
THE 'COLON' IN 'COLONIALISM'private 

'Colon - the greater part of the large intestine.'

The colon is involved in the processes of digestion and excretion. Like the British East India Company, or the Opium Wars. The effects of colonisation are often regarded as purely destructive. Bengal, at the time of the British takeover was the most prosperous area in the whole of the sub-continent. And where is it now ?  It is Bangladesh. Much effort was dedicated to the destruction of the indigenous textile industry (the world’s largest manufacturer and supplier of printed cotton) which threatened the economic primacy of the textile industry in Britain. It was much more advantageous to the colonial power to use the colonies solely as providers of raw materials, setting up patterns of trade which persist to this day, much 'third-world' agriculture still being directed to export, and many raw materials being exported to the industrialised nations for processing and re-export. ‘Adding value’ as we like to call it.
Japan, never colonised, although bombed into submission in 1948, is now one of the world's leading industrial powers. Certainly, as the experience of Germany shows, a good stiff bombing is preferable to being sucked through the colon of Empire. Because colonialism does not pass over briefly. Colonialism digests and excretes over a long period, thoroughly, dividing the world between those who eat and those who are eaten. But then, to those who eat, we are all either food or shit. Colonisation takes place within as well as outside the individual. An exterior violence inscribed upon the place is mirrorred by a mental violence designed to transform the 'uncivilised' into hopeless slaves or inferior copies of the white man, naturally attenuated and perhaps deformed. This process of digestion, however, has effects in both directions. There is something irreducible, indigestible even to that mighty gut. The subject constituted under colonialism is split in new ways, between new poles, culture is disrupted, history is twisted, experience must be related in new terms and new goals and taboos must be absorbed, but even for those most oppressed by colonialism, the blacks transported to the Americas under conditions of complete inhumanity, who have undergone a process of cultural destruction and personal suffering so deliberate and so complete, even these products of colonialism have not been fully digested, have not had everything of value extracted from them. 

Colonialism not only exploits economically, it also makes deliberate efforts to impose its own cultural values, inherent in which is the superiority of the white man, not only because of his colour, but also his perspective, a perspective seemingly unchanging and built on eternal truths. That principal among these 'truths' are the trinity of perhaps mutually exclusive complexes 'science', 'Christianity' and 'capitalism' was a sort of cultural hypocrisy of multi-valence entirely unexamined at the time. It is by looking into the black, distorting 'mirror' of a different culture that the colonising powers have come to recognise themselves, or at least 'mis-recognise' themselves more clearly. The process of colonisation has destabilised cultural certainties by throwing them into relation with one another. The attempt to study culture from an 'Objective' viewpoint has given a dim perspective on newly relativised bases of cultural judgement.


'If 'culture' is not an object to be described, neither is it a unified
corpus of symbols and meanings that can be definitively interpreted. Culture is contested, temporal and emergent. Representation and explanation -both by insiders and outsiders- is implicated in this emergence.'

(James Clifford in 'Writing Culture', p.19.)

Though the colon seeks to extract all nourishment from that which it encloses, dividing pure nourishment from foreign matter, the fecal, which it expels, some of the 'nature', the 'culture', the ‘essence’ of that devoured is taken into the body of the coloniser. To say, with Eric Stokes, as recently as 1959 that 'Certainly India played no central part in fashioning the distinctive qualities of English civilisation', is simply to ignore the obvious. (I imagine the aryan Eric, in his paisley pyjamas, sipping tea on the verandah of his bungalow.) Britain's picture of itself was transformed by the colonial experience. For Edward Said, in his illuminating introduction to Rudyard Kipling's 'Kim', from 1608 to 1947


'India acquired an increasingly massive and influential role in British life, in commerce and trade, in industry, politics, ideology, war, and by the middle of the eighteenth Century, in culture and the life of 
the imagination.' (Said, p.8)

New systems of education were instituted to cope with the demand for colonial administrators, missionaries, officers; not only in the sites of colonisation, but also in Britain itself major social changes were wrought. To cope with the influx of wealth, goods and raw materials from the colonies, whole areas of Britain were built over, and the Industrial Revolution transformed our own social, physical and intellectual landscape. This is to say nothing of the intellectual engagement with the East that even now lies just beyond our grasp.

It is the tendency of the colon to grind everything down. It is the function of the colon to make everything the same, to process all materials alike. The 'globalisation' of culture, the process by which everthing is turned to hamburgers, this is the behaviour of the colon. And in the new, simplified, digested world: difference persists.

