
         Scholar Critic                                                     ISSN 2348 – 6937 (Print)                                                                                         
            Vol-01, Issue-03, December 2014.                                              ISSN 2348 – 6945 (Online) 

 

 



         Scholar Critic                                                     ISSN 2348 – 6937 (Print)                                                                                         
            Vol-01, Issue-03, December 2014.                                              ISSN 2348 – 6945 (Online) 

 
        Postcolonial Fiction: Place and Displacement in   Yasmine Gooneratne's                                                  

The Pleasures of Conquest 

 
Prof. A. Hari Prasanna 
Department of English, 

S.V. University, Tirupati, A.P. 

ABSTRACT 

Yasmine Gooneratne's second novel The Pleasures of Conquest is a postcolonial 
novel. It deals with the impact of the British colonial encounter on the native 
societies. It is a sheer exposition of the resistance that the native societies project 
against the colonizing influences. The novelist succeeds in presenting the 
experiences of the characters that relate to the colonial Diasporas of nostalgia, 
fantasy, and cultural affiliations with an undercurrent of irony and satire. She 
portrays a social scene from a space of detachment'. The Pleasures of Conquest 
is a more ambitious and a more scathing venture - its satiric barbs aimed at 
different aspects of global academia, the cultural, sexual and environmental 
politics of neo-colonialism and much else. It is a tale of new buccaneers coming 
to reconquer the old colony in insidious ways. This is interwoven with that of an 
old colonial Englishman of a previous century whose passionate relationship 
continued with the local Amnesians making them 'Asian Europeans' adding a 
lyrical dimension to the novel. 

 

Yasmine Gooneratne's second novel The Pleasures of Conquest is a postcolonial novel. 

It deals with the impact of the British colonial encounter on the native societies. It is a sheer 

exposition of the resistance that the native societies project against the colonizing influences. The 

novelist succeeds in presenting the experiences of the characters that relate to the colonial 

Diasporas of nostalgia, fantasy, and cultural affiliations with an undercurrent of irony and satire. 

She portrays a social scene from a space of detachment'.1 

The Pleasures of Conquest is a more ambitious and a more scathing venture - its satiric 

barbs aimed at different aspects of global academia, the cultural, sexual and environmental 

politics of neo-colonialism and much else. It is a tale of new buccaneers coming to reconquer the 

old colony in insidious ways. This is interwoven with that of an old colonial Englishman of a 
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previous century whose passionate relationship continued with the local Amnesians making them 

'Asian Europeans' adding a lyrical dimension to the novel. 

Gooneratne deals with relationships between Europe and Asia as Ceylon undergoes a 

transformation from a British colony to an independent Sri Lanka. The setting of the novel is in 

the democratic republic of Amnesia which was once under the British rule. The plot begins in the 

famous 'New Imperial Hotel' of Amnesia. The description of this five star hotel ".... Older than 

the Raffles ... Grander than the Great Eastern ... more beautifully located even than the Galle 

Face in Colombo" reveals Gooneratne's nostaligic reminiscences of her homeland. 

The Pleasures of Conquest is centered on historical and contemporary relationships 

between East and West. Gooneratne believes in the 'worth of human beings as individuals'. 

Different aspects of immigration are continually mentioned in her works. 

This is clear from her words which run like this "If I were to ask myself whether there 

has been some single idea I (must have) wanted to convey to an audience through these different 

works, I would say that it is a belief in the -worth of human beings as individuals, irrespective of 

all attempts to stereotype or categorize them in terms of class, race, caste, color, intellectual 

ability, gender, or religious belief." 

A pioneer in a field that was to gain academic viability much later, first as 

Commonwealth and then as Postcolonial Literature, Yasmine Gooneratne has since then gone on 

expanding. Her field of inquiry engulfs research on the works of Indian, Australian and West 

Indian writers. Her fictional work dwells on notions of Diaspora, hybridity and trans-cultural 

negotiation with humour and subtlety. 

