
Mimicry reveals something in so far as it is distinct from what 
might be called an itself  that is behind. The effect of  mimicry 
is camouflage.... It is not a question of  harmonizing with the 
background, but against a mottled background, of  becoming 
mottled - exactly like the technique of  camouflage practised in 
human warfare.

Jacques Lacan, ‘The line and light’, Of  the Gaze.

The discourse of  post-Enlightenment English 
colonialism often speaks in a tongue that is forked, 
not false. If  colonialism takes power in the name 

of  history, it repeatedly exercises its authority through the 
figures Of  farce. For the epic intention of  the civilizing 
mission, ‘human and not wholly human’ in the famous 
words of  Lord Rosebery, ‘writ by the finger of  the Divine’ 
often produces a text rich in the traditions of  trompe-l’oeil, 
irony, mimicry and repetition. In this comic turn from the 
high ideals of  the colonial imagination to its low mimetic 
literary effects Mimicry emerges as one of  the most elusive 
and effective strategies of  colonial power and knowledge.

Within that conflictual economy of  colonial discourse 
which Edward Said describes as the tension between 
the synchronic panoptical vision of  domination - the 
demand for identity, stasis - and the counterpressure of  
the diachrony of  history - change, difference - mimicry 
represents an ironic compromise. If  I may adapt Samuel 
Weber’s formulation of  the marginalizing vision of  
castration, then colonial mimicry is the desire for a reformed, 
recognizable Other, as a subject of  a difference that is almost the same, 
but not quite. Which is to say, that the discourse of  mimicry is 
constructed around an ambivalence; in order to be effective, mimicry 
must continually produce its slippage, its excess, its difference. The authority 
of  that mode of  colonial discourse that I have called mimicry is therefore stricken by an indeterminacy: 
mimicry emerges as the representation of  a difference that is itself  a process of  disavowal. Mimicry is, 
thus the sign of  a double articulation; a complex strategy of  reform, regulation and discipline, which 
‘appropriates’ the Other as it visualizes power. Mimicry is also the sign of  the inappropriate, however, a 
difference or recalcitrance which coheres the dominant strategic function of  colonial power, intensifies 
surveillance, and poses an immanent threat to both ‘normalized’ knowledges and disciplinary powers.

The effect of  mimicry on the authority of  colonial discourse is profound and 
disturbing. For in ‘normalizing’ the colonial state or subject, the dream of  post-
Enlightenment civility alienates its own language of  liberty and produces another 
knowledge of  its norms. The ambivalence which thus informs this strategy is 

discernible, for example, in Locke’s Second Treatise which splits to reveal the 
limitations of  liberty in his double use of  the word ‘slave’: first simply, 

descriptively as the locus of  a legitimate form of  ownership, then 
as the trope for an intolerable, illegitimate exercise of  power. 

What is articulated in that distance between the two uses is 
the absolute, imagined difference between the ‘Colonial’ 
State of  Carolina and the Original State of  Nature.

It is from this area between mimicry and mockery, 
where the reforming, civilizing mission is threatened 
by the displacing gaze of  its disciplinary double, that 
my instances of  colonial imitation come. What they 
all share is a discursive process by which the excess or 
slippage produced by the ambivalence of  mimicry (almost 
the same, but not quite) does not merely ‘rupture’ the 
discourse, but becomes transformed into an uncertainty 
which fixes the colonial subject as a ‘partial’ presence. 
By ‘partial’ I mean both ‘incomplete’ and ‘virtual’. It is 
as if  the very emergence of  the ‘colonial’ is dependent 
for its representation upon some strategic limitation 
or prohibition within the authoritative discourse itself. 
The success of  colonial appropriation depends on a 
proliferation of  inappropriate objects that ensure its 
strategic failure, so that mimicry is at once resemblance 
and menace.

The absurd extravagance of  Macaulay’s ‘Minute’ (1835) 
- deeply influenced by Charles Grant’s ‘Observations’ 
- makes a mockery of  Oriental learning until faced 
with the challenge of  conceiving of  a ‘reformed’ 
colonial subject Then, the great tradition of  European 

humanism seems capable only of  ironizing itself. At the 
intersection of  European learning and colonial power, 

Macaulay can conceive of  nothing other fim ‘a class of  
interpreters between us and the millions whom we govern - a 

class of  persons Indian in blood and colour, but English in tastes, 
in opinions, in morals and in intellect” - in other words a mimic man 

raised ‘through our English School’, as a missionary educationist wrote in 
1819, ‘to form a corps of  translators and be employed in different departments 
of  Labour’.” The line of  descent of  the mimic man can be traced through the 
works of  Kipling, Forster, Orwell, Naipaul, and to his emergence, most recently, 
in Benedict Anderson’s excellent work on nationalism, as the anomalous Bipin 
Chandra Pal. He is the effect of  a flawed colonial mimesis, in which to be 
Anglicized is emphatically not to be English.
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