subjugation and incorporation of adjacent territories for the purpose of extracting wealth as well as settling 
people is not a modern phenomenon. However, this process evolved decisively in the sixteenth century because of diverse 
developments in technology that made it easier to connect people from different parts of the world. In the modern context, this process 
is generally referred to as Colonialism. Colonialism is the “name given to the method used by the industrially developed Western 
nations to extract wealth from the rest of the world” (Sayym 3). The entire “Western colonial enterprise, began by the Spanish and 
Portuguese, continued by the French, the British, the Dutch, the Germans, and the Italians and fortified in its last phase by the 
Americans, was a venture that reshaped geography and history in almost all of Asia, Africa and Latin America” (Ibid). Or in simpler 
terms, colonialism is “the direct political, economic and educational control of one nation over another” (Altbach 237). According to 
Richard D. Wolff, through “specific policies of population transfers, gerrymandering of borders, and forced production, to mention a 
few such measures, European colonialists promoted the destruction of native legal and cultural systems and ultimately, the negation of 
non-European civilizations” (Qtd in JanMohamed 61). These policies create dysfunctional societies that are always in a state of chaos 
(Balandier 37). In order to rationalize this, colonialism fortified itself for centuries by constructing different conceptual models and 
beliefs that allowed it to justify the acquisition, suppression, and occupation of disparate nations and their lands. For this purpose, 
literature proved to be an important tool. The Colonial Empire was not just a political entity, it was a literary network as well. 
Indigenous or the colonized natives were “portrayed in literature as representational models and stereotypes of, variously, the 
romanticised relic, the savage and the primitive, the Christian convert or the educable Indigene” (Ibid). 

 
  To hijack the epistemological space of indigenous nations, colonialism had to dislodge and condescend on native cultures, 
ethics and their centres of knowledge production, in order to be replaced by colonial models of ethics and knowledge.  Nonetheless, 
colonialism's borders, like those of many literary periods, are difficult to define. The representation of local peoples, far off lands, as 
well as ambiguous references to faraway plantations, were common themes in initial colonial literature. Colonialist discourse, 
particularly literature, was ineffective in influencing the conquered group early on: the native was not subjugated, and his civilization 
and culture had not dissolved yet, simply because a European portrayed both as savage (JanMohamed 62). The ideology that portrays 
the identity of Europeans (West) as better, superior and matchless in comparison to every other nation and civilization (especially Asia 
and Africa) is rooted on this particular belief. English people who worked or resided in various British colonies, who also held beliefs 
about the inferiority of natives, propagated these stereotypes. Literature proved to be the machine through which this ‘Other’ was 
created. 
 
   To take on the project of creating the ‘Other’, literature, science, and politics collaborated with each other. Said refers to this 
phenomenon as "Manifest Orientalism" (Orientalism 206). Manifest Orientalism denotes towards the numerous paradigms of the 
production of knowledge, that is Orientalist in nature and character, found in various books, articles, photographs, cartoons, and films, 
all of which had to serve to highlight the link between Orientalism's imaginative beliefs and its material effects. Cultural 
representation, the portrayal of colonisers with regard to their relation with the colonised, mostly known by the term Other, is among 
the most essential aspects of the theory of Postcolonialism (Said, “Orientalism” 1). The Construct of Othering is and has always been 
a part of Western imperialist and neo colonial discourse, encompassing imperialism's beliefs, aspirations and objectives to 'civilise' the 
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East. Edward Said notes that “the Orient has helped to define Europe (or the West) as its contrasting image, idea, personality, 
experience” (Ibid). In other words, Europe has needed the Orient to refine, distil and construct its own identity. The Self is centred, 
celebrated, and made visible in the process of Othering, while the Other is despised, hushed, and rendered invisible. Western writers 
portray the Orient as uncivilised and primitive. The presenting of good traits to the West or what is known as the Occident and bad 
features to the East or simply the Orient is a key component of the task of Othering. Edward Said asserts in his most important book, 
Orientalism, that “the East is exoticized, mystified, and represented as savage and captivating in Western literature, carrying all of 
humanity's dark traits, such as decadence, cruelty, and sexual desire, whereas the West is portrayed as civilised, reasonable, and 
rational” (Qtd in Barry 192).  The Other “has been marginalized and silenced, due to the fact that the colonizers are in the privileged 
centre” (Ashcroft et al. 104). In order to legitimise imperialism, people were led to believe that there was a clear divide rooted in 
culture and race between the white Europeans and native Others. These two categories, the native and the European, were divided not 
just by natural, physical distinctions, but also by unique qualities that were culturally significant (Wodak 3). This was done in order to 
establish the Other as distinct from the Self. The aforementioned dark human qualities, such as depravity and savagery, are projected 
onto Non-Westerners by Westerners themselves (Barry, 192); as a result, they are derived from the Wests' "archive of the self" 
(Ashcroft, 103) and have so "helped to define Europe" by defining what they did not consider to be Western (Said, “Orientalism” 1). 
Indolence was thought to be a natural trait of the Other, something ingrained in their genes and passed down from generation to 
generation. The impression provided was that these indigenous people were impeding their own progress. With this, the coloniser 
implied that it was the responsibility of the West to assist these people in their development. As a result of the colonialist notion of the 
"lazy native", British imperialism flourished (Abraham 51). In light of this, Ashcroft contends that the Other has to be designated as 
intrinsically opposite to the self in order to maintain authority and superiority over the colonised (103).  
 

