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ABSTRACT 

Post-colonial literature is an extensive genre, with many points of interest and 

applications, but the portrayal of women within works of the genre provide an interesting 

subject of study. The generalization of women as a homogenous group is a major element of 

their underrepresentation and misrepresentation in a large portion of older literature. By 

beginning with a brief introduction into the genre of Post-colonial literature and progressing 

through the reading and analyzing of a selection of colonial and Post-colonial works, these 

levels of characterization and homogenization emerge and highlight the limits of such works 

by providing insight into the restricted points of view and misunderstandings maintained by 

early colonial and Post-colonial society. However, these levels also serve to point out works 

that more authentically portray female characters through developed characterizations and 

balanced representations of the effects and influences of European colonization. 
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AN INTRODUCTION TO POST-COLONIAL LITERATURE AND THEORY 

What is Post-colonial Literature? 

Post-colonial literature consists of works written in English in formerly colonized 

areas of the globe, such as Africa, India, and the Caribbean. While these regions represent 

three of the largest primarily-British colonial exploits, this literary genre encompasses a wide 

variety of written works, both colonial and Post-colonial, that seek to depict societies existing 

under or influenced by European imperialism more generally. The influence of European 

powers, such as Britain, France, and Spain, and their overall impact upon the growth and 

development of mixed identities, plays a major role in the racial, gendered, and 

socioeconomic representations of peoples in the colonies. Through both conscious planning 

and contingent occurrences, European imperialism took various forms in different times and 

places, and this resulted in the development of complex and nuanced imperial cultures. The 

export of European languages, learning, and literature to the colonies as part of “civilizing” 

missions ultimately defined the development of native societies they interacted with, and the 

representations of these colonized societies often, whether intentionally or unintentionally, 

reflect the political, socio-economic and psychological consequences left over from 

European colonization. These representations also serve to justify imperial interference, as 

action over native or “savage” societies shows a desire for the improvement of the human 

condition, ignoring how this desire negatively affects the colonized societies themselves in 

practice.  

Several key theorists play a major role in the defining and understanding of this 

genre, with Edward W. Said, Abdul R. JanMohamed, and Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak being 
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the most well-known and presently pertinent theorists in the terms of this research. These 

theorists and their contextualization provide the framework for how Post-colonial literature 

should be studied to gain a better understanding of the works and their implications. Each 

theorist, in turn, complicates the understanding and deeper meaning to be found in works of 

this genre. Briefly, Said defines the concepts of the Orient and the recurring images of native 

peoples as cultural Others; JanMohamed illustrates colonial literature as a representation of 

the world at the boundaries of what is commonly considered civilization; Spivak uses 

women’s texts to analyze and critique imperialism. Each in turn adds a new layer of meaning 

and analysis to the genre. Other Post-colonial theorists, such as Chinua Achebe and Charles 

Larson, provide additional levels and complications to the genre that will become relevant a 

little further on in this study. A brief overview of these three main theorists already 

mentioned provides a fundamental understanding of the genre of Post-colonial literature. 

Edward W. Said and Orientalism 

In his critical essay “Orientalism,” Said contextualizes the Orient as a mostly 

European invention that has influenced the representations and understanding of native 

peoples under an umbrella stereotype throughout history and literature. Said defines the 

European concept of the Orient as “a place of romance, exotic beings, haunting memories 

and landscapes, remarkable experiences” (87). This sense of mystique and exoticism is a 

major component of the Orient’s contemporary fate, but also serves to contrast and define 

Europe itself: “the Orient has helped to define Europe (or the West) as its contrasting image, 

idea, personality, experience” (87).  

As Said points out, there are distinctions to be made between the academic and 

imaginative meanings of Orientalism. Academically, Orientalism lives on through academic 
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writing and theses about the Orient, while the imaginative meaning of Orientalism is more 

closely associated with the European invention of the Orient. The separation between the 

East and the West is a commonly accepted starting point for many writers and theorists, but 

Said’s different definitions of Orientalism are interchangeable. There is also a third meaning 

to the word, a historical and material definition. Orientalism is best wholly defined, 

historically, as “a Western style for dominating, restructuring, and having authority over the 

Orient” (88). This approach goes beyond a mere separation between the East and West by 

looking directly at the West’s dealings with the Orient, such as by making statements about 

it, describing it, authorizing views on it, settling it and so on. Within the terms of 

Orientalism, the East, and the West, there are also the place terms of ‘the Orient’ and ‘the 

Occident.’ These two place terms, like the ideas of the East and West, are man-made 

geographical designations and only function to further separate the worlds of European and 

culturally distinct societies: “The relationship between Occident and Orient is a relationship 

of power, of domination, of varying degrees of complex homogeny” (89).   

It is important to understand that despite all these distinctions and terms, the concepts 

of the Orient and the broader Orientalism ultimately exist as a result of an elaboration of a 

basic geographical distinction that mixed with a wide variety of other components. This 

expresses at least a certain intention to understand, and in some cases control, a world that is 

manifestly different. Edward Said’s definition of the Orient and analysis of Orientalism is an 

essential element of understanding the various facets and meanings to be found in European 

representations of colonized or formerly colonized societies.  
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Abdul R. JanMohamed and the Economy of Manichean Allegory 

 In his essay “The Economy of the Manichean Allegory,” Abdul JanMohamed defines 

colonialist literature as “an exploration and a representation of a world at the boundaries of 

‘civilization,’ a world that has not (yet) been domesticated by European signification or 

codified in detail by its ideology. The world is therefore perceived as uncontrollable, chaotic, 

unattainable, and ultimately evil” (18). This stems from imperial sentiment of encounters 

with a colonial society representing a confrontation of different races, languages, cultural 

values, gender roles, and social customs. Theoretically, European society judges Others in 

terms of these differences and identity; however, JanMohamed suggests that there are two 

broad categories of colonialist literature that emerge: imaginary texts and symbolic texts.  

Aggression and objectification structure imaginary texts, for natives in these works 

function as reflections of imperial self-alienation (19). Because of this projection, imaginary 

texts map the intense internal conflicts of the European, and there is no better place to see 

this phenomenon than in the European’s fetishization of the native. The evil characteristics 

and habits with which the European endows the native are presented as characteristics 

inherent in the race, rather than as products of cultural and social difference. A true 

representation of natives in imaginary texts is subsequently ignored in favor of objectification 

and misrepresentation, especially regarding the portrayal of gendered identity, which alters 

society’s perception of the racial Other.  

On the other hand, symbolic texts recognize the need for the native to function as a 

mediator of European desires. Symbolic narratives are more concerned with the “problem of 

colonialist mentality and its encounter with the racial Other,” rather than bestowing evil 

characteristics into the very blood of the native through objectification (19). Within the 



5 
 

category of symbolic colonialist literature, two sub-categories emerge: one that attempts to 

find solutions to the opposition between the colonizer and the colonized and one that finds 

these solutions impossible due to the power relations found in colonial society. 

The first sub-category within symbolic literature overlaps with the imaginary. It 

contains portions written at the emotional level, which are, consequently, constructed around 

imagined identities, and portions written with cognitive intention, which are symbolically 

structured. The second sub-category within symbolic literature focuses on the power relations 

within colonial society that make it impossible to escape the rigorous examination of 

colonialist mentality.  

The function of both imaginary and symbolic colonialist literature is the articulation 

and justification of the colonizer’s moral authority by positing the inferiority of the native: 

“If every desire is at base a desire to impose oneself on another and to be recognized by the 

Other, then the colonial situation provides an ideal context for the fulfillment of that 

fundamental drive” (20). It is important to realize the various distinctions that can be made 

within the genre as well as how these distinctions affect the understanding of their respective 

works.         

Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak and Three Women’s Texts 

 In her essay, “Three Women’s Texts and a Critique of Imperialism,” Spivak discusses 

literature’s role in the production of a society’s cultural representation. According to Spivak, 

it is not possible, as the other theorists also suggest in one manner or another, “to read […] 

literature without remembering that imperialism, understood as England’s social mission, 

was a crucial part of the cultural representation of the English to the English” (269). Spivak 

focuses this approach further by applying feminist theory to three women’s texts: Charlotte 
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Brontë’s Jane Eyre, Jean Rhys’ Wide Sargasso Sea, and Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein; 

thereby, illustrating how such approaches afford deeper interpretations of colonialist and 

Post-colonialist works. She also defines the concept of ‘worlding,’ meaning the 

characterization of distant cultures possessing rich, intact histories and heritages as waiting to 

be recovered and translated into the English language. These characterizations foster the 

emergence of a ‘Third World,’ which allows us to forget the process of ‘worlding’ itself. In 

order to illustrate what Spivak refers to as “worlding,” she examines Jane Eyre and plots the 

novel’s reach in the process of ‘worlding.’ She reads Wide Sargasso Sea as Jane Eyre’s 

retelling and Frankenstein to deconstruct a ‘worlding’ such as Jane Eyre. Through this 

deconstruction and analysis, Spivak complicates standard Post-colonial issues, like 

alienation, isolation, and exoticism, by showing how deeply these elements are rooted in 

English literature. 

Selected Works 

 Having defined Post-colonial literature and provided a brief synopsis of three key 

Post-colonial theorists and their respective contributions to the genre provides the foundation 

to examine the selected works of this literary genre in a more informed manner. These works 

consist of: Joseph Conrad’s Heart of Darkness (1899), Joyce Cary’s Mister Johnson (1939), 

Chinua Achebe’s Things Fall Apart (1958), Charlotte Brontë’s Jane Eyre (1847), Jean Rhys’ 

Wide Sargasso Sea (1966), Rudyard Kipling’s Kim (1901), E. M. Forster’s A Passage to 

India (1924), and Anita Desai’s Clear Light of Day (1980). They have been selected as 

representative of three primarily-British imperial conquests: Nigeria, the West Indies, and 

India. These works also offer varying levels of accuracy and authenticity in their depictions 

of native and European female characters in all three areas, and by utilizing works written at 
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different times about all three areas, a clear trend emerges. In the works produced by 

European colonialist writers, women are depicted in stereotypical, homogenized ways, 

whether they are European or native; however, those produced by Post-colonial writers more 

accurately and openly portray women because they are able to reflect on history and apply 

more informed approaches to how they address issues surrounding colonization and women. 

John Ruskin, a noted Victorian cultural critic, describes the moral ideal of women in 

Victorian society, asserting that “She [the wife] must be enduringly, incorruptibly good; 

instinctively, infallibly wise,” for “she may [not] set herself above her husband, [and] she 

may never fail from his side” (32). It is, likewise, the duty of women to maintain the home as 

a place of purification and morality, separate from the dangers and impurity of the outside 

world: “In so far as it is not this, it is not home; so far as the anxieties of the outer life 

penetrate into it, and the inconsistently-minded, unknown, unloved, or hostile society of the 

outer world is allowed by either husband or wife to cross the threshold, it ceases to be home” 

(31).  

The typical European woman during the colonial period and Post-colonial period is, 

therefore, expected to reflect European gender values by being submissive, moral, chaste, 

and entirely subservient to her male counterparts, while native women, as Said describes, are 

necessarily shown as the opposite: dominant, immoral, and more sexually liberated than their 

European counterparts. Yet, Post-colonial works characterize their female characters much 

more complexly by treating them as individual human beings, rather than as single 

stereotypic groups of interchangeable women by representing them as experiencing complex 

internal and external conflicts and motivations affording them more true-to-life portrayals. In 

between the older and newer works, a middle group also emerges that attempts to accomplish 
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what the Post-colonial works, as we will discuss, succeed in doing, but this approach 

ultimately fails because of the influence of older mindsets and stereotypes. Though this 

middle group is unable to break through the boundaries that older works of Post-colonial and 

colonial attitudes established as justification for the acts committed against native peoples in 

their respective colonies, it is still an important stepping stone leading up to the creation of 

more complex and accurate works. Thus, this thesis seeks to highlight the evolution of the 

literary portrayals of women from the colonial to the Post-colonial periods in geographic 

areas of the world subjected to the cultural forces articulated by Post-colonial theorists such 

as Said, JanMohamed, and Spivak.   

  



9 
 

AFRICA 

By 1880, the old empires of Spain and Portugal were diminished to practically 

nothing, and Britain and France were the only countries still possessing colonies of any 

significance. However, after 1880, European powers, predominantly led by Britain and 

France, once again transformed this less-structured approach to empire into a highly 

competitive race to control the world. This competition led to a scramble for Africa, which in 

turn led to much of the continent coming under European control. However, rather than 

exerting direct control, European powers in Africa generally relied on the help of indigenous 

elites due to possessing neither the manpower nor the resources to fully control these new 

colonies on their own. These colonial conquests typically resulted in atrocious forms of 

violence being unleashed against indigenous peoples. In one especially violent example, after 

King Leopold II claimed the Congo region, Belgian colonists subjected native people to 

unspeakable brutalities, such as mutilating those that were unwilling to harvest rubber for the 

large Belgian companies operating there. Many indigenous peoples were subjugated to 

disease, harsh treatment, overwork, and malnutrition.1 

 Joseph Conrad’s novella Heart of Darkness (1899) follows the narrator’s multi-

layered account of Marlow as he travels into the heart of the Belgian Congo to meet the 

reputed Kurtz. Throughout the journey he encounters a variety of characters from the 

unwholesome managers of the Central Station to the mysterious figures of the Congo natives, 

which he represents as a disembodied mass of body parts that reflects his own inability to 

recognize their individual humanity: “I made out deep in the tangled gloom naked breasts, 

                                                           
1 See Edward Berenson, Europe in the Modern World: A New Narrative History, Since 1500 

(Oxford University Press, 2017) for a basic introduction into the 19th century British Empire. 
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arms, legs, glaring eyes—the bush was swarming with human limbs in movement, glistening, 

of bronze colour” (Conrad 45). As critics, such as Hunt Hawkins in “Heart of Darkness and 

Racism,” have noted, the intention of this novel was a critique of a problematic form of 

colonialism apparent in the Belgian Congo; however, Conrad, instead, dehumanizes and 

exoticizes the very colonial culture that he is trying to accurately depict (333). There is not 

even the slightest attempt to humanize the natives; rather the narrator removes any sort of 

human characteristic in favor of more supernatural qualities: “They were not enemies, they 

were not criminals, they were nothing earthly now, nothing but black shadows of disease and 

starvation lying confusedly in the greenish gloom” (17).  

While this novella attempts to showcase the positives and negatives associated with 

both the Europeans and the natives present in the heart of Africa, its insinuations and 

depiction of both parties are actually vague and stereotypic, not only in the case of the 

natives but also in the case of the women. The female characters in Conrad’s work function 

as cardboard cutouts, as they lack any sort of depth beyond their flat embodiment of 

superficial stereotypes. For example, the women of the Congo are depicted as far more 

vibrant, emotive, and physically present than their European counterparts, as illustrated in 

Conrad’s description of Kurtz’s African mistress: “She walked with measured steps, draped 

in striped and fringed cloths, treading the earth proudly with a slight jingle and flash of 

barbarous ornaments” (60). This Amazon is depicted only in terms of her physical presence 

with no attention to her own emotional experience as she loses her lover, Kurtz; she acts as 

nothing more than the bestial counterpart to the refined “Intended” of Kurtz. Clearly this 

comparison is intended to work in favor of the latter. The untamed and domineering presence 

of Kurtz’s African mistress is depicted as undesirable compared to her submissive and soft 
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European counterpart, who embodies a somewhat wraith-like, chaste presence: “She came 

forward all in black with a pale head, floating towards me in the dusk… She had a mature 

capacity for fidelity, for belief, for suffering” (73). The narrator does not have a personal 

connection with either of these women outside of their involvement with his man Kurtz, 

which might suggest a reason for their limited and stereotypical descriptions, but the much 

more morally positive portrayal of the Intended certainly suggests a preference for this type 

of European female over her African counterpart. 

Moreover, Marlow does little justice even to a woman in his life he considers close 

and has a personal connection with, his “excellent aunt” whom he found a “triumph” (12). 

