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“Representation and the Colonial Text: A Critical Exploration of Some Forms of Mimeticism” 

Homi Bhabha 
In this essay Bhabha seeks to explore and interrogate some of the traditional critical practices which he ultimately argues operate as limiting forms of mimetic representationalism towards the colonial text and subject of colonial difference. He begins by pointing out that “there is an undeniable collaboration between historicism and realism” (94) one that depicts literary history as being traditionally founded on a mimetic view of literature. Bhabha notes that “Produced in this way, both Literature and History, as well as the history of literature, enable a perspective of essential order, coherence, culmination and Culture” (94). 

Bhabha contends that the basic underlying assumption by critics such as F.R Leavis is the “possibility of a history of literature driven forward by the progressive discovery of the essentially unmediated nature of reality in its works” (94). This link between historicism and realism occurs so often Bhabha argues, “between the plausibility of linear order and coherence in history and the immediate evidence of the real in literature” (95) that we can rightly consider Edward Said’s conclusion that the “central purpose of the western novel is to enable the writer to represent characters and societies more or less freely in development” (95). 


However, Bhabha goes on to argue, this kind of mimetic representation that is the hallmark of English literary history and criticism cannot adequately represent the colonial subject: 


Much of the criticism that deals with Third World literature in 



English sees the problem of representing the colonial subject at 


this mimetic level. The unmediated reality that an authentic 



literary tradition must ideally reveal – the mark of its originality –



it can be argued, can hardly be written in a language and literature 



of colonial imposition. The historical and ideological determinants 



of Western narrative – bourgeois individualism, organicism, liberal



humanism, autonomy, progression – cannot adequately reflect … 


the Caribbean environment, as Wilson Harris describes it, steeped ‘in 


such broken conceptions as well as the misconceptions of the residue 



and meaning of conquest.’ The discourses and institutions of English



Literature can only provide a dim and refracted light, that casts a shadow 



on an alien culture. (95)

The Caribbean ultimately, Bhabha is arguing, with its history of colonialism and its specific social and historical context cannot be represented by the English literary tradition which is determined by concepts foreign and inapplicable to the colonial situation. 

Bhabha contends that although the “refractions of a Western tradition are accepted as ironical (if not tragic)” (96) in relation to the colonial text, “the demand for a literary tradition, a history, is put in exactly the same historicist and realist terms – the familiar quest for an origin that will authorize a beginning” (96). Citing two newspapers, the ‘Trinidad’ and ‘The Beacon’ as examples, Bhabha notes that in publishing West Indian short stories they



Insisted on the use of local settings, speech, character, situations 


and conflicts, and warned against the use of foreign literature 



which would create inauthenticity. And so the early barrackyard 



stories of C. L .R. James and Maynard inaugurated the history of 



West Indian literature with an emphasis on the unmediated value of


text and reality. (96) 
Critically, Bhabha argues, there is another way of “raising the issue of the representation of the colonial subject which questions the collusion between historicism and realism” (96). He argues that this alternative view “proposes that the category of literature, as of its history, is necessary and thoroughly mediated: that its reality is not given but produced; its meanings transformative, historical and relational rather than revelatory; its continuity and coherence underscored by division and difference. This other view demands quite another notion of the historical inscription of literature and entails a critique of representation as simply given” (96). History is not some unproblematic coherent progression towards truth and there is no given, inherent reality ‘out there’ containing fixed meanings, waiting to be discovered. 

Bhabha contends that even the terms historicism and realism which we tend to take for granted as ‘natural’ modes of meaning are actually representational constructions of meaning that do not have any “primordial ‘givenness’” (97). He states:



What we are made aware of immediately, is that the values of 



historicism and realism, the ‘unmediated’ and sequential 



progression to truth, the originality of vision – what Leavis 



would call the wholeness of their resolution – are historical 



and ideological productions without any of the inevitability 



that they claim. They are necessary fictions that tragically 



believed too much in their necessity and too little in their 



own fictionality. (97) 

 Historicism and realism are theories that have a socio-historical specificity. Referring to Anthony Giddens, Bhabha notes that these concepts are historical in the sense that he (Giddens) “locates such practices of writing - such concepts of consciousness and truth – in the post-feudal West, associating them with the development of the ideas of tradition and hermeneutics, historiography…”(97) and they are ideological in the sense “in which the discourses of historicism and realism manifestly deny their own material and historical construction” (97). 