Orientalism establishes a binary contrast between the Orient and the Occident, with each taking the opposing position to the 
other (McLeod 40). As JanMohamad notes that “Colonialist fiction is generated predominantly by the ideological machinery of the 
Manichean allegory” (83). As a result of the coloniser's authority, it is the voices of the Westerners that speak, propagate and control 
the narrative; as a consequence, the Other is "condemned to immobility and silence," and therefore, the native Other is dehumanised 
(Young 59). According to Said, the native Other mostly remains ignored in Western Colonial literature but when he does receive 
attention, "it is as a negative value" (Orientalism 286). The depiction of native women here corresponds to Spivak's theory that if 
colonial control dominates the native man, women suffer twice as much in the same conditions (90-91). Specific and individual 
characteristics are ignored, and non-Western cultures are portrayed as a homogeneous mass simply because they are members of a 
particular race or culture or ethnicity (Orientalism 4). Culture, tradition, civilization, reason, ethics, morals, among other things are all 
perceived to be inadequate, insufficient and negligent in the Other. This is in line with Sartre's assertion when he writes that “racial 
prejudice is a racism that minimizes what it hates" (Qtd. in Young 163). Perceiving the East as this missing Other led to the creation of 
a sense of superiority on the basis of race, culture, and intellect in the minds of the Western people. These beliefs of superiority led to 
the further development of concepts like Kipling’s 'White Man's Burden', that laid down the ethical foundations for this so called 
civilising mission of the Other.  

 
However, the views held by Homi Bhabha contrast from Said’s in certain ways. By demonstrating ambivalence in the 

imperialist depiction of its subject, the binary antagonism between coloniser and colonised is destroyed. In his various writings, Said 
details down definite binaries, with the Orient (colonized) and the Occident (colonizer) on two opposing poles, while Bhabha 
contradicts this neatly divided binary oppositions. Bhabha shows how the colonizer is influenced by the colonized and how ideology 
and identity are flexible rather than permanent. His claims about the ambivalence in colonial discourse are rooted in the conflicting 
way the colonized natives are represented in colonial literature as it hardly displays outright opposition between the two constructed 
binaries (The Location of Culture 86). This kind of representation of natives in colonial writings is in contradiction with the 
fundamental principles of imperialist ideology, a phenomenon termed as ambivalence by Bhabha (Ibid). Ambivalence can be defined 
as the interdependence and interconnection of two opposing notions or influences what Bhabha calls as the “Other… Not the Other, 
the same but not quite” (The Location of Culture 86).  

 
  Literature breathes on the imitation and reflection of life, whereas the success of colonial discourse is achieved by prioritising 
imperialist beliefs that are based on the creation of fundamental differences between the colonised native and the European coloniser. 
Although, the colonial writer appears to have been caught in a bind when attempting to express colonial ideology through his writings; 
literature in particular. Even though life is imitated in literature, the speciality of art lies in that it is not able to hide artificiality merely 
because of it. The native is frequently depicted to be a mimic man in colonialist literature, who imitates the colonialist thoughts, 
attitudes and also habits. In his much-acclaimed essay, Of Mimicry and Man, Bhabha defines mimicry as "one of the most elusive and 
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effective strategies of colonial power and knowledge" (85). Ambivalence can be noticed in this subject domain. In marking the subject 
of a difference, the discourse of mimicry cements the recognisable Other.  
 
