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Abstract

This article provides a general overview of the state of Postcolonial Studies in Spain at
the present moment. After attempting a definition of the discipline,  which is a mine-
field of ambiguities and contradictions, a brief outline of the history of this new area of
studies is provided.  Emphasis is given to the pioneers of Postcolonial Studies as, thanks
to their efforts, a whole new range of literary studies was made available to Spanish stu-
dents. During the late eighties and nineties, the former Commonwealth literature, now
generally known by its more fashionable name of Postcolonial Studies, really gained
momentum in the Spanish academy. Not only previously unknown writers but also
postcolonial theory become compulsory reading for anyone working in this area. The
article concludes by celebrating the growing enthusiasm for the discipline as the select-
ed bibliography amply demonstrates. 
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In little over twenty years, counting from the publication of Edward Said’s
landmark work, Orientalism (1978), which in many ways ‘set the ball rolling’,
as far as the study of colonial and postcolonial discourse is concerned, Post-
colonial Studies has become consolidated as a distinct subdiscipline of literary
studies, and in the Spanish context, of Filología Inglesa. This article will provide
a general overview of the state of Postcolonial Studies in Spain at the present
moment. Owing to the diversity of the area (practically all the former British
colonies — with the notable exception of the United States — and its multi-
ple names: Commonwealth Literature, New Literatures in English, Postcolonial
Literature), the article in no way attempts to cover all the Spanish academics and
enthusiasts working in the area. In keeping with the editorial policy of Links &
Letters, the aim is to acquaint the non-specialist with some of the activities and
concerns of an increasing number of scholars fascinated by the literature pro-
duced in and about previously silenced peoples of the so-called Third World.
As, inevitably, somebody somewhere will be left out, I wish to stress that the
emphasis is on areas of research rather than on individual scholars.

The tricky area of definition

Before embarking on the main purpose of this article, the survey of Post-
colonial Studies in Spain, a few words should be said about what is, should,
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or can be understood to be ‘Postcolonial’ Studies. At first glance, it seems
obvious that postcolonial literature is merely a more politically correct, up-
to-date name for the old Commonwealth Literature, with its connotations of
marginality, exoticism and irrelevance for real, ‘quality’ literature. It is true
that the term ‘Commonwealth Literature’, because of the foregrounding of
the literary influence of Britain inherent in the title, has been dismissed as
being somewhat obsolete in the contemporary, more egalitarian world1 to be
replaced by a variety of slightly less unacceptable terms such as ‘World Liter-
atures in English’ or ‘New Literatures in English’, themselves generally super-
seded by the politically charged ‘postcolonial.’

‘Postcolonial’, with or without a hyphen, appears to be the term that has
survived the battle of names despite its internal ambiguities. But does the ‘post’
mean after colonialism, that is, only concerning the period subsequent to inde-
pendence? In this case the literature of Zimbabwe, to give just one example, can
only be studied as postcolonial literature after 1980 when the former South-
ern Rhodesia achieved independence. Or can we take ‘post’ to contain an ele-
ment of resistance to colonial paradigms and an attempt to challenge precon-
ceived ideologies? In the former case the scope of the area is artificially restricted,
the actual date of decolonization varying enormously from one country to
another. Thirty-three years separate India’s independence from that of Zim-
babwe but what we could call resisting literature was being produced well
before the political independence of either country.2 As far as the second def-
inition of postcolonial is concerned, the field opens up to cover a much wider
area in temporal terms but perhaps inadvertently suggests a rather self-defeat-
ing purpose. Writing back to the colonial metropolis perpetuates the centrali-
ty of, in this case, Britain as the starting point from which postcolonial litera-
tures have emerged and the yardstick by which they should be evaluated.