The colonial experience of dis/location, children sent 'home' for their education from colonial childhoods; the slaves sold by black Kings and Arab traders for trans-shipment to the Americas, the white master marooned in a sea of heathen, even these breaks in transmission have not eradicated all trace of the ancestor. For the white child sent 'home' to England the experience of Englishness is complex and ambiguous. They are to be trained in Englishness, quite consciously, just as their Father in Simla or Bulawayo self-consciously preserves an Englishness already lost in history, just as the education of a 'native administration'or 'translators' is a training in Englishness which can never be quite complete. The white child in exile in England perceives England as : loneliness, fear, seperation, discipline, coldness; amounting to a catalogue of traits of British colonialism. In the child, the Father, the Mother, engaged perhaps by letter to a man she has not met in a foreign country full of strange customs and strange creatures, in the intended victim of colonisation herself, the 'other' who must be subdued, civilised, brought within, judged by our rules, penetrated by our doctrines, the same effect of dis/location is produced in widely varying degrees. Some part of the other has entered them. They must now experience their own foreign-ness, a foreign-ness they can also observe in the eyes of others.

And may we ask 'What is the result of this difference, this dislocation ?'


'Kipling not only wrote about India, he was of it.' (Said, p.8.)

and yet Kipling was an Englishman, one of those Englishmen whose perspective was permanently affected by the coloial experience, and whose understanding of India from within was transmitted to an English audience. Kipling never saw beyond the horizon of Empire, for Empire spanned the globe, yet he saw India with an affection that cannot be disimulation. His vision, deep, but enclosed entirely by his cultural assumptions comes, as Said says from


'the perspective of a massive colonial system whose economy, functioning and history had acquired almost the status of a fact of nature.' (ibid. p.10.)

Once this 'fact of nature' was challenged, what other 'facts' might not turn into fictions?  What was once understood,


'...the discrepancy in power between the white rulers and the native subject was absolute, intended to be unchanging, rooted in cultural, political and economic reality.' (ibid. p.44)

has now become unwritten.

Of course, the black diaspora are incalculably worse off than the average of the white society that surrounds them.


'46% of all black males between 18 and 35 are incarcerated in the District of Columbia. [U.S.A.]'

(Noam Chomsky, 'Keeping the rabble in line.')

and direct colonialism has given way to hegemony and 'economic imperialism' which still contrive to keep the black south and 'oriental' east poor. Noam Chomsky comments on a leaked World Bank memo authored by Lawrence Summers, a Harvard Economist;


'We should send all our polluting industries to them, because that's rational. Summers....points out that you might have counterarguments to this based on human rights and the right of people to a certain 
quality of life. But he points out that if we allowed those arguments to enter into our calculations, then just about everything the World Bank does would be undermined.' (ibid. p.27.)

and in many post-colonial areas unworkable National boundaries coupled with unsuitable imitations of Western Parliamentary democracies have contributed to chronic political and economic problems, problems which enable the I.M.F. which in turn benefit only the elite and further exacerbate social and structural difficulties. In this way economic domination by the former colonising powers is maintained, just as cultural dmoniation is maintained

through the history and institutions colonialism has established, not least among which is an education system modelled along Western lines, and not least among the strands of education, that of Literature, conceived as a secular carrier of 'eternal truths'.

Charles Grant's 'Observation on the State of Society among the Asiatic subjects of Great Britain', as quoted by Homi BhaBha in 'Of Mimicry and Men....' suggests a 'reform of manners' that provides the colonised with 'A sense of personal identity as we know it', and yet, as BhaBha states, referencing Benedict Anderson '...to be Anglicised, is emphatically not to be English.'

Other aspects of the colonial mindset are revealed through 'Kim'. The 'boy scout' nature of the enterprise, of which Said comments that Baden Powell


'fed those images [of Kipling's boys] directly into a grand scheme of imperial authority culminating in the great Boy Scout structure "fortifying 
the wall of Empire".'

both outside in the world and inside in the head.


'....boys ultimately should conceive of life and empire as governed by 
unbreakable laws, and that service is more enjoyable when thought of as similar less to a story - linear, continuous, temporal - than to a playing 
field - many dimensional, discontinuous, and spatial.' (Said, p.13.)

Said cites J.A. Mangam's 'The Games ethic and Imperialism.' Another and related aspect of colonial power structures is the complete absence of women. This too relates to the 'games ethic'


'...to be always pestered by women, Kim believes, is to be hindered in 
playing the Great Game, which is best played by men alone.'

It is this positioning of experience which enabled the colonial enterprise to be undertaken. The exclusion of women is a necessary part of turning war, expoitation and systematic repression into a 'game'. The picture of ‘woman’, as sweetheart, wife, mother, seperate and in need of prtection from the realities of war or colonialism has been a powerful motivation for men who fix themselves as between two 'projections', the negative savage, uncivilised and bestial, and the white woman, vulnerable, sensitive, fragrant, feminine; each of which they must hold apart from the other; each of which is an aspect of themselves which they deny.