Writing Back 

Antonio De Nebrija noted a very important reality when he wrote in his famous Gramcitica Castellana, that "siempre la 
lengua fue compariera del imperio" or “language was always the companion of empire” (13). For the colonised native and the 
European coloniser, colonialism aided in the development of a common language for literature to its members (Stafford 6-7). 
Although the majority of natives were illiterate, there were many readers and a few writers too amongst the indigenous population. 
Their role was not limited to being subjects and consumers merely. They acted as producers too in the colonial discourses of the 
Empire. Ahmed also points that “The retribution visited upon the head of an Asian, an African, an Arab intellectual who is of any 
consequence and who writes in English is that he/she is immediately elevated to the lonely splendour of a representative- of a race, a 
continent, a civilization, even the third world” (5). Despite the fact that indigenous writers have historically laboured with different 
ways in order to be able to adopt “the enemy's language”, now it has been widely accepted as one of the languages of Indigenous 
expression; "While English — and other colonial languages — may be ‘the enemy's language’, it can be helpful and useful to us just 
like any other languages we have the opportunity to learn" (Ortiz 14). Now it has become a fact that “Indigenous people writing in 
dominant languages has been central to their coming to voice” (Durnin 4). The “consensus is that all textual representations of ‘others’ 
by European writers are Orientalizing because they are caught up in a pre-existing discourse that they cannot escape” (Durnin 2). 
Therefore, if the natives had been limited to Native languages of literary expression, their political consciousness and aspirations 
might have been more readily ignored by mainstream society. Since it was the norm of European writers and critics to dismiss non-
European works of art as inferior, literature proved to be the tool for native non-European writers to assert and express their national, 
cultural, political and social identity. For the native writer and critic, the restructured models meant the overturning of paradigms set 
by colonialism because “literature of postcolonial nations is always writing back to Europe in some sense” (Ashcroft et. al 231). Going 
by this, “even writing that is insistently Indigenous is implicitly responding to the colonial experience” (Durnin 3). To replace the 
colonial legacy, as Spivak points out, one must reconfigure the form and content of knowledge. It must be a concerted effort to 
transform the site of knowledge production (Ibid). Indigenous literature is thus situated against the ideology of colonialism; a model is 
formed that is known to pervade and therefore locate the stereotypes in all the depictions of Natives by the European writers. The 
roots of Indigenous literary studies, writes Chadwick Allen, is a “body of distinct literatures emanating from distinct cultures, brought 
together by the historical accident of having been written in the shared language of those who colonized the communities of their 
authors” (12). Nonetheless, critics like Lopenzina consider this type of literature to be “over-inscribed by colonial norms and 
expectations – a literature that has been compulsively corrected with the red ink of colonial culture and ideology” (11). Linda Tuhiwai 
Smith remarks “native intellectuals as important for their abilities to reclaim, rehabilitate and articulate indigenous cultures”, yet calls 
out “these producers and legitimators of culture as the group most closely aligned to the colonizers in terms of their class interests, 
their values and their ways of thinking” (69). 

 
The Western impact on Indian literature was dialectical as well as dialogic, making it potentially the most comprehensive and 

nuanced example of influence and reception that one cannot find anywhere else in world literature. Despite borrowing “from Western 
literature various new literary genres and forms such as tragedy, novel, and essay”, Indian writers avoided “the values expressed” 
through such works in English, according to Das. (332). Even when the originality of all that flowed out of the West proved to be 
overwhelming, like in the context of the novel, the proponents of this novel style tried their best not to "lose their links with the Katha 
and Akhyan and Dastaan" – the narrative forms of earlier periods provided via Sanskrit and Perso-Arabic writing tradition. (Ibid). In 
colonial India, being influenced by some Western author or another was often seen as a hallmark of distinction; a measure of glowing 
praise for a writer was to be considered, for example, the Byron, the Walter Scott, the Shelley, or whatever of Bengal (Trivedi 127). 
Bengali literature had experienced a revolutionary change as a result of western contact, according to Romesh Chander Dutt, a 
renowed fiction writer himself. According to him, writers "learned to descend to the humble walks of life, to sympathize with a 
common citizen or even a common peasant"(411). He agrees, with blushing optimism, that from an admiration of symmetrical 
uniformity they "have descended to an appreciation of the strength and freedom of individuality" (Ibid). Iyengar defines ‘Indo-Anglian 
Literature’ as the outcome of an encounter between the English-speaking England and non-English speaking India. This outcome or as 
he pleasantly describes, the offspring, is "a result of two great cultures incidentally coming into contact" (2). He writes that “...This 
literature is a product of Indo-English literary relations. England and India had come together, or had been accidentally thrown 
together; and out of their intimacy - whether legitimate or illegitimate - had come this singular offspring that is Anglo-Indian 
literature” (Ibid).  His argument is based on the fact that the greatest and most well-known torch bearers of Indian freedom struggle 
like Gandhi, Gokhale, Malaviya, Tilak, Aurobindo among others chose English to write and reason at some point of their political 
careers and thus provided a boost to the creation of a new kind of literature the basis of which one must abstain from dismissing (8). 