His aunt is described by the state of her rooms rather than by any of her physical 

characteristics, which only further places her appearance in the jurisdiction of the reader’s 

preconceived notions of a proper aunt’s appearance thus reinforcing European cultural 

values: “I had a cup of tea […] in a room that soothingly looked just as you would expect a 

lady’s room to look, we had a long quiet chat by the fireside” (12). The aunt’s naiveté about 

the narrator’s journey and the world is applied to proper European women as an entire 

homogenous group: “It’s queer how out of touch with truth women are. They live in a world 

of their own, and there had never been anything like it and never can be. It is too beautiful 

altogether, and if they were to set it up it would go to pieces before the first sunset” (13). 

European women are portrayed as beautiful yet frail beings that must be protected, which is 

why the appearance of a forceful woman, like Kurtz’s African mistress, is so abject. 

Historically, European women are hidden away, “protected from all danger and temptation” 

of the world and function as the moral compass with which men reorient themselves upon 

returning from their encounters with such moral corruption, so the portrayal of women as 
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lacking awareness of their own fragility and the dangers of the world follows a logical 

progression in the male mind of the narrator (Ruskin 31). These women serve to emphasize 

the stark differences in ideals between Europeans and the supposed concepts of ‘savages’ in 

Conrad’s vision, and they highlight the way Europeans sought to separate themselves from 

the idea of their own bestiality before civilization.   

 According to Post-colonial theorists, Africa is often set up as a foil to Europe to fulfill 

a need in western psychology to justify and predicate its actions: “Quite simply, it is the 

desire—one might indeed say the need—in Western psychology to set Africa up as a foil to 

Europe, as a place of negations at once remote and vaguely familiar, in comparison with 

which Europe’s own state of spiritual grace will be manifest” (Achebe 307). As Chinua 

Achebe further articulates in his essay “An Image of Africa,” Conrad’s work projects the 

image of the heart of the Belgian Congo “as ‘the other world,’ the antithesis of Europe and 

therefore of civilization, a place where man’s vaunted intelligence and refinement are finally 

mocked by triumphant bestiality,” which can be seen in the contrasting female figures (308). 

However, by establishing such layers and divisions between himself and the moral universe 

of his history through the use of multiple narrators, Conrad manages to call into question the 

very humanity of the native people without having to acknowledge his own role in the 

Othering process. This objectification and fetishization effectively categorizes the work as 

symbolic literature according to JanMohamed: “This desire to exterminate the brutes […] is 

thematized consciously and critically in ‘symbolic’ texts such as Heart of Darkness” (20). 

This novella reveals the anxieties about the precariousness of civilization that European 

minds harbor and shows the reassurance that comparison with a primordial Africa can 

facilitate. Adam Hochschild, an American historian and author, notes that “Conrad was a 
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man of his time and place [… and] was partly a prisoner of what Mark Twain, in a different 

context, called ‘the white man’s notion that he is less savage than the other savages’” (146). 

Thus, while Joseph Conrad’s Heart of Darkness to a degree succeeds as a critique of Belgian 

colonial atrocities and does successfully represent European attitudes and suppositions of the 

time, it ultimately fails in its attempts to accurately recreate the reality of the humanity of the 

Belgian Congo.  

An even more flagrant example of this practice can be found in Joyce Cary’s Mister 

Johnson (1939). Mister Johnson follows Johnson, a young African clerk assigned to a British 

district office in Fada, Nigeria, and his struggle with his own identity, for while he is never 

fully accepted by the Europeans that provided him with an education, the natives also regard 

him as a foreigner because of his position. This text is interesting in its attempt to portray 

accurately this native culture and the effects and consequences of European influence upon 

said cultures, but, like Conrad’s work, it ultimately falls short of the mark. Some of this 

stems from Cary’s use of present tense throughout the novel as he attempts to keep the reader 

in the present moment in the same way that Johnson experiences the events of the narrative 

from moment to moment. He acknowledges that “This restless movement irritates many 

readers with the same feeling, that events are rushing them along before they have time to 

examine them, to judge them, and to find their own place among them,” but he explains that 

“as Johnson does not judge, so I did not want the reader to judge” (Cary 6). Cary, in other 

words, thinks that by placing the reader in the position of the protagonist, he/she will gain a 

more “authentic” experience, but, while this concept holds promise, Cary ultimately misses 

the mark. The reader is unable to “swim gaily” in the same way that Johnson does because 

they are provided with the context and other elements of the story which Johnson is not privy 
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to, which in turn allows them, as Said notes, to maintain command over Johnson’s 

experiences (6). 

This story is built upon layers and layers of psychological projections between all its 

characters with some of the more interesting comparisons appearing between the women in 

Johnson’s life. In particular, his native wife, Bamu, is constantly compared with her English 

counterpart, Celia Rudbeck. While Johnson continuously attempts to emulate his vision of an 

English gentleman that had been created in his mind by his continued exposure to the British, 

he simultaneously attempts to impose the qualities and manners of an English lady upon his 

bush wife with no success, for example, pushing her to adopt European dress: “Bamu, after 

much violent argument and the intervention of her brother, has agreed at last to put on her 

muslin frock, stockings, and shoes” (Cary 120). Although Johnson’s wife does not possess or 

even seek the refinements of a European lady like Celia, Johnson’s projections upon her 

alienate her from other natives along with himself. Examples of this imposition of European 

ideals permeates the narrative and travels back and forth between the characters, illustrating 

Said’s observation that, “in a quite constant way, Orientalism depends for its strategy on this 

flexible positional superiority, which puts the Westerner in a whole series of possible 

relationships with the Orient without ever losing him the relative upper hand” (90). In this 

case, Mister Johnson’s narrative perspective becomes a stand-in for the Western gaze.  

For her part, Celia Rudbeck represents a naïve Romantic perspective, and Cary does 

this with the intention of showing that a misinformed or predisposed person is the wrong sort 

to come to Africa, for she cannot see beyond the image of what she believed the country to 

be: “It has been labelled for her, in a dozen magazines and snapshots, long before she comes 

to it. Therefore she does not see it at all. She does not see the truth of its real being, but the 
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romance of her ideas” (Cary 125). Cary seems to suggest that there is an incorrect and correct 

way to “see” or “know” Africa, favoring Rudbeck’s perspective over his wife’s. To reiterate, 

Said asserts that “the Orient has helped to define Europe (or the West) as its contrasting 

image, idea, personality, experience,” therefore, it is represented as “a place of romance, 

exotic beings, haunting memories and landscapes, remarkable experiences,” which the 

characters in Cary’s novel expected to encounter (87). To Celia, because the colonies have 

been romanticized as exotic and exciting, the reality is disappointing, and she quickly tires of 

Fada: “In seven days, Celia cannot bear to look at Fada from the distance. She has 

photographed it for her album and what else can she do with it?” (125). Her character 

possesses the same lack of substance that Bamu and Sozy, Johnson’s bumbling and elderly 

domestic, are afforded.  

The comparisons of the European and native women are further complicated when 

Cary contrasts Bamu to another native woman, Matumbi. Matumbi is the wife of the loud 

and abusive Gollup, who represents an older, more violent generation of colonial imperialism 

that has been replaced with a more bureaucratic, supervisory system: “Gollup has the usual 

hatred of the old soldier for the rich and their women, and in fact for all those who live easy 

and self-indulgent lives without risk or responsibility, that hatred which has made all 

countries with conscription inclined to violent revolution” (164). In “Policy, Trade, and 

Informal Empire,” Martin Lynn, an historian who studies both Britain and Nigeria, explains 

that “[initially] the British had to use force, utilizing what Macgregor Laird, the West African 

traveler and shipping magnate, described as ‘the moral power of the 24 pounder,’ to establish 

these links” and consolidate economic control in Africa (108). In much the same way that 

Johnson represents a midpoint between European and Native and Gollup represents the 
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transition from violence to bureaucracy, Bamu is the midpoint between Celia Rudbeck and 

the lazier and more “uncivilized” Matumbi.  