Satire and irony are the basic elements that have turned out to be important in her critical 

and creative writing. Her two elegant and incisive books foreground her fascination for irony as 

a narrative mode. She continues to be interested in satire, and has won a prize awarded by an 

Australian journal for a satirical verse on an Australian politician well-known for her racist 

remarks. Her use of wit is exemplified when she sensitively projects the issues of cultural and 

linguistic clashes that emerge in the east-west encounter. 
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She loves her mother land and its rich culture and tradition. This love is conveyed 

through her writings in setting a direct reference to Snilanka in 'A Change of Skies' and an 

indirect reference in 'The Pleasures of Conquest'. She gained academic viability in 

Commonwealth and Post Colonial Literature. There is an overlapping of these two areas of 

specialization and they appear to be synonymous to one another. In 'The Pleasures of Conquest, 

she deals with the postcolonial concepts of shifting cultures, migration, wit, sophistication and 

an analytical understanding. 

Yasmine Gooneratne belongs to the large and influential Dias Bandaranaike family 

which dominated the social and political life of Sri Lanka for several generations. She could 

write an account of the elegant and westernized lifestyle in her works because of her inherited 

acquaintance to it. The book is decked with amusement and gentle irony it has the 

meticulousness of a researched social history and the charm and intimacy of personal 

reminiscences. Her gift for comedy made her two novels famous. The delightful anecdotes bring 

vividly to life an array of eccentric characters remembered with humour and affection. 

There is continuity in everything Yasmine Gooneratne has written so far, whatever be the 

genre. Fiction and history get woven together, poetry permeates her prose, and as a literary critic 

her attempts to explore histories of exile and expatriation, the effects of imperial domination, 

and its aftermath encapsulate the concerns of postcolonial experience. Born in Asia, partly 

educated in England, having settled in Australia, she can rightly claim 'The raw material for 

what writers of our time are presenting as fiction is, in fact, our life-experience, and the colonial' 

past they evoke is our family history. 

The Pleasures Conquest interweaves four stories with a central tale of romance and 

mystery that has historical roots. Stella Mallinson is a bestselling American novelist who has 

discovered the magic formula of churning out romances that are snatched off bookshops' 

shelves. She has earned an academic position in an American university for her fame as the 

writer of romance. She receives invitations to lend her name to good causes like saving the 

endangered species of the earth. She goes to Amnesia on one such, project. Her work is to devise 

a writing project for the talented but internationally-unknown native writers of Amnesia. Her 
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work includes the collection of chapters from the group of native writers, editing those chapters 

and packaging them for the West. 

Gooneratne throws lights on the imperialistic attitude of the west to take into their hands 

the appraisal of the native writings. She stays in the Ambassador suite of the New Imperial hotel 

of Amnesia. She continues with her mastermind production of Nine Jewel Rice. It was an exotic 

and ethnically — flavored literary coup. By this literary coup, Mallinson and her publishers have 

planned to satisfy the literary-hunger of the western audience. Mallinson takes up the collection 

of the native writings of the Orientals simultaneously. 

Stella is a dedicated conservationist and an ardent supporter of environmental causes. She 

considers several Third World locations to which her project can be devoted. She wants to 

choose such a location which could get some 'help and encouragement' from her visit. Amnesia 

is selected to be the 'gifted' country. In her encounter with the reporters, Stella proudly declares 

"You have some massively talented writers here... And no one in the states has even heard of 

them. It's a shame. It's an international disgrace..." and Stella gracefully accepts, "... Not your 

shame. Not your disgrace. Ours. Because it's due to the stranglehold the west has on the 

international book trade." 

Her project to write a novel having the native tradition, culture and social setting as the 

back ground was aimed at bringing "their existence, their historical importance, and their 

picturesque attributes to the attention of hitherto uncaring world and opening them up to tourist 

development." She gives 'opportunity' to nine local writers each to take up writing a chapter for 

Nine Jewel Rice. She takes up the last chapter and also the work of editing. 