 
Cover Page 

  

  
 
DOI: http://ijmer.in.doi./2022/11.10.78 
www.ijmer.in 

            

 

ISSN:2277-7881; IMPACT FACTOR :8.017(2022); IC VALUE:5.16; ISI VALUE:2.286 
Peer Reviewed and Refereed Journal: VOLUME:11, ISSUE:10(4), October: 2022 

Online Copy of Article Publication Available (2022 Issues) 
Scopus Review ID: A2B96D3ACF3FEA2A 

Article Received: 2nd October 2022   
 Publication Date:10th November 2022 

Publisher: Sucharitha Publication, India 
Digital Certificate of Publication: www.ijmer.in/pdf/e-CertificateofPublication-IJMER.pdf 

 

 
115 

 

According to V K Gokak, Indian writing in English is distinguishable because of what he describes as ‘Indianness of India’. In more 
simple words, “the Indianness of Indian writing consists in the writer's intense awareness of his entire culture” (Gokak, “The Image of 
India” 21). This new literature, "with all its limitations, still taught us to be a new nation and a new people" (Ibid). Narasimhaiah, in a 
footnote in his book, The Swan and the Eagle, provides an esoteric quality of dynamism and vibrancy to English in comparison to 
Persian and Urdu:  

The truth is that English has sent deep roots into our soil - it is interesting to consider why Sanskrit then, and English 
now, both of them rulers' languages, took root in the Indian soil while Arabic and Persian also languages of (Muslim) 
rulers and state languages for a longer period than English, did not; and even Urdu, their offspring, is generally confined 
to the educationally backward Muslim community. A language cannot spread or take root unless it has vitality and 
serves the growing needs of a people. (15-16) 

 
In one of the most popular colonial time novels, Kanthapura, written by an Indian in English, the concept of West-East 

confrontation is underscored. The writer, Raja Rao, never discounts the Western impact as a part of adjusting the colonizer's 
instrument to re-evaluate the subjugated ethos of his people. Kanthapura was written in a very much westernised style by him. 
English, in this context, is decolonised “through a nativisation of the theme, space and time, a change of canon from the Western to 
the Indian, a cohesive use of the discoursal devices of the other languages of the writer—like native metaphors, similes, proverbs, 
quotations, speech-acts, culturally appropriate styles—even transliterations of conversations done in the Indian tongue”—and 
narrative models like Sthalapurana (Satchidanandan 5-8). It is “illustrative of a special type of language phenomenon—a language 
foreign to the people who use it, but accepted by them because of political and, recently cultural reasons” (Gokak, “The Poetic 
Approach” 93-94). Raja Rao liberates the English language from the highly tied structure of British English so that it can 
accommodate Indian experience, Indian rhythm of life and Indian reality, portrayed in a language appropriated under new national 
context (Ibid). In his “Foreword” to Kanthapura, Rao asserts that this kind of writing will become part of the global standard validified 
elsewhere:  

We cannot write like the English. We should not. We cannot write only as Indians. We have grown to look at the large 
world as part of us. Our method of expression therefore has to be a dialect which will someday prove to be as distinctive 
and colourful as the Irish or the American. Time alone will justify it. 
 