The white man is not impervious to the influence of the colonised culture. As Mark Kincaid-Weekes says, quoted by Said, the novel Kim '...is the product of a peculiar tension between ways of seeing.' A tension produced by the contact of different cultures within the mind of the coloniser, and which has its counterpart in the mind of the colonised. In discussing the character of Babu, Said makes a point related to Homi BhaBha's thesis in 'Of Mimicry and Men...'


'....lovable and admirable though he may be, there remains in Kipling's
portrait of him the grimacing stereotype of the ontologically funny native, hopelessly trying to be like 'us'.'

Here is the unconscious or repressed understanding that the anthropological discipline to which Babu aspires is essentially unavailable to him, no matter how able he may be. This unavailability is dependent on the fact that he stands in the wrong relation to it. Anthropology and ethnology are essentially tools for and justifications of the power relationships obtaining under colonialism. This fact is clearly and symbolically embodied in the figure of Creighton, for whom all observations have a direct use in retaining control over the unruly sub-continent for its own good. Seen through the spectacles of a science which never examines its inherent bias as a tool from one culture which is designed to be used against another. British rule is both necessary and proper. Digestion is a natural process.

For Homi BhaBha the colonial enterprise of the 'civilisation' of 'natives' produces a 'mimicry' of 'translators' who, standing in an ambiguous relationship to each culture begin by their existence to call into question the foundations of the criteria by which the 'civlised' define themselves. And this is where the desperate projection of all that has been repressed within European culture onto the victim of colonisation finally rests solely on skin tone. Now 'they', the ape-people, can use our language, even write learned articles in it, beat us at cricket, vote, get elected to parliament (very rarely), behave in every way like, but not quite like us. Perhaps now we are witnessing Freud's 'Return of the repressed' or Foucault's wished-for demolition of the Enlightenment, the return of unreason.

Homi BhaBha makes a point about the unsettling effect of having the dominant culture parrotted back at itself by creatures with no right to it. This is surely not the only way the disparate cultures conquered by the Europeans have influenced and destabilised their certainties. There is little doubt that uncertainties beset us. When the intricately detailed and oddly different customs of other cultures became the object of scientific enquiry this must surely have had the effect of throwing light on our own. To meet, in India, religious traditions going back thousands of years before Christ, or in China a highly developed culture preserving a form it had attained while Europe was in the dark ages has its effect on the invader as well as the invaded. Once foreign or native cultures are recognised as having an equal reality, if not validity, and through scientific and cultural activities are brought within the 'horizon of understanding' of the colonising culture, then a certain relativism begins to seep in, however gradually. Cultural certainties, already questioned from within, are placed in a new context by the general field of anthropology or sociology, and the scientific enterprise, concerned as it is to gain an 'objective' perspective on phenomena becomes directed upon the assumptions of its own culture. The sharply increased acceptance of a sort of cultural relativism within European society, once so certain of its intellectual and moral right -even duty- to govern uncivilised natives seems not unconnected with the colonial enterprise.

The history of slavery is well known. There are many African-Americans in the U.S.A. whose ancestors were subjected to a deliberate policy of cultural extermination, their language, religion, ritual, freedom, traditions, social forms and even continent all rigorously denied them. Can it be coincidental that this fractured diaspora, in their impoverished condition originated two of the most pervasive modern musical forms, the blues and jazz, based on an 'African' pentatonic scale ?  The Portuguese introduced the guitar to Africa, resulting in an explosion of guitar-based popular music, much of it integrating trditional forms. Voodoo may seem an unappealing alloy of Roman Catholicism and Shamanism, but we can only see it from the outside, the repressed in all its fearful darkness, its position in relation to our culture making it seem a compilation of darknesses, a compendium of unreason. Voodoo, then, is a victim's religion, unsuitable to our refined sensibilities, but what of Brazillian Cumbia ?  When more closely understood both these related religions are shown as being founded on a more proper respect for the natural systems of the planet than the dangerous transcendentalism of Christianity. 'Syncretic' cultural forms, those which result from the collision of cultures, the transplantation of ideas and the confusion of identities are frequently the most vital and relevant.

So we are enabled to consider another possibility : not quite a full stop.

A pause, an hiatus, a dislocation, a breath, (an inspiration); therefore a spirit, a space, an interstice, the place where a new proposition or synthesis is to be enunciated........


Colon n.  mark (:) indicating break in a sentence.

The structures, the incisions of colon: ialism persist within and without, although much challenged by the passage of time. Writers as diverse as Jean Rhys, R.K. Naryan, Salman Rushdie, Keri Hulme, Chinua Achebe, V.S Naipal, Linton Kwesi Johnson and many others write in English for an international audience, using and deconstructing the background of 'English Literature' for their own purposes. Thus an alien tradition is internalised, interrogated and set to work on itself. This in turn broadens the base of that tradition. Salman Rushdie expressed the hope, which we may see as a certainty, that 'Something may be gained in translation'.