In critiquing historicism and realism, Bhabha argues that it results in “practices that can be seen as unmediated and universal because the unity of tradition lies in an absolute presence – a moment of transcendent originality” (97). Quoting a criticism from F.R. Leavis on the novelist D. H. Lawrence, he notes how Leavis implicitly implies that “the English writer has a prior claim to the direct presentment of Reality” (97). According to Bhabha, this universalist and realist preoccupation ignores myriad differences which fail to represent the complexity and multi-facetedness of colonial literature:


Differences of genre, mode, structuration; differences in historical 



ideological determinants; the diversity of cultural and social 



practices; the changing institutions and discourses of Literature – 



everything that makes the text of history and literature systemic 



and ideologically mediated is rendered transparent before the 



direct concrete presentment. (98)
In order to “represent the colonial subject” (98) Bhabha argues, one has to “conceive of the subject of difference, of an-other history and an-other culture” (98). For Bhabha it will take a radical refiguring of the traditional schemas of representation, one that “does not permit meaning to be recuperable through a direct reference to the ‘origins’ of mimetic reflection or authorial intention” (98). This modified literary representation, according to Bhabha, “demands a theoretical self-consciousness of those critical practices which in claiming to restore the ‘natural’ and ‘reasonable’ meanings of the texts, are in fact engaged in strategies of naturalization and cultural assimilation which make our readings unwillingly collusive and profoundly uncritical” (98-99). 

Bhabha contends that unsurprisingly literary criticism plays a major role “in the cultural reproduction of texts and the constitution of the order of Literature” (99). This is due to it being the “discourse by which texts are systematized, synthesized and signified, within a range of cultural institutions” (99). He proposes to explore the “history of colonial difference” (99) by looking at how it is represented in certain influential critical practices. Ultimately Bhabha hopes to demystify such categories or “unifying titles” (99) such as ‘Commonwealth Literature’ or the ‘The Caribbean Tradition’ which although “they may have a ring of truth” (99) do not capture the complex meanings on the terrain of colonial difference. 

In looking at the debate between Leavisian Universalism and Nationalist criticism which Bhabha describes in the footnotes to his essay as “that written from a Third World perspective, anti – colonialist and anti – racist, demanding that discriminatory stereotypes should be identified and replaced with authentic images of Black consciousness,” (footnote 15) he notes that much of the “major controversy around the question of colonial literature is fought essentially on the same aesthetic ground” (99). Both these theories according to Bhabha, “share a problematic form within which their questions are posed” (99) because they hold the view which consists of a largely mimetic way of seeing the “relation between the text and a given pre-constituted reality” (99), in that the text reflects or expresses some stable recoverable meaning. This view


entails the classic subject/object structure of knowledge,



central to the empiricist epistemology which further installs the 



structure of the essential and the inessential. Part of these familiar



couples is that characteristic method of inquiry of traditional criticism,



the question of appearance and reality… (99) 

Quoting Derrida’s statement about the “violent hierarchy” (100) which the text becomes involved in, subordinated to reality, Bhabha argues that the text  is not seen as “productive of meaning but essentially reflective or expressive” (100) with the prevailing methodology being that of “image analysis” (99). He notes that “the image must be measured against the ‘essential’ or ‘original’ in order to establish its degree of representativeness, the correctness of the image” (100). Therefore, critically for Bhabha’s argument, in this limiting scheme of representation the text loses its transformative power, as it is continually caught up in a mimetic relationship with a ‘real’ object/referent. 

In critiquing the concepts of Leavisian Universalism, Bhabha highlights the West Indian literary critic and theorist Dr. Kenneth Ramchand, who has allegiances to this practice of literary criticism. Bhabha argues that Universalism has its own ideological objectives, preparing “the way for the appropriation of the text as the object of moral discourse that claims universality for its imperatives” (101) Ramchand’s call to focus on “the organization of words on the page” (101) Bhabha points out is fallacious, because it ultimately “disregards the necessary discontinuity between text and criticism created by the presence of the other, the always elsewhere which ratifies critical judgement” (101). Accordingly, Bhabha argues, important factors are lost in this critical practice: 