Even as the European ideal of womanhood maintains its relative superiority over the 

native woman, regardless of their roles as European women, native women, or something in 

between, the women in Cary’s novel represent formulaic and preconditioned ideas. One of 

the more prominent ideas addressed is the “angel in the house,” which refers, of course, to 

the moralizing role Victorian women play in the home because they are not exposed to the 

immorality of the world, as previously mentioned in connection with the women in Heart of 

Darkness. For instance, Bamu is directly associated with a model European woman as 

Johnson and Gollup are drunkenly discussing the former’s wife, and Gollup comments, “The 

angel in the ‘ouse—that’s a real angel too. The light of the ‘ousehold—making little 

‘eavens—and oo wants your bloody trumpets” (162). Although Gollup’s drunken description 

does not entirely apply to Bamu, it fits perfectly with the ideal the Johnson has assigned to 

her, as he no longer sees Bamu for the person that she is, choosing to believe that she can and 

does embody the characteristics of a European woman. Susan F. Bailey, in “Women and the 

British Empire,” emphasizes that “the assumption that western influence emancipated 

women [in native societies] demonstrates a serious misunderstanding of its long-term effects 

and the influential roles played by women in pre-colonial times” (153). Consequently, Bamu 

finds herself lowered and alienated in her own native society by Johnson’s association and 

involvement with western influences. This contrasts with Matumbi who shows no such 

promise of escaping her preconceived role in the narrative as a mindless native who cannot 

even remember that her European husband is prone to beating her: “She joyfully prepares 

herself, every Sunday, for a feast day, apparently without the least recollection that two out 
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of four Sundays end in a beating for her” (Cary 166). Matumbi here is reduced to an animal. 

Matumbi and Gollup represent the older, mid-Victorian relationship between colonist and 

colonized with nothing to bridge the gap between them. But smaller gaps emerge between 

Bamu and Matumbi that are reflective of the alienating effects of European influence. It is 

important to realize that “[t]he intrusion of outside rule and a capitalist economy altered 

fundamentally those relationships and responsibilities in native communities” (Bailey 154).  

Bailey notes that “[t]here is growing evidence that the breaking of kinship bonds, once seen 

as a positive contribution to colonial powers, was in fact debilitating for women” (154). 

Johnson and Bamu’s confused relationship is the result of European influence, and they are a 

mixture of colonizer and colonized regardless of their inability to be part of either group 

entirely.  

Clearly, the characters in this work, similar to Conrad’s use of layered narratives, act 

as a hollow reflection of both the Bush people and the British colonial power. The sheer 

number of layers of psychological projections creates a separation between the author and the 

morality of the violent domination occurring as a result of British colonial powers. The 

women in Joyce Cary’s Mister Johnson suffer from the shallow nature of their portrayal, for 

they are shown as being nothing more than “well known for their beauty” (7). In the final 

analysis, this work places its characters in both positive and negative lights as Cary attempts 

to create an “authentic” experience for his readers, but it does not break through the barrier of 

its Post-colonial historic framework. While Conrad and Cary’s works attempt to show the 

full breadth of the consequences associated with British imperialism, they are both unable to 

provide a picture of the divisions this power created, free of their own biased perspectives. In 

contrast, however, Chinua Achebe’s Things Fall Apart successfully balances the intricacies 
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of African culture, and the effect of colonization on the hierarchical structure and influence 

of the African tribal system, as well as the positive and negative aspects of both the tribes it 

portrays and the Europeans that impose their influence upon these people by the conclusion 

of the work. In this way, Achebe effectively presents a comprehensive picture of pre-colonial 

Igbo society in terms of such structure and social and ethical values. 

Chinua Achebe’s Things Fall Apart (1958) follows Okonkwo, a wealthy and 

prominent man in the Umuofia clan, a lower Nigerian tribe. In terms of the culture impact of 

colonialism, Don C. Ohadike, in “Igbo Culture and History,” states that “the Igbo people 

form one of the largest ethnic groups in Africa [that] lived in autonomous villages and towns, 

ruled by their elders” (237-8). According to Ohadike, “it is quite striking how rapidly the 

Igbo people, despite their attachment to their customs, succumbed to European civilization. 

The fact that it took barely a hundred years (1857-1960) for the British to take apart a society 

[…] suggests that European colonialism was a potent agent of change,” and Achebe captures 

this agent and its effects in his novel through his own agent of Okonkwo (256). This main 

character strives to make his way in a culture that values manliness, but his stubborn 

rejection of anything he considers lazy or effeminate ultimately leads to his tragic demise. In 

the story, he is married to three women, has fathered several children and, later in the 

narrative, is shown to be unable to adapt to the changing times as white colonizers come to 

live among the Umuofians. His adherence to violent rituals and practices rather than 

complacency is depicted as a major flaw in his character, and this attitude has a major impact 

on the lives and character of his wives and children.  

Based on the realities of Igbo culture rather than an idealized European fantasy, 

Achebe shows that the women in Okonkwo’s sphere of influence have a rigid structure for 
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how they are to serve and provide for the family compound: “Okonkwo ruled his household 

with a heavy hand. His wives, especially the youngest, lived in perpetual fear of his fiery 

temper, and so did his little children” (Achebe 9-10). The values of manliness and violence 

that Okonkwo reveres place an undue burden upon the women and children that make up his 

household, who fear him more than respect him. However, this view of Okonkwo is 

tempered by his love for his daughter. One of the few positive females is his favorite 

daughter, Ezinma, who, in Okonkwo’s eyes “should have been a boy,” but the subject of her 

gender does not lower her position and potential in the eyes of her father or the other clan 

members (39).  

Even though several of the women in Okonkwo’s household are disappointing to him, 

women participate in village festivities and can hold important positions, such as the oracle. 

The men and women of the village recognize the supernatural prowess and importance, with 

even Okonkwo showing deference to and fear of the woman: “The priestess had now reached 

Okonkwo’s compound and was talking with him outside his hut. She was saying again and 

again that Agbala wanted to see his daughter, Ezinma. Okonkwo pleaded with her to come 

back in the morning” (60). Confirming the greater authenticity of Achebe’s narrative, 

according to Susan Bailey, “Anthropologists are […] discovering that native women 

frequently played influential economic and political roles within their societies. […] They 

participated in local decision-making processes, and […] they had strong women’s 

associations which could act to modify male dominance” (153). The oracle’s position 

elevates her above and apart from the rest of the village, but the very fact that such a unique 

and culturally integral position is held by a female is another example of Achebe’s rendering 

the full complexity of the culture as opposed to the colonial stereotypes in the other two 
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works, rather than the one-dimensional native women such as Conrad’s native Amazon, or 

Gollup’s wife, Matumbi. 

Due to Achebe’s personal connection to the Igbo culture, this work provides a 

firsthand depiction of its people, practices, and the responsibilities and positions that women 

held, both positive and negative. Unlike Conrad’s and Cary’s works, Achebe successfully 

avoids the European stereotypes and influence to show the realities of African culture, and 

there are no layers within the narrative to distract from the consequences that colonial powers 

have upon a once strong and established culture. As Robert M. Wren, in “Things Fall Apart 

in Its Time and Place,” asserts, “Achebe wants to demonstrate that Europe did not bring 

‘civilization’ to ‘savages’ […] he wants to show that civil order existed in a framework of 

tradition, political understanding, and faith,” which his personal background allows him to do 

successfully (528). Joseph Conrad’s Heart of Darkness and Joyce Cary’s Mister Johnson are 

significant colonialist works because they reflect the sheer depth with which European 

colonialism has permeated perceptions surrounding Africa, and they both rely on superficial 

and inaccurate representations of women in African cultures that typically point toward 

negative interpretations and interactions. In the same manner, the European women in these 

two works are presented in the same shallow manner, which diminishes their morality and 

the values that these women are meant to embody. However, Achebe’s Things Fall Apart 

presents on two levels: the individual and the collective experience. These trends of 

superficial versus more representative depictions of women and their cultures continues in 

other Post-colonial works.
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THE WEST INDIES 

Historian Edward Berenson explains that the British were likewise responsible for 

widespread suffering in Jamaica and India, among other colonial domains. The unprecedented, 

often violent, grab for colonies most likely stemmed from a combination of political, economic, 

and cultural motives. One of the most prominent reasons for imperialism was the growing 

competition between industrialized countries for natural resources and raw materials crucial to 

their new advances in technology and tastes but that were largely unavailable in Europe. In the 

Caribbean, sugar was the primary resource sought by Europeans, and, by 1750, Saint-

Dominique, a French territory, produced more of it than all the British sugar islands combined. 