Amnesian ministries of Culture and Education offer an official approval for the project. 

They give a pompous inauguration to the, project. An open debate is organized where in the 

local writers argued on the justification in allowing a foreign writer to popularize their literature 

and culture. Amnesian Topaz Magazine gives plenty of coverage to the debate. At the end of the 

hot debate between the local writers and academicians over the project, the ministry of culture 

officially launches the project. 

Stella identifies Rohan, the chief masseur at the Salon Ajanta, to be 'unexpectedly 

knowledgeable about the inns and outs of the hospitality industry'. She is moved to the new 

bridal suit and Rohan is appointed to oversee her comforts and to tend massages to her. There 
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develops a gamut of relationship between Stella and Rohan. Stella invites him 'to spend his 

nights as well as his day in her suit at the New Imperial' (42). 

Stella likes Rohan for many reasons. Rohan is 'unfailingly courteous and faultlessly 

discreet (43) like any other formal English Butler. He is a 'modest' young man. He can do the 

most 'unexpected and provocative things with a detached and almost abstracted air'. The added 

attraction in him is the Asian sensibility that he possesses. She is used to the glorious 'American 

directness'. She values the American style of communication. When Rohan teaches her the Asian 

method of communication 'the substance of which nests in what is unspoken'; Stella puts him 

somewhere else probably in a 'spiritual plane'. 

The culture of Asia in general and of Amnesia in particular fascinates her in a completely 

new way. She feels that her mind and perceptions have been 'expanded' to assimilate things 

more into her than ever before. The freshness and the beauty of the land, trimmed with the 

presence of Rohan expand her 'understanding' of Amnesia. Her feelings for Rohan become 

passionate and she wants to share everything with him so deeply that she cannot bear the 

thought of separation from him. Towards the end of her project she decides to adopt him and 

plans for the best things she can provide for the boy. But towards the end of the novel we see 

him in the garb of a Swamy. His libidinal impulses are tamed by meditation in Himalayas and he 

returns to Amnesia as Guru Sri Rohan Mahadev D'Esterey. Gooneratne projects the spirituality 

which has always been a part of Amnesian life. 

Stella is a patient woman. In her sessions with her team of collaborators, she carefully 

teaches the art of creative writing. Though her writers do their best to execute her advice, her 

American accent often confuses them. Gooneratne's wit is exemplified when she brings out the 

clash between the literature of the East and the West. The collaborators try to incorporate the 

native images like lotuses, bees, buds, pearls and elephants in the description of their heroine. 

Stella could not digest the description. One of local writers thinks the beauty of the heroine 

should be described having the 'native touch'. His description runs like this: 

Her eyes glowed like blue lotuses as she gazed at John, her eyebrows 

fluttered like the bees hovering over them. Her parted lips were red as 

the budding leaves of the  

na-tree, her teeth shone white as fine pearls, her waist seemed so 
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slender that his hand could span it, her breasts nodded to each other 

like a pair of young geese, her hips -were wide as chariot-wheels.... 

(52-53) 

Stella is 'brutally honest' to protest the description as it lacks 'romance'. When the writer 

narrates that the heroine walks like an elephant, Stella is reminded of her conservationist concern 

to safeguard the elephants. She could not correlate the walk of a 'jumbo' to the walk of her 

heroine. But the native writers feel that 'the images to be perfectly at home'. Gooneratne extracts 

her experiences as an expatriate writer. The native images contradicting with the images of the 

original English language is explored. In the changing scenario of globalization English has 

become the connecting language of the entire world. Then the impact of the first language/native 

language is inevitable on the common second language, English. The diversified understanding 

with which the native terms are translated and transliterated into English is interesting. There 

may be difficulties in comprehending the meaning with which the particular term is used. 