the material specificity of how language works, which is the way 


the ‘words on the page’ as systems of signification produce the 



text (a setting up of subject – positions from which literature is read



and sense is made) – evaporates in the religiosity of immanent, 


universal meanings that Leavis proposes and Ramchand echoes. (102) 
Bhabha asserts that in the “affirmation of a Transcendental Human Nature” (102) many important distinctions and differences such as “class, gender, race and contradictions as evinced in the struggle for hegemony which constitute the text of politics and history are always superseded in the quest for universal meanings” (102). Significantly, Bhabha also argues that Universalism “interpellates for its reading, a subject positioned at the point where conflict and difference resolves and all ideology ends. It is not that the transcendental subject cannot see historical conflict or colonial difference as mimetic structures or themes in the text. What it cannot conceive, is how it is itself structured ideologically and discursively in relation to those processes of signification which do not then allow for the possibility of whole or universal meanings” (104). 
In Nationalist criticism, Bhahba contends, “image- analysis leads to the issue of stereotypes, which usually demands a mimetic reading, frequently sociological” (104). This type of representation, 

The evaluation of the image – the status of the question of difference and 


discrimination – is engagingly paradoxical within this tradition. The 


Nationalist critic caught in the problematic of image-analysis, speaks 


against one stereotype but essentially and inevitably, for another. The 


static nature of stereo-type analysis … demands that the derogatory 

stereotype must be replaced by positive (Nationalist) images, which


oppose the undifferentiating liberal humanist discourse of Universalism. (105) 
This reading which Bhabha posits as “character based” (105) operates in “privileging one element or code of the text. It compacts the essentialist nature of narrative discourse by repressing any knowledge of it as a complex, articulated systems of signification” (105). 

Bhabha argues that Nationalist criticism cannot adequately represent the colonial text because it is structured on the belief that “one image should circulate rather than another… on the basis that the stereotype is distorted in relation to a given norm or model” (105).This leads to Bhabha notes, a “mode of prescriptive criticism which Macherey has conveniently termed the normative fallacy, because it privileges an ideal ‘dream-image’ in relation to which the text is judged. The only knowledge such a procedure can give is one of negative difference because the only demand it can make is that the text should be other than itself” (105). 

Ultimately, Bhabha argues, both these forms of critical practices prove inept at fully representing colonial difference. As we saw in Leavisian Universalism the text is once again a “secondary elaboration” (106) under Nationalist criticism, serving as a reflection of some “primary cognition” (106) Caught in this reflective/expressive binary, Bhabha contends that



Literature as a discourse or practice engaged in a form of 



transformative ‘work’ is effaced…The construction of the 



colonial as a sign of difference within the production of 



literary discourses is a perspective denied within this 



critical tradition. (106) 
Bhabha then turns to the critical practice of Althusserian ideology which he sees as “formulated to deconstruct the empiricist problematic we have just encountered”. (106) He contends that this form of criticism “refuses the epistemological dependence on a pre-given Transcendental subject, which functions as both origin and ends, guaranteeing discursive coherence” (106). 
Unlike Leavisian Universalism which does not see a discontinuity in the relation between text and reality, Althusserian ideology proposes “a break between the knowing subject and the object known which is the space where Althusserian Marxism makes its intervention” (106). He argues that “it is through the transformation of what was posed in Hegelian Marxism as the problem of false consciousness into a problematic ideology, that the Althusserian revision has opened a rich seam for the analysis of cultural formations and their practices” (106). 


This “problematic of ideology” moves away from the simplistic, reductionist theories of traditional Marxism in that it “asserts the necessity for a system of representation as the medium necessary for interpellation of the subject in its relations to its ‘real’ conditions of existence” (106). This notion of ideology stresses the concept of “relative autonomy of function”. Critically “ideology is then a practice that is transformative in constructing its own ‘real’ and its realm of effectivity is, in Lacanian terms, the domain of ‘imaginary’ identifications”. (107) 

Ideological analysis according to Bhabha, “proposes textual signification as the articulation of the historical in the form of literary representation. This is highlighted by Bhabha as a significant method of analysis in contrast to image-analysis “where the knowledge of production of the text is limited to the question of its reflection and evaluation…the politics of signification are not seen as a prescriptive construction or an authorial intention working on the outside of the text” (108). 
Although highlighting that there are some problems with ideological analysis, Bhabha still posits it as a more effective critical practice for representing colonial difference in the literary text. 
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