On another level, the geographical boundaries of postcolonial literature
have yet to be established. As mentioned above, the United States, by com-
mon consent, tends to be outside the area as, it is argued, they achieved
independence centuries before the other countries and, therefore, have had
time to build up a literature of their own. The argument is flimsy, as India
may have been a British colony until relatively recently (1947) but the liter-
ature of the subcontinent dates back three thousand years, unless by litera-
ture it is taken for granted that only the literature composed in English is of
interest to Postcolonial Studies.3 The United States apart, therefore, what we
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1. The Association of Commonwealth Language and Literature Studies (ACLALS) pre-
serves the ‘old’ title for economic rather than political reasons as the Commonwealth Insti-
tute is the source of most of its funding.

2. Southern Rhodesia was the childhood home of Doris Lessing who criticized the ideolo-
gy of colonialism in many of her novels. In India the ‘Big Three’, Mulk Raj Anand, Raja
Rao and R.K. Narayan, were publishing their early novels in the 1930s.

3. While few people working in postcolonial studies nowadays would subscribe to Thomas
Macaulay’s unfortunate comment in 1835 that «a single shelf of a good European library
was worth the whole native literature of India and Arabia», it is true that Indian or



could call the postcolonial world covers all those countries which were once
colonized by a European power, mainly British, French, Spanish or Por-
tuguese, in other words between a quarter and a third of the globe, a large
area of study by any criterion. Within the discipline there are scholars who
argue for the exclusion of the so-called white settler countries, Canada, Aus-
tralia and New Zealand, from the category of postcolonial as they argue that
race (that is non-whiteness) was the defining category of all social and polit-
ical interaction in the colonies.4

A short history of the discipline in Spain

Without a doubt the pioneer of Commonwealth Literature studies in Spain
was Professor Doireann Macdermott, who, in the late seventies, drew com-
parisons between the arrival of the Pilgrim Fathers in America with the ear-
ly white settlers in Australia. Professor Macdermott’s work opened up a
whole new range of literary studies, which at this early stage, tended to focus
on the settler colonies of Australia and Canada. In 1978 she set up a course
on the literature of early explorations in the University of Barcelona, the
first of its kind in a Spanish university. She visited Australia in 1980, which
would be the first of many trips to Commonwealth countries during which
she made valuable contacts with writers and academics. Currently retired from
the University of Barcelona, Prof. Doireann Macdermott was responsible
for the organization of several significant conferences, among which we must
highlight the EACLALS (European Association for Commonwealth Lan-
guage and Literature Studies) conference held in Sitges in 1984.

The work of Prof. Macdermott to encourage the study of postcolonial lit-
erature in the Spanish context should not be underestimated, particularly
when we think about the situation of Commonwealth Literature in the Unit-
ed Kingdom in the fifties and sixties. In those days writers from the former
colonies, especially Africa, the West Indies and India, were not always taken
seriously as artists. They were often seen as spokespeople for their countries
and their work was often regarded in a somewhat patronising fashion. Before
the establishment of Heinemann’s African Writers Series, they had difficul-
ty in getting their work published as there appeared to be no obvious mar-
ket for it. This may seem hard to believe nowadays when one thinks about
the apparent ease with which the names of non-white writers are connected
with some of the most prestigious publishing houses in the UK and the
USA. Gradually writers like V.S.Naipaul, Chinua Achebe, Ngugi wa Thiong’o
(then known as James Ngugi) and R.K. Narayan crept onto university syl-
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African literature written in languages other than English receives scant, if any, critical
attention on the part of Western academics.

4. For further discussion of the problematics of the terminology, readers are referred to
Theo D’haen’s «What is Post/Colonial Literature, and why are they saying such terrible
things about it?» in issue Nº 4 of Links & Letters.



labi and came to be taught as ‘Commonwealth Literature’. Slowly but sure-
ly interest grew for this kind of writing, proof of which was the formation
in 1964 of the Association of Commonwealth Literature and Language Stud-
ies (ACLALS) and the subsequent establishment of regional branches includ-
ing all of the English-speaking world.