Indirectly, this aspect of linguistic assimilation, is paving the way for a 'Global English' the 

traces of which can be sensed with a keen observation of the assimilation of foreign vocabulary 

into the English language. 

Gooneratne interweaves four stories under a common setting. Introducing a combination 

of 'cock-tailed' characters in her novel, she shows her ability to mix heterogenous concepts. With 

her 'gentle tone of irony shading sometimes into pungent satire'2 Gooneratne fuses 'American 

academia' and 'sub-continental familial concepts'. Stella understands that Rohan is very much 

attached to his family. This understanding subsided in her 'authoritorial tendency' to win over the 

East. Despite her realization of the sub-continental sensitivities her innate 'taken-for-granted' 

authority reflects the western unconditional desire for supremacy over the East. 

Phil Destry, the Professor and colleague of Stella is interested in the study of the colonial 

past. His research is based on the life of a British civil servant Sir John D'Esterey who lived in 

Amnesia in nineteenth century. The biography and the letters of Sir John are taken up for study. 

Leila Tan is his Asian research assistant. She is a good student of Philip who promotes his 

research gain momentum, Leila understands and analyses John's life from the oriental approach 

that spawns the racial and gender biases. Philip sees that her analysis projects an element of 
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'scepticism'3 through her inferences. There arises a conflict that enmeshes the diversified 

attitudes of the East and the West. 

Gooneratne presents Stella and Phil as the embodiments of the 'highlighting status of 

USA as a neo-colonizing power'4. Sir John's impressions of the island, Amnesia are expressed in 

his letters to his mother and brother. His earlier writings reflect the usual descriptions of the 

beauty of the island. In course of time his letters reveal the 'altruistic aim i.e. to enlighten the 

'ignorant' masses of the 'darkest' corners of the earth'5. 

The episodes of Angela Forbes and that of Edith Crocker are other examples of Colonial 

representation. Gooneratne's concern for the theme of place and displacement' is projected 

through these episodes. Angela Forbes spends her earlier life with her husband Peter in 

Amnesia. As her divorce causes a trauma, she comes back to Amnesia along with her son Julian. 

Her episode deals with the common problems of bomb blasts, insurgency, rising prices of real 

estate and over-crowding in urban areas applicable to many Asian countries. Gooneratne makes 

the novel a mix of social, political and humanistic issues. Edith Crocker chooses to remain in 

Amnesia even after the death of her husband, because the happiest moments of her life are 

connected to the island. Gooneratne makes her a representative of the 'Amnesiac Europeans' 

who forgot to go home. 

The novel culminates the story of Mallika. She is the major character of Native Island 

Amnesia around which the entire novel revolves. Mallika is an ordinary character. Her 

autobiography achieves the 'success'. Mallika trains Kumari who was one of the collaborators of 

Stella's project Nine Jewel Rice. Mallika teaches Kumari how to incorporate one's soul in their 

writings. She stands as legendry for the ancient history of Amnesia. Her text heralds the birth of 

national literature. This originality makes her book successful. 

Mallika is characterized as the legend of the ancient literature and cultural heritage of 

Amnesia. She carries within her the entire oral tradition of Amnesia. Gooneratne highlights the 

originality and importance of folklore literature. The texts of Stella and Phil Destry turn out to 

be artificial, for they lack the touch of 'nativity'. Through Mallika and Rohan Gooneratne seems 

to rewrite the history of Amnesia, using the key categories of literature and religion. By making 
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Mallika's work successful Gooneratne indicates that the 'Asian Identity' is complete when seen 

only from its own perspective. 

This attitude can be extensively applied to all aspects of humanity. Rose is to be seen as a 

Rose and Daffodil is to be seen as a Daffodil. The quality of Rose cannot be incorporated into a 

Daffodil and vice versa. The individual identity and existence as given by the 'Supreme Nature' 

cannot be bent according to whims and fancies of mankind. What mankind is supposed to do is 

to identify the underlying threat of 'love' and 'life' that interlinks everything in the Universe. 
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