Regardless, British, Dutch, and Portuguese planters and merchants benefitted handsomely as 

well. Britain, and several other European states, also benefitted, economically and otherwise, 

from slavery and the slave trade, which was prominent in the African and Caribbean territories. 

In the late nineteenth century, colonies brought prestige to the mother country and secured its 

standing as a great power. This growing nationalism provided additional impetus to the European 

colonization agenda, which Europeans wanted to vicariously experience through literature.2 

 Charlotte Brontë’s novel, Jane Eyre (1847), follows the development of Jane Eyre’s 

character as her integrity and values are challenged by existing cultural norms. Her position as 

Governess and the education she possesses place her below the nobility and higher class yet 

above the lower class. This limited position isolates Jane in much the same manner that she is 

often physically separated from others, for she can neither truly engage with the servants of 

Thornfield nor can she mingle with visiting gentry. Her quest for a sense of autonomy conflicts 

                                                           
2 See Edward Berenson, Europe in the Modern World (2017), for information on British Colonial 

rule in the Caribbean territories. 
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with her desire for belonging, which her isolating and challenging position as a Governess 

complicates. Jane’s struggle to attain autonomy despite her position in society represents a 

constant theme throughout the novel: “‘I care for myself. The more solitary, the more friendless, 

the more unsustained I am, the more I will respect myself’” (Brontë 270). Thus, constant 

assertion of her sense of moral integrity over and against her intense immediate feelings are a 

primary quality associated with a subdued and controlled female, which thus establishes the 

“madwoman” Bertha Mason as a perfect foil for Jane. Bertha is a formerly beautiful Creole 

woman and Rochester’s clandestine wife who has become violent, insane, and bestial. She is 

Jane’s precise opposite and chiefly functions as a dark mirror version of the plain, self-effacing, 

and introspective Jane. The actions of Bertha throughout the story are directly tied to the events 

and feelings surrounding Jane that she internalizes. This external representation of Jane’s 

internalized feelings and carnal desires builds until Bertha must be removed from the picture to 

allow for Jane to take full control of her life, and thus she famously destroys herself. After 

setting Thornfield on fire, “‘[Bertha] was standing, waving her arms, above the battlements, and 

shouting out till they could hear her a mile off… She was a big woman, and had long black hair; 

we could see it streaming… she yelled, and gave a spring, and the next minute she lay smashed 

on the pavement’” (365). As articulated by Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, “Bertha’s function in 

Jane Eyre is to render indeterminate the boundary between human and animal and thereby to 

weaken her entitlement under the spirit if not the letter of the Law” (271). The way Thornfield is 

burned away to practically nothing at the end of the novel symbolizes Jane’s and Brontë’s desire 

for nearly complete cleansing of what would be considered unwholesome.  

 Another way in which Bertha functions as the foil to Jane lies in their respective 

connection to the Gothic and Romantic elements within the story. Bertha and the gloomy 
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Thornfield Hall represent the terrifying, mythical Gothic realm, which likens to the fear of the 

Other; while Jane represents the organic, individualistic Romantic, which, in contrast, represents 

her nature as a morally virtuous English women, precisely in opposition with the Other. The 

gothic elements are encapsulated within the dark, gloomy, and supernatural characteristics that 

Bertha and her animalistic tendencies embody in Brontë’s novel, which is further mirrored by the 

atmosphere of Thornfield Hall itself: “It was three stories high, of proportions not vast, though 

considerable […]  battlements round the top gave it a picturesque look. Its grey front stood out 

well from the background of a rookery, whose cawing tenants were now on the wing” (84). 

Bertha is characterized as the opposite of Jane, animalistic and boisterous where Jane is 

controlled and muted. Jane is characterized throughout the novel by her plain and restricted 

demeanor and appearance, which is a key characteristic of a proper European woman during this 

period. As Kathryn Gleadle, Professor of Gender and Women’s History, explains, “women were 

portrayed as financially, intellectually, and emotionally dependent upon their male kin. They 

were encouraged to perceive themselves as ‘relative creatures’ whose path in life was to nurture 

the family and provide unstinting support” (51). However, Jane’s situation in life and family 

deprived her of this role, so she finds an acceptable alternative in her position as Governess, for 

“[l]ower down the social scale the options for impoverished young, single women from genteel 

backgrounds were extremely circumscribed” (53). Expected to stay out of the way and fulfill her 

duties to Rochester’s young charge, Adele, Jane’s future and living depend upon her ability to 

fulfill her role as a governess, which is one of the few positions she would be able to hold as a 

woman between classes. Like Bertha, Jane finds herself caught between two identities and two 

classes, for there are limited means by which either of these women can obtain some form of 

autonomy. Significantly, although she is alone and unmarried, this position nevertheless allows 
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her to demonstrate appropriate domestic and childrearing abilities. Conversely, due to her Creole 

identity, Bertha suffers the pains and torment of never making it out of the limbo society places 

her in, which in turn drives her to the breaking point in both Brontë’s and Rhys’s works.  

This division between their characters establishes the emotional Creole woman as 

something to be feared and hidden away as a mistake, while Jane turns into exactly what society 

demands of a young woman. Overall, Jane Eyre provides an in-depth portrayal of its titular 

character; however, it does so at the cost of her animalistic counterpart, Bertha, who is primarily 

there to act as an example of the undesirable qualities to be found in a woman from the exotic 

world of the West Indies and thus to draw a sharp contrast with the desirable Jane. Again, the 

roles of the European and “exotic” women are directly contrasted, with Bertha/Antoinette 

embodying the more masculine characteristics that make her unattractive in a European context. 

According to Ruskin, “The man's power is active, progressive, defensive. He is eminently the 

doer, the creator, the discoverer, the defender,” but in Jane Eyre it is ultimately Bertha who is 

shown to be as active, defensive, and the doer, alongside the patriarch Rochester (31). We never 

truly find out why Bertha acts as she does because an expression of her inner self is forgone in 

favor of focusing on Jane’s transformation from emotional child into a proper, predictable 

domesticated woman. On this point, in “A Dialogue of the Self and Soul: Plain Jane’s Progress,” 

Sandra M. Gilbert states that Jane’s story “is a story of enclosure and escape, a distinctly female 

Bildungsroman in which the problems encountered by the protagonist as she struggles […] are 

symptomatic of difficulties Everywoman in a patriarchal society must meet and overcome” 

(483). However, as Spivak’s ideas show, Jane’s change in status from governess to wife comes at 

the cost of Bertha’s very life. 
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 In Wide Sargasso Sea (1966), Jean Rhys gives Bertha Mason a voice and a life of her 

own. Her real name is revealed to be Antoinette Cosway, and Rhys delivers her side of the story 

regarding her life in the Caribbean and her marriage to the unnamed Rochester. While in 

Brontë’s work Bertha simply functions as a foil to Jane’s character and a representation of 

unwanted and secreted-away consequences of colonialism, such as cultural domination over the 

Other and alienation of an individual, Rhys tells the story of this Creole woman and how her 

misfortune and seeming insanity came about. As Mary Lou Emery, in “Modernist 

Crosscurrents,” states, Bertha/Antoinette’s “voice exposes and turns upside down the values, 

patriarchal and colonialist, upon which the plot and characters of Brontë’s novel depend” (168). 

Rhys introduces new contexts and elements to the story of Rochester and his first wife while 

simultaneously showing the psychological trauma that this white Creole woman endured as a 

result of colonization. What is significant about this work is Antoinette narrates the first and third 

parts, but the assumed Rochester narrates the weightier second part in which a large portion of 

Antoinette’s woes begin. The fact that a male voice is responsible for conveying the portion most 

directly related with the slow decay of the protagonist’s relationship with her new English 

husband provides an interesting insight into the English view of colonial actions and their impact 

upon natives, which is ultimately distaste and disinterest: “So it was all over, the advance and the 

retreat, the doubts and hesitations. Everything finished, for better or for worse” (Rhys 38). 