The novel, in particular, emphasises the experience of the moral encounter between the coloniser and the colonised. It also 
fills in as a factual record of the political encounter and speaks for the oppressed whose image is distorted by colonial discourse. The 
colonised, considered to be boorish, savage, uncivilised, barbarous, and irrational, are portrayed as fully in control, humanitarian, and 
moral. Then again, the colonizer who should be the civilized, humane, sympathetic, and reasonable is found in a completely different 
light from the one he professes for himself. The picture of the European is uncovered when his interests are put in critical situations. 
Savagery, ruthlessness, violence, brutality, and callous exploitation entitle his genuine character and response. The colonial narrative 
is subverted by Raja Rao's reversed images of both the coloniser and the colonised. Similarly, the book re-establishes, recreates and 
reproduces the native humane identity that has been distorted by colonial discourse. While defending their being and territory, and 
confronting and defying the coloniser and his laws, the reactions of the native population demonstrate their true humanitarian 
construct and a highly evolved type of behaviour. As opposed to their depiction by the colonial apparatus, Kanthapura shows Indians 
as responsible to their duties, courageous to stand for their demands, perseverance to hold ground for their ideals and a will to fight for 
something they deserve and is rightly, humanely theirs. 

 
While the colonizer tries to bury his guilt of the crimes of colonisation by calling out the lack of morality in the native and its 

culture, Kanthapura exemplifies the exact opposite. The novel exposes the moral bankruptcy and intellectual hypocrisy of the 
colonizer’s epistemology about the colonized natives. By employing ruthless violence and exploitation against the residents of 
Kanthapura, by adapting a cold attitude towards their genuine demands and instead beating and shooting at them, by turning a blind 
eye towards the liberal humanist ideals that the colonizer is supposed to uphold and spread amongst the backward and conservative 
people of Kanthapura, the writers brings about a hard truth; The colonised native is not boorish, savage, uncivilised, barbarous and 
irrational: The coloniser is. And the coloniser is not in control or humanitarian or even moral: the colonised native is. 

 
Kanthapura is a manifesto of resistance to colonialism. Instead of focusing on personal relationships to analyse British 

imperialism in India, as writers like E. M. Forester do, it uses a remote village as a synecdoche to narrate the experience of the whole 
country. The writer subverts the colonial discourse by presenting characters out of the Orientalist stereotype bubble. It dismantles the 
qualities of Othering that have been so predominantly pervasive in colonial writings. The natives are no longer inferior, savage and 
uncivilized. They have a distinct identity, an enhanced and intricate culture that isn’t possible to define and dismiss in a few sentences. 
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More than that, Kanthapura provides agency to Indians. They remain involved in political matters to the very end, fighting against 
colonial cultural imposition, material exploitation and their very own definition. 

In Kanthapura, the role of women is important and revolutionary. This is, again, set against the depiction of native women in 
colonialist writings, where the woman is mostly invisible, nameless and hidden behind the veil. Even when there is a certain kind of 
character development, the women remain embedded with an inferiority complex and committed to patriarchy. The novel's portrayal 
of women subverts the subaltern image created by the colonial construct. Gender discrimination subjugates the marginalised female in 
colonised society, according to colonial discourse. Therefore, the Western intellectuals assume a space for the subjugated female 
which enables the latter to speak from. This manifests a process of representing on behalf. Spivak considers this: 

 
… As continuous with the history of construction of subject-positions for the colonized, and the articulation of their voice, in 

the era of formal Western imperialism. Thus, assuming such a position by the colonial authority would justify the modernized, 
progressive and liberating regime of the colonizer (Qtd. in Moore-Gilbert 29). 
 

The story of women runs as an undercurrent through the entire narrative. Kanthapura emphasises the intersection of feminism 
and anti-colonial ideologies even on an artistic level by giving an elderly lady the privileged role of narrating the whole story. That is 
as an integral component of her personal contribution to maintaining and bolstering anti-colonial resistance, as it is with the other 
female protagonists. The women of Kanthapura approach the “idea of resistance, public responsibility, social inclusion and social 
development through their traditional knowledge of mythic lore and age old religious practices” (Mahanta 8). . It is not “farfetched to 
argue that Rao’s specific style in the novel is conceived as a means of sublimation whereby Indian women’s stereotyped qualities of 
irrationality and sentimentalism are presented as a commendably passionate feminist engagement in political anti-colonial activities – 
a constant theme throughout Kanthapura” (Al-Mousa 57). 

 
Conclusion 

The imperialistic narrative of civilization came as a challenge to the native intelligencia who countered the narrative as myths 
and legends and portrayed the people as powerless and broken under the illegitimate authority of the British crown. The Civilization 
Mission was depicted as “Day Dreaming” while economic exploitation was mentioned as the only mission of the British in India. The 
Indian narrative depicts contemporary Indian miseries as the outcome of British rule in India which finally forced the people to voice 
against it.  
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