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Abstract 

Austin Clarke and Samuel Selvon are similarly positioned in the literary field and offer 

overlapping perspectives in their depictions of Caribbean immigrants, yet for the most part, there 

has been no in-depth comparison of their careers. Moreover, their decades-long friendship and its 

documentation—archived correspondence and Clarke’s memoir dedicated to Selvon’s 

memory—have never garnered critical attention. My dissertation fills this gap in criticism 

through an investigation of the transnational relationships surrounding and explored within their 

literary production. In situating these two authors as simultaneously connected and isolated as 

they traverse different national boundaries, I foreground their emphasis on the interplay between 

the interpersonal relationships of Caribbean immigrants and the social structures within which 

they function. Drawing on the work of Pierre Bourdieu, I argue that both Clarke and Selvon 

investigate how social reality is encoded, inscribed, and naturalized while also suggesting the 

transformative potential of the social practices of Caribbean immigrants. 

Underlying this dissertation is a reflective reconsideration of the categories used to 

organize Caribbean writers and the interpretive frames applied to their literary production. 

Through reference to their archived correspondence, I explore the parodic strategies deployed by 

Clarke and Selvon as they conform to and undermine established boundaries, categories, and 

modes of behavior. My careful study of the privileges and pressures of macho performance in 

their correspondence guides my reading of their fiction and my refashioning of their critical 

reputations. Though critics have read their work as simply sociological descriptions of distinct 

social contexts and have misrepresented them as inept or reductive when it comes to issues of 

gender and sexuality, I demonstrate that both authors present remarkably nuanced depictions of 

gender construction as informed by and informing racial tensions, economic realities, and 
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sociopolitical contexts. Clarke and Selvon demystify naturalized systems of domination, and 

careful analysis of the relationships that shape the lives of their characters uncovers how their 

practices and perceptions are tied to their manufactured feelings of loneliness and vulnerability 

as they desperately seek control of or become resigned to their constrained circumstances.  
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Chapter 1 

Introduction 

In A Passage Back Home: A Personal Reminiscence of Samuel Selvon (1994), Austin 

Clarke marks Sam Selvon’s death by meditating on their decades-long friendship, offering 

readers a glimpse into their occasional but cherished meetings, their archived correspondence, 

their overlapping perspectives on their shared career, and their comparable positioning in the 

literary field. Clarke recalls hearing Selvon’s voice on Caribbean Voices, the British 

Broadcasting Corporation’s radio program, while growing up in Barbados in the early 1950s. 

Selvon’s stories interrupted his colonial indoctrination by allowing him to “feel ‘we was people, 

too’” (12). Clarke notes that “our words spoken amongst us” were being transmitted back to the 

Caribbean as “golden and acceptable portraits of our lives” and accepted as such “because they 

were coming to us […] on the BBC’s radio programme” (9). This reflection is offered in 

hindsight; as a child, the need for English consecration did not appear as “strange or 

characteristic of our cultural status” (9). While critics like Glyne Griffith, Philip Nanton, 

Hyacinth Simpson, and Peter Kalliney offer in-depth analysis of the role of Caribbean Voices in 

Caribbean literary production, my reading of this scene is centred on Clarke’s self-reflection in 

terms of his relationship with Selvon. This opening presents a Barbados-born author, writing 

from Canada, remembering how a Trinidad-born author, speaking from England via an English 

cultural institution, contributed to the collective forging of a Caribbean sense of self in a decade 

that anticipated constitutional decolonization in the Anglophone Caribbean.1 Clarke’s 

transatlantic relationship with Selvon demands rigorous reflection on the frameworks within 

which Caribbean literature is defined because the shifting sociopolitical contexts and intimate 
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configurations that constitute its production and reception are neither readily perceptible nor 

immutable. 

In Caribbean Discourse (1981), Edouard Glissant describes the Caribbean as a “multiple 

series of relationships” (139). His neat characterization is a nod toward not only the relationships 

that knit individual island and mainland nations into what is known as the Caribbean region but 

also the network of relationships set up by colonialism as enslaved and indentured black and 

brown bodies were transported from their homes by white colonizers to extract resources from 

the colonies. It is a description that resonates strongly because it charges critics to attend to these 

relationships cautiously as they continue to unfold in ways that resist easy interpretation. Stuart 

Hall displays such an approach in “Thinking the Diaspora” (1999) in which he explains that the 

“fate of Caribbean people living in the UK, the US or Canada is no more ‘external’ to Caribbean 

history than the Empire was ‘external’ to the so-called domestic history of Britain” (1). Hall is 

not making the simple assertion that writers based in the Caribbean diaspora need to be 

accounted for. Rather, he is stressing the necessity of interrogating how the Caribbean is 

imagined and reflecting on the conceptual apparatus applied in critical approaches to Caribbean 

literature. Citing Paul Gilroy’s The Black Atlantic (1993) as a powerful alternative, Hall 

questions whether the nation state “still provides a useful framework for understanding the 

cultural exchanges between the black diasporas” (9).  

More recently, in Twentieth-Century Caribbean Literature (2006), Alison Donnell offers 

another example of critical self-reflection in terms of challenging the paradigms used to read 

Caribbean literature, including the significant contributions made by Hall and Gilroy. Donnell 

asks, “what it is that we read when we approach Caribbean literature, how it is that we read it, 

and what critical, ideological and historical pressures may have shaped our choices and 



 

 

3 

 

approaches” (1). She answers with a persuasive critique of canon building in Caribbean 

literature, revealing the exclusions spurred by arbitrary periodization, the lasting legacy of 

critical preferences developed in support of the nationalist project, the shortcomings of over-

emphasis on the diasporic, and the limited perspective applied to Caribbean women’s writing.  

My project takes heed of these examples of critical self-reflection when considering 

Caribbean literature. By placing Clarke and Selvon in conversation with each other, I aim to 

foreground the transnational relationships surrounding and explored in their literary output. Not 

only has their personal relationship never been studied, but the connections between their 

depictions of Caribbean immigrants have for the most part escaped critical attention. In the 

following chapters, I argue that these two authors adopt comparable strategies in their self-aware 

responses to their positioning in the field of cultural production. An examination of their private 

and public relationships, as revealed through a reading of their correspondence, illustrates how 

they strategically interrupt the conventions that govern their literary production. Moreover, the 

real and perceived differences between their oeuvres notwithstanding, juxtaposed readings of 

their works reveal how their representations of Caribbean immigrants are invested in exploring 

the interplay between interpersonal relationships and the social structures within which they 

function. Both authors critique the political and economic relationships that arrange the bodies of 

immigrants; explore the ways in which constricted and constricting relationships can pressure 

immigrants into submissive postures; and locate improvised strategies of resistance and 

liberation within relationships based in shared vulnerability.   

 My attention to transnational relationships acknowledges the narratives and 

differentiations created by national boundaries while highlighting the transformative potential of 

the social practices of Caribbean immigrants whose capacity for destabilizing established 
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meaning has consequences both within and without national limits.2 In describing transnational 

relationships as potentially transformative, I am appealing to imagined communities beyond 

national demarcations, but more specifically, I am referring to Caribbean immigrants adapting 

Caribbean traditions to new contexts, resulting in unexpected possibilities. I subscribe to David 

Scott’s formulation of tradition in Refashioning Futures (1999) as a “discursive concept” that 

“performs a distinctive labor: it seeks to connect authoritatively, within the structure of its 

narrative, a relation among past, community, and identity” (124). Scott, engaging with Kamau 

Brathwaite’s and Gilroy’s work on this subject, asserts that “a tradition seeks to secure 

community” but is “a space of dispute as much as consensus, of discord as much as accord” 

(124). In Clarke’s and Selvon’s depictions of Caribbean immigrants in Canada and England 

respectively, there are comparable strategies at work in terms of characters striving, consciously 

or not, against constraining social forces to reformulate their understanding of themselves, their 

connections to communities, and their position in the world. In doing so, they stretch Caribbean 

traditions, which are inscribed and embodied within their forms of speaking, believing, loving, 

and relating to one another, across national boundaries. How do these immigrants contribute to 

the “space of dispute” that is tradition? In what ways are familiar traditions reconstituted, 

adapted, or renewed? What social conditions, individual dispositions, and communal bonds are 

necessary for these processes to take place? How do these new possibilities inform the 