Though this plays on the very arrangement of marriage that the unnamed Rochester finds 

himself in with Antoinette, it also mirrors the influence of colonial actions within the Caribbean. 

Rochester was sent to the Caribbean as so many English sons were to obtain money by entering 

an arranged marriage, but this exploitation consequently led to the deterioration economically 

and culturally of the native society. According to Gad Heuman, Professor of Caribbean Studies, 
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“Many whites regarded the West Indies as a place to make money; their hope was to make their 

fortunes and return to England to live off their estates,” which is exactly what Rochester and his 

father hoped to accomplish through his marriage with Antoinette (472). Though Britain at one 

point placed importance and value in their colonies in the West Indies, understanding the 

advantages ties and trade possessed with such an economic connection, it could not extract itself 

later from the position it found itself in, much like the male narrator. There is also the issue of 

her more overt and “forward” sexuality, which both attracts and repels Rochester due to his 

Victorian outlook concerning women, wives, and sex. 

At least partly due to this, throughout the whole of the second portion the Rochester 

character expresses his increasing disinterest in his new wife until he felt completely alienated 

from her; “I played the part I was expected to play. She never had anything to do with me at all. 

Every movement I made was an effort of will and sometimes I wondered that no one noticed 

this” (45). In this section of the novel, Rochester’s male gaze, like in Jane Eyre, offers a limited 

perception of the events the protagonist endures as her new marriage deteriorates. Through this 

gaze, Rhys reveals the lengths to which the unnamed Rochester goes to justify his actions and 

place the blame of the trauma he is causing in his Creole wife upon her nature and disposition as 

an Other. Because Antoinette does little to limit her sexuality or hide her pleasure from her 

husband, like a proper English wife could be expected to do, he begins to distance himself from 

her. This separation is easily justified by defining her indiscretion as entirely opposite from that 

of a proper chaste wife, but her husband is also shocked at such wanton behavior because he has 

never encountered such passion or emotion in his fellow Europeans, male or female. Though 

English women are associated with being held to unattainable levels of modesty and propriety, 

English men are equally expected to maintain a certain level of discretion; moreover, though 
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men encounter immorality and immodesty daily, they are also expected to restore themselves to 

proper morality upon viewing their moral and chaste wives (Ruskin 31). For the unnamed 

Rochester, this realignment of morality cannot occur because his Creole wife differs so greatly 

from his cultural expectations, leading to the swift decline of their relationship. This cultural 

difference ultimately leads him to judge her as immoral and to push Antoinette to the brink of 

insanity as she attempts to comprehend what are, to her, the customs of a cultural Other. Had 

Antoinette been more chaste and looked the part of “a lovely English girl with brown curls and 

blue eyes,” it is doubtful she would have been treated with scorn or alienated (21).  

Not only was she sexually rejected, Antoinette’s humanity and even her own name were 

taken away from her by the unnamed Rochester figure, which Spivak perceives as “Rhys 

suggest[ing] that so intimate a thing as personal and human identity might be determined by the 

politics of imperialism” (271). This alienation is taken to such extremes that Antoinette begins to 

lose herself because of her stolen cultural identity: “There is no looking glass here and I don’t 

know what I am like now. I remember watching myself brush my hair and how my eyes looked 

back at me. The girl I saw was not quite myself… What am I doing in this place and who am I?” 

(Rhys 107). In her essay, “Unquiet Ghosts: The Struggle for Representation in Jean Rhys’ Wide 

Sargasso Sea,” Mona Fayad explains how Rochester’s increasingly strong manipulation of 

Antoinette “involves the creation of a series of roles which Rochester attributes to Antoinette but 

which in fact effectively echoes the gamut of male projections of woman throughout history” and 

which women from British colonies experienced to an even greater extent (232). Furthermore, 

the historical and cultural contexts of the colonial legacy are related by Antoinette, whose family 

experienced all of it firsthand. This novel is interesting because the readers witness the before 

and after from Antoinette/Bertha and thus understand what led to her choice to end her life and 
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destroy Thornfield. But we also get a different perspective from Rochester between the events of 

the before and after, which Rhys utilizes to create the more emotionally complex experiences of 

Antoinette. 

Although Antoinette is the protagonist of Rhys’ work, she is not the only female to suffer 

because of her race or cultural identity. Within the Jamaican society of the novel multiple 

hierarchies exist alongside and within one another, which we experience from Antoinette’s 

perspective. Not only has the introduction of European interests created a distinction between 

colonizers and colonized, but black and white and Creole and non-Creole as well, while those of 

mixed heritage find themselves struggling to secure their position in an ever-changing society. 

For instance, Antoinette’s mother found herself looked down upon because she originates from 

the French colony of Martinique and not the English colony of Jamaica, reflecting the colonial 

powers’ ongoing hostility: “She was my father’s second wife, far too young for him and, worse 

still, a Martinique girl” (Rhys 9). Because France and England were cultural, political, and 

economic rivals both in Europe and in the Caribbean at the time, Antoinette’s mother was a caste 

lower down in the social hierarchy, alienating her from society: “I got used to a solitary life, but 

my mother still planned and hoped—perhaps she had to hope every time she passed a looking 

glass” (10). This cultural alienation and marginalized position caused by colonialism are 

represented by the physical location and condition of the fictional Coulibri estate, as “the road 

from Spanish Town to Coulibri estate where [they] lived was very bad and […] road repairing 

was a thing of the past,” as well as the actions taken by those in Spanish Town to maroon the 

family and ruin their hopes: “Suddenly, not gradually. She grew thin and silent, and at last she 

refused to leave the house at all” (9, 10). In much the same capacity, the very hierarchies that 
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form the backbone of this Jamaican-English society are falling into disrepair, with little hope of 

salvation, and these Jamaican women cannot escape the consequences of this disintegration.  

Rhys’ work presents numerous women from a variety of backgrounds and stations, 

allowing her to further contextualize and analyze the impact of European colonization upon the 

identity of this Caribbean society. For instance, in the character of Christophine, Antoinette’s 

black nurse, “Wide Sargasso Sea marks with uncanny clarity the limits of its own discourse. […] 

Christophine is not a native of Jamaica; she is from Martinique. Taxonomically, she belongs to 

the category of the good servant rather than that of the pure native. But within these borders, 

Rhys creates a powerfully suggestive figure” (Spivak 272). This employment of a character 

outside the standard hierarchy created by colonization and society allows Rhys to fully address 

facets of the society’s cultural representation without being bogged down by the same limits and 

restrictions of other characters. Therefore, Christophine is one of the clever devices employed by 

Rhys to more accurately critique imperialist culture. Another character that Rhys introduces as a 

comparison for Antoinette’s alienated position in society is Tia, a girl that Antoinette used to 

play, swim, and eat with as a child. Both girls were mirror images of each other, for their 

difference in position or background did not stop them from developing a relationship, even 

though Antoinette was again exploited and poorly treated by Tia as well: “[S]he was all that was 

left of my life as it had been. We had eaten the same food, slept side by side, bathed in the same 

river. […] We stared at each other, blood on my face, tears on hers. It was as if I saw myself. 

Like in a looking-glass” (Rhys 27). The complicated relationship between these two girls 

forewarns of the troubles ahead of Antoinette as her alienation from West Indies society comes 

to fruition.   
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In the end, we know how and why Antoinette/Bertha found herself in an attic in England, 

and Rhys’ work succeeds to fully portray this woman through a balanced portrayal of the effects 

and influences that European colonization has had upon those that were colonized while 

simultaneously giving new meaning to Brontë’s Jane Eyre. Brontë’s work is lauded for its 

characters and mixture of gothic and romantic themes, yet Rhys’s short novel reveals the 

continued lack of depth and the presence of European colonial influence in the events occurring 

within the gothic halls of Charlotte Brontë’s Thornfield.
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INDIA 

 In 1660, Queen Elizabeth chartered the English East India Company (EEIC). The 

company was granted a monopoly over trade in the Indian Ocean; however, the new company 

immediately found competition with Portuguese traders and the Dutch East India Company. So, 

the EEIC decided to concentrate on India, where neither competitor had a strong presence 

established. From India, the British bought tea, cotton textiles, indigo, and saltpeter, which they 

sold for handsome profit at home. Trade soon gave way to possession, as the British began to 

colonize India. By the 1880s and 1890s, the British Indian Empire reached its apex, covering the 

entire subcontinent and included what are today the nations of India, Bangladesh, and Pakistan. 

As a colony, India was governed by an authoritarian government, but there were often disputes 

about whether Indians should have been allowed to govern themselves. And, although Great 

Britain ruled over India through administration, military powers, and other influences, it was 

simultaneously engaging Russia, who also had interests in the region, in the “Great Game.” This 

term emerged in response to the contest for hegemony in central Asia between Russia and 

Britain, which was carried on through diplomacy, alliances, espionage, exploration, surveys, and 

out-positioning each other along their border areas. The “Great Game” plays a vital role in how 

the Europeans viewed the events of India and emerged as a crucial element in Post-colonial 

literature concerned with the region.3 

 Rudyard Kipling’s Kim (1901) is a major piece of colonial literature known especially for 

its portrayal of the young boy Kim and his adventures throughout India. However, the presence 

and roles of women within this well-known novel has been less noted, possibly because they are 

                                                           
3 See Edward Berenson, Europe in the Modern World (2017) for British Colonial policy in India 

and Big Power competition for Asian markets. 
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considered less significant to the narrative. Like Heart of Darkness and Wide Sargasso Sea, 

though, analysis of the female characters will reveal the same sorts of cultural identity issues 

already seen in the previous two novels. It should be noted at the outset that the portrayal of the 

racial Other, be it men or women, in Kim’s India is difficult to fully grasp due to the nature of the 

titular character, who is a predominantly-white young boy better able to pass as an Indian than 

some of the actual Indians in the novel. According to JanMohamed, this stems from Kipling 

“allow[ing] the emotions and values instilled in him during his social formation in an alien 

culture to inform his appraisals of the Other” (22).  

Two women in particular illustrate this process. The Kulu woman, an older woman Kim 

and his lama encounter on the Grand Trunk Road, is the only major female to repeatedly appear 

in the work, which remains consistent with the gender roles in the work since this is an adventure 

novel geared towards young boys. She is depicted as “a merry and a high-spirited dame” who 

enjoys the ridiculous flattery offered by Kim and the learned religious discussions offered by the 

lama (Kipling 61). Significantly, however, this aging woman is also portrayed negatively 

because of her “ill-omened” mouth and commanding nature towards her servants, which English 

culture would consider inappropriate: “‘She and the parrots are alike. They screech in the dawn’” 

(65). While not all women are afforded this level of freedom of speech and behavior, the Kulu 

woman is portrayed with such freedoms because she possesses wealth. Women, particularly 

those of younger childbearing-age, are governed by the strict social rules present in Indian 

culture, with old age and wealth being justification to disregard social propriety, as with the Kulu 

woman. According to Suvir Kaul’s, “Kim, or How to Be Young, Male, and British in Kipling’s 

India,” the “women in these novels exist either as diversions to the protagonist’s commitment to 

the noble way of empire, or they play maternal or other roles that enable his progress” (426). In 
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other words, this woman’s role in the novel is simply as a part of the plot to highlight Kim’s 

progress. Similarly, another woman who appears to possess some manner of independence is the 

woman of Shamlegh.  

The woman of Shamlegh is the ruler of a village in the Himalayas who possesses great 

authority over her people. But like the Kulu woman, she only appears briefly to offer much 

needed help to the young Kim and his lama after their run-in with the Russian agents by offering 

them a place to stay, stowing away the papers Kim stole, and finding the whereabouts of the two 

Europeans for Kim. However, also like the Kulu woman, despite her authority and position, she 

is also referred to as “a woman of ill-omen” (221). This language demonstrates a common 

occurrence of oriental phrasing that exoticizes racial Others, for the term “ill-omen” carries 

enigmatic, witch-like connotations that only push the depictions of colonized peoples further 

from reality. Rudyard Kipling’s Kim fails in its attempts to portray independent and vibrant 

women; rather, it chooses to degrade the few women the novel features either for their 

occupations or spirit and to reduce them to plot devices. In the process, Kipling solidifies the 

espionage and adventure of the “Great Game” as a male-dominated sphere. Thus, Edward Said 

observes in his essay, “Kim as Imperialist Novel,” “Kim is a master work of imperialism: I mean 

this as an interpretation of a rich and absolutely fascinating, but nevertheless profoundly 

embarrassing novel” in its portrayal of women as well as men (349).  

 While the treatment of women in Kim is at best superficial, E. M. Forster’s A Passage to 

India (1924) purports to be a more “authentic” analysis of this culture by a writer who, like 

Kipling, had spent considerable time in India, and so “knew” Indians. Forster’s A Passage to 

India evokes India at the height of the British Colonial era and follows the series of events that 

befall Dr. Aziz after the arrival of the British visitors Adela Quested and Mrs. Moore in 
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Chandrapore. This novel seeks to expose both the British and Indian communities and showcase 

the racial tensions that underscore everyday life in colonial India. However, Forster’s novel falls 

short of the mark in many of the same ways in which Joyce Cary’s Mister Johnson does. In fact, 

theorist JanMohamed classifies the two novels, as well as Kipling’s Kim, within the same 

category: “A Passage to India, manifests itself subconsciously in ‘imaginary’ texts, such as those 

of Joyce Cary, through the narrator’s clear relish in describing the mutilation of natives” (20). 

Essentially, these three novels attempt to find solutions to the opposition between the colonizer 

and the colonized, with limited to no success. Notably, the superficial nature with which Forster 

portrays the women, both European and Indian, within the narrative exists only as a hollow 

attempt at bridging the distinct cultural gap present between the European colonizers and the 

colonized Indians. For example, Forster shows the characters within the novel attempt to openly 

bridge this gap by the request of Miss Quested with their unsuccessful Bridge party. This attempt 

fails because Miss Quested cannot recognize the party lines that have been drawn that separate 

the Indians and the British in attendance: “The Bridge party was not a success—at least it was 

not what Mrs. Moore and Miss Quested were accustomed to consider a successful party. They 

arrived early… but most of the Indian guests had arrived even earlier and stood massed at the 

farther side of the tennis lawns, doing nothing” (Forster 38). This inability to see the reality of 

the situation stems, once again, from the preconceived notions of India instilled within Miss 

Quested before she ever arrived. But it takes more than a failed party for her to recognize this.  

Therefore, Miss Quested is characterized in much the same manner as Celia Rudbeck in 

Joyce Cary’s Mister Johnson, for she struggles to see beyond the image of what she believed the 

country to be until she is ultimately faced with reality, which Mr. Fielding puts to her in simple 

words: “‘The first time I saw you [Miss Quested], you were wanting to see India, not Indians, 
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and it occurred to me: Ah, that won’t take us far’” (289). Adela Quested falls into the same trap 

as many of the other women due to her ignorance of British influences at work over her 

perception of India: “India was certainly dim this morning, though seen under the auspices of the 

Indians. Her wish had been granted, but too late. She could not get excited over Aziz and his 

arrangements. She was not the least unhappy or depressed, and the various objects that 

surrounded her […] led her to comment appropriately, but they wouldn’t bite her mind” (147). 

Though both Celia Rudbeck and Adela Quested find themselves on different continents, they 

share the same experiences of falling into disinterest when their foreign surroundings do not 

match or equal the exoticisms or fetishizations they had been led to believe were a reality. As 

Said explains it, “the main thing for the European visitor was a European representation of the 

Orient and its contemporary fate” (87). The disparities between reality and European discourse is 

a major element to the characterization and development of the identity of the Orient as well as, 

if not more so, its European counterpart, and this is displayed in Post-colonial works through 

characters such as Celia and Miss Quested.  

 In Forster’s work, the incident in the cave gives the novel much of its momentum as well 

as provides a look at colonial understanding of acceptable and possible interactions between 

Europeans and natives. While at the Marabar caves, Celia finds herself alone with the Indian 

protagonist and subsequently accuses him of raping her afterwards: “‘Miss Quested has been 

insulted in one of the Marabar caves’ […] ‘Who lodges this infamous charge?’ he asked, pulling 

himself together. ‘Miss Derek and—the victim herself” (180). The purpose of this incident is to 

suggest colonial efforts to create an alternate reality, because the notion of an English woman 

and an Indian man alone together is incomprehensible without a forbidden, possibly sexual 
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encounter occurring and being characterized as rape. Miss Quested is not entirely sure of the 

occurrence herself, yet her word completely outweighs the pleadings and confusion of Dr. Aziz.  

The lack of depth afforded to the women of Kipling’s Kim and Forster’s Passage to 

India, however, is not present in the more modern work of Anita Desai’s Clear Light of Day 

(1980). Anita Desai’s Clear Light of Day is set in India’s Old Delhi and looks at the relationships 

between members of the Das family. Unlike Kipling and Forster’s works, this novel portrays 

modern Indian women more fully by showing the lingering effects of colonization upon the 

minds of the novel’s two chief women, Bimla and Tara. Bimla and Tara are two sisters with 

distinctly different personalities and motivations. Bimla is well-educated as a history teacher and 

fiercely motivated to bettering herself through acquired knowledge and teaching, but she is 

psychologically trapped within the walls of their run-down family home in Old-Delhi: “And then 

the British built New Delhi and moved everything out. Here we are left rocking on the 

backwaters, getting duller and greyer, I suppose. Anyone who isn’t dull and grey goes away – to 

New Delhi, to England, to Canada, the Middle East” (Desai 5).  In contrast, Tara is timid, weak-

willed, and manages to find solace in her life with constant appointments and the activity of a 

modern woman, but she reverts to her childish mannerisms the moment she returns to their 

family home from the West: “Whenever she saw a tangle, an emotional tangle of this kind, rise 

up before her, she wanted only to turn and flee into that neat, sanitary, disinfected land in which 

she lived with Bakul, with its set of rules and regulations, its neatness and orderliness” (28). Both 

women were raised in the same environment, but with slightly different expectations placed upon 

them in conjunction with their personalities. Where Bimla was motivated to participate in 

academics, sports, and activities as a child, Tara sought the comfort of playing the docile and 
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meek child. Through these different personalities, Desai constructs variety within her characters, 

which can be further seen in the other women within her work. 

 Desai represents a greater variety of women in her novel besides Bimla and Tara, though 

as an essential component to understanding the residual influence of European colonization in 

the minds of Native Indians growing up during a time of change and uncertainty. For instance, 

the sisters’ Auntie represents an older generation that encountered the direct effects of 

colonialism, rather than the lingering effects. This can be seen in the mannerisms and behavior of 

Aunt Mira, who is much more subdued when compared to the girls’ generation. To the two girls, 

Aunt Mira was “quick, nervy and jumpy—yet to the children she was as constant as a staff, a tree 

that can be counted on not to pull up its roots and shift in the night” (110). Her steadfastness 

contrasts with Bimla and Tara’s flippant parents, who spent significant numbers of nights 

socializing and partying, and is interesting because her position in the household is charitable. 

Much like Jane’s situation in Thornfield Hall, Aunt Mira had very little choice in her lifestyle 

and is in no position to dictate the goings on around her, yet she still solidifies her place in the 

household. Many women relied upon family or positions as governesses and nannies if they 

found themselves with no home of their own, so autonomy was nearly out of the question due to 

their reliance on being kept on (Gleadle 53). Aunt Mira is characterized as a strong, silent type of 

woman without the physical characteristics that would make her a conventional beauty: “She 

was not soft or scented or sensual. She was bony and angular, wrinkled and desiccated—like a 

stick, or an ancient tree to which [the children] adhered” (111). As a result, Desai’s constant 

likeness of Aunt Mira to a solid, deeply-rooted tree evokes the idea of a nurturing mother 

character that gives more and more of herself for the well-being of others, asking little in return. 

However, she is also an alcoholic, showing the destructive effects on her of this limited life.  
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Another variation of women in Desai’s novel are the Misra sisters, who live in the 

compound across the street from Bimla and Tara’s home. These two women represent another 

unique smattering of characteristics, for they are subservient to the whims of their male relations 

yet entrepreneurial and the only reason the men in their household relax as they do: “they could 

hear instead the sounds of the music and dance lessons that the Misra sisters gave in the evenings 

after their little nursery school closed for the day, for it seemed they never ceased to toil and the 

pursuit of a living was unending” (30).  They work tirelessly in order to maintain the lifestyles of 

their brothers and father whom are portrayed as lazy and selfish: “Out on the dusty lawn cane 

chairs were set in a circle and here the Misra brothers sat taking their rest—which they also 

never ceased to do—dressed in summer clothes of fine muslin, drinking iced drinks and 

discussing the day” (30). These “two grey-haired, spectacled, middle-aged women” offer another 

perspective of women gaining autonomy in some facets of their lives while remaining under the 

jurisdiction of their male family, due to their status as widows (30). However, their situation 

differs from that of Aunt Mira, for they are more open with their opinions where Mira is quiet 

and humble. Similarly, the relationship between these sisters is much closer than that of Bimla 

and Tara; therefore, the fact that both women were widowed and remained in their childhood 

home, rather than one or both leaving to discover more modern lifestyles, impacts their 

development as women as it did with Bimla and Tara. Overall, Desai does an excellent job of 

providing a variety of different women to showcase the many errors and flaws of placing women 

within a preconceived stereotype. With Bimla and Tara, Desai creates the models of two modern 

women and their struggles living in and with a Post-colonial culture.  

The development and characterization of these two women display the multifaceted 

emotional and psychological effects colonization places upon those it seeks to control or exert 
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influence upon. Even though the British have left, the remnants of their control linger in the 

minds of native Indians, which Desai portrays in startling depth and force. This work provides an 

in-depth depiction of two starkly different women and the influences present throughout their 

lives, both positive and negative. Like Achebe and Rhys, Desai successfully breaks through the 

barrier of European influences to show the realities of British-influenced Indian culture.
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CONCLUSIONS 

 One of the main apprehensions when it comes to categorizing the levels of depth and 

accuracy afforded to women in Post-colonial literature regards “the assumption of women as an 

already constituted, coherent group with identical interests and desires, regardless of class, ethnic 

or racial location or contradictions, [which] implies a notion of gender or sexual difference or 

even patriarchy… which can [in turn] be applied universally and cross-culturally” (Chandra 

Talpade Mohanty 261). However, the generalization of women as a single homogenous group is 

a major element of their misrepresentation and underrepresentation in a large portion of older 

literature; therefore, it is necessary to understand this homogenizing phenomenon when 

analyzing a variety of Post-colonial works. For the most part, Post-colonial authors historically 

characterize women only superficially, without any manner of depth beyond preconceived 

stereotypes and cautionary character traits. European women are characterized by their chastity, 

morality, and submission, while native women function as the opposite, with sexuality, 

immorality, and dominance. These characteristics mirror one another as a means of making the 

European woman that much more appealing because of her service to her male counterparts, 

whereas the “savage” women threaten the established gender roles in colonial society. Women 

are interchangeable because of these traits and their homogenized roles in society. Examples of 

this superficiality can be seen in Joseph Conrad’s Heart of Darkness and Rudyard Kipling’s Kim. 

Although later attempts seek to do more justice to the characterization of both European and 

native women, these attempts also fall short of the mark, as seen in Joyce Cary’s Mister Johnson. 

The most successful, authentic characterizations of native women appear in Post-colonial works, 

like those of Chinua Achebe’s Things Fall Apart, Jean Rhys’ Wide Sargasso Sea and Anita 

Desai’s Clear Light of Day, which portray these women fully and more accurately through 
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developed characterizations and balanced portrayals of the effects and influences that European 

colonization has had upon those that colonized and those that were colonized. By beginning with 

a brief introduction into the genre of Post-colonial literature and progressing through the reading 

and analyzing of a variety of Post-colonial works, these levels of characterization emerge and 

highlight the limits of such works by providing insight into the restricted points of view and 

misunderstandings maintained by early Post-colonial society. 
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