As interest in this ‘new’ literature grew in those countries where English
is the native language or where it is the medium of education, (‘new’ from
the point of view of geography, content, use of the English language, social,
political and artistic intent), teachers and scholars in other countries where
English Studies were quickly catching on also discovered the richness and
diversity of the poems, novels and plays written by non-British and non-
American authors. In the seventies and even early eighties, the Common-
wealth authors introduced in Spanish university classes tended to be the
already established writers who inevitably came to represent their part of the
world to the students – V.S. Naipaul (Trinidad), Patrick White (Australia),
Margaret Laurence (Canada), R.K. Narayan (India) and Chinua Achebe
(Nigeria) – there being no time or space to introduce more than one writer
from each particular area. However, the groundwork had been done and the
field of English Studies was widening to accommodate other styles of writ-
ing and other worldviews despite the fact that at this stage very few English
departments in Spain could offer even the token Commonwealth Literature
subject. Bearing this in mind the Festschrift from Lleida for Professor Doireann
Macdermott, which was published by the Estudio General de Lleida in 1990
must be seen as a well-deserved tribute to the pioneering efforts of a person
who believed in the future of a marginal area of study. Many of her former
students, now leading scholars in their own right, contributed to this volume.

The boom of Postcolonial Studies

It was during the late eighties and nineties when Commonwealth Literature
studies, now generally known by its more up-to-date name of Postcolonial
Studies, really gained momentum in the Spanish academy. In part this was
due to its becoming a fashionable discipline within the Anglo-Saxon world.
In particular the avalanche of jargon, otherwise known as Postcolonial The-
ory, which has been generated around the basic idea that western discourse
has repressed and silenced three-quarters of the world’s population has become
compulsory reading for anyone working in the area. Although in many cas-
es Postcolonial Theory is a useful tool for analyzing non-Western texts, the
opacity of the writings of some of the acknowledged leaders in the field, for
example Homi Bhabha and Gayatri Spivak, makes interpretation of the the-
ory a far more daunting exercise than coming to terms with the social, polit-
ical and cultural background of the literary text itself.

If the truth must be told, from the point of view of theory, Spanish aca-
demics tend to draw on already established, dare I say fashionable, theories
and theorists, rather than venture to try out a theory of their own, which
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means that Spanish scholars are rarely cited in the work of other academics.
In all fairness, this is the result of a somewhat pathological obsession with
Postcolonial Theory which in part reflects the sad truth that any paper sub-
mitted for publication which does not cite at least one member of the ‘Holy
Trinity’ of Postcolonial Theory (Said, Spivak and Bhabha) is automatically
rejected. Thus a self-perpetuating discourse discourages scholars who are not
working in English-speaking countries from proposing new ways of reading
and discussing postcolonial literature.

One of the benefits of the reform of the Spanish university curricula that
took place at various stages during the nineties was the inclusion of post-
colonial literature as an optional subject in many centres. By this time the
University of Barcelona was no longer the sole promoter of Postcolonial
Studies in Spain as scholars from the Universities of Oviedo, Tarragona,
Lleida and Santiago de Compostela among others, were offering courses on
South African, Canadian and Caribbean writers. The last ten to fifteen years
has witnessed the elaboration of doctoral theses on postcolonial writers and
themes, which in turn has allowed aspirants to tenured posts, albeit a small
number, to opt for a specialised profile in this area of Filología Inglesa, as
opposed to the more traditional profiles of ‘English’ literature. As shown in
the bibliography at the end of this article, in recent years there has been a
spate of research on numerous writers and works with a colonial background.
Spanish academics have tended to concentrate their research on individual
writers and/or texts rather than on strictly theoretical issues. It must be said,
however, that writers from all over the British Commonwealth are represented
showing the diversity of interests of people working in the field.

As far as conferences are concerned, recent years show the growing enthu-
siasm for the discipline as more and more conferences are being organized by
Spanish universities in the area of Postcolonial Studies. To mention just a few
recent events:

• the University of Oviedo hosted the EACLALS Conference in 1996.
EACLALS, the European branch of the Association for Commonwealth
Language and Literature Studies, holds its triennal conference in one of
the European countries where it has a substantial membership. EACLALS
boasts a very high Spanish membership with colleagues regularly pre-
senting papers at the triennial conferences of both EACLALS (the region-
al association) and ACLALS (the world association).

• the Universidade de Vigo held its 2nd International Conference on Post-
colonial Studies in 2001.

• the Universitat de Barcelona and the Universitat Autònoma de Barcelona
jointly commemorated India’s 50th anniversary of independence in 1997.

• the University of Valladolid organized the First International Conference
on India in 2000 and in October 2001 hosted the second edition.

• among the new research centres that have been founded in recent years,
in particular we should like to highlight the new Australian Studies Cen-
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tre in the Universitat de Barcelona, directed by Susan Ballyn. In February
2000 the UB hosted the First Australian Conference Changing Geographies.

These more specialized conferences have been an attempt to bring togeth-
er scholars and enthusiasts from various disciplines working within Post-
colonial Studies in Spain.

As far as graduate courses are concerned, the Universitat de Barcelona has
been offering a post-graduate course in Postcolonial Cultures since 1995, also
offered on line as from the academic year 2001-2002. Among the academic
journals published in Spain, most of which are obliged to cover a wide range
of topics within English studies, the Revista Canaria de Estudios Ingleses has
devoted two special issues to postcolonial themes, thanks to the efforts of Juan
Ignacio Oliva (see bibliography).

Individual practitioners rather than institutions have encouraged the
growth of scholarly interest in the literature and culture of the former colo-
nized countries. Doireann Macdermott was the first convenor of the panel
on ‘New Literatures in English’ in AEDEAN, the Spanish Association of
Anglo-American Studies, and her passion for these ‘other’ literatures inspired
many to follow in her wake. Dolors Collellmir took over from Macdermott
and successfully ran the panel for four years during which time it was well
attended and supported in the annual conferences. At the moment Isabel Car-
rera is the convenor of the panel.

To conclude, the present situation of Postcolonial Studies in Spain seems
to be a very healthy state of affairs, with an increasing number of scholars will-
ing and determined to specialize in this area. That anything remotely relat-
ed to this field of inquiry (and to be honest, it is difficult not to find some
connection) allows academics of all tendencies and ideologies to clamber
onto the postcolonial bandwagon does not invalidate it as a powerful and
stimulating area of research and a highly rewarding course(s) to teach. The
number of books and articles that are being published by Spanish academics,
and the indefatigable endeavours behind the organization of seminars and
conferences all over the country prove that Postcolonial Studies have caught
on in a big way.

Further Reading

NOTE: The author would like to point out that the following bibliography does not by any
means include all the work being done in the field of Postcolonial Studies in Spain. It has been
designed merely to show the variety and scope of the research of Spanish scholars.

General Studies (including edited volumes)

BRINGAS, Ana; Belén MARTÍN (eds.) (2000). Reading multiculturalism: Contemporary
postcolonial literatures. Vigo: Universidade de Vigo.

— (eds.) (2000). Identidades multiculturals: Revisión dos discursos teóricos. Vigo: Uni-
versidade de Vigo.

32 Links & Letters 8, 2001 Felicity Hand



— (eds.) (2001). Challenging cultural practices in contemporary postcolonial societies.
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VARELA ZAPATA, Jesús (1995). «Nuevas literaturas en inglés.» J. Pérez Guerra; M.T.
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currículos universitarios : 187-201. Vigo: Universidad de Vigo.
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ESCOBEDO, C.; J. L. CARAMÉS (1994). El comentario de textos antropológico-literario:
Análisis de cinco casos representativos de la novela anglo-india contemporánea.
Oviedo: Servicio de Publicaciones de la Universidad de Oviedo.
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la; G. Davis (eds.). Imagination and the creative impulse in the new literatures in
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roman in Shyam Selvadurai’s Funny Boy.» Revista Canaria de Estudios Ingleses:
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