International Journal Online of Humanities IJOHMN) ISSN: 2395-5155 Volume 1, Issue 5, August 2015
DOIL: https://doi.org/10.24113/ijjohmn.v1i5.65

Shadows of the Empire: Postcolonial Identity and Language in

Contemporary Anglophone Literature

Daniel Jack
Mahatma Gandhi University
Kerala, India

danieljack001@yahoo.com

Abstract

This article examines the complex intersection of language, colonial legacy, and identity
formation within contemporary Anglophone literature. Operating from a postcolonial
framework, the study investigates how authors from formerly colonized nations appropriate
and subvert the English language—historically an instrument of imperial domination—to
articulate fractured, hybrid, and resistant identities. By engaging with the critical paradigms of
linguistic decolonization and cultural hybridity, this paper argues that modern Anglophone
literature does not merely adopt the colonizer’s tongue but fundamentally restructures it.
Through an analysis of abrogative and appropriative linguistic strategies, the research
demonstrates how the linguistic "margins" continuously dismantle and reshape the imperial
"center," effectively transforming English into a pluralistic medium for postcolonial self-
determination.
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Introduction: The Imperial Legacy of the English Language

The global proliferation of the English language is inextricably bound to the historical

trajectory of the British Empire. In the context of postcolonial studies, English is rarely viewed
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as a neutral medium of communication; rather, it is recognized as a profound ideological
apparatus that historically enforced the cultural and epistemological supremacy of the colonizer
over the colonized. However, contemporary Anglophone literature—produced by writers from
Africa, the Caribbean, South Asia, and other formerly colonized regions—demonstrates a
remarkable linguistic reclamation. As marginalized voices enter the global literary canon, they
initiate a process whereby the "empire writes back" to the imperial center, fundamentally
challenging Eurocentric narratives and linguistic norms.

This paper investigates the dual nature of the English language in postcolonial
literature: its historical role as a shadow of empire and its contemporary function as a tool for
articulating hybrid identities. By analyzing the theoretical tensions between the rejection of
colonial languages and their subversion from within, this study highlights how postcolonial
authors navigate the fraught territory of linguistic identity.

2. The Paradox of the Colonizer's Tongue: Alienation vs. Appropriation

The debate surrounding the use of English in postcolonial literature is fundamentally
anchored in the politics of decolonization. A central pillar of this discourse is the assertion that
language and culture are inseparable, meaning that the imposition of a foreign language
intrinsically involves the suppression of indigenous worldviews. Ngitigi wa Thiong'o (1986)
famously posited that colonial education and the enforcement of European languages served to
sever the colonized individual from their immediate environment, creating a profound
psychological alienation. From this perspective, achieving true artistic and cultural sovereignty
requires a deliberate rejection of English in favor of indigenous languages.

Conversely, many contemporary Anglophone authors advocate for a strategy of
appropriation rather than outright rejection. Instead of viewing English as a monolithic entity
owned by the former imperial center, these writers treat it as a malleable resource. Ashcroft,

Griftiths, and Tiffin (2002) articulate this process through the twin mechanisms of "abrogation"
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(the rejection of standard, normative English syntax and aesthetics) and "appropriation" (the
remolding of the language to convey marginalized cultural experiences). Through these
strategies, Anglophone literature forces the English language to bear the weight of non-Western
realities, thereby stripping it of its purely imperial authority.

3. Cultural Hybridity and the Third Space of Enunciation

The rigid binary of "colonizer" and "colonized" is increasingly insufficient for
analyzing contemporary Anglophone literature, which frequently operates in zones of cultural
cross-pollination. To understand how linguistic identity functions in these texts, it is necessary
to examine the concept of hybridity. Homi K. Bhabha (1994) argues that colonial and
postcolonial identities are not static or essentialist; rather, they are continuously negotiated in
a "Third Space" of enunciation.

In literary practice, this Third Space manifests linguistically. Anglophone authors
frequently blend standard English with indigenous lexicons, regional dialects, and untranslated
cultural concepts. This stylistic hybridity disrupts the illusion of a pure, dominant language.
When a postcolonial text employs grammatical structures or idioms native to the author's local
context, it forces the Western reader to navigate a space of linguistic unfamiliarity. In doing so,
the text decentralizes the authority of standard English and establishes a new, localized center
of meaning. The "shadow of the empire" is thus dispersed, replaced by a multiplicity of
Englishes that reflect a fractured but dynamic global reality.

4. Conclusion

Contemporary Anglophone literature demonstrates that the English language is no
longer the exclusive property of its historical center. While the traumatic legacy of linguistic
imperialism remains deeply embedded in the history of colonized nations, modern postcolonial
writers have successfully transformed English into a site of resistance and cultural survival. By

navigating the tensions between alienation and appropriation, and by embracing the hybridity
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inherent in the postcolonial condition, these authors dismantle the structural hierarchies of the
past. Ultimately, the shadows of the empire are not merely cast over these texts; they are
actively reshaped, fractured, and illuminated by the diverse linguistic identities of the

postcolonial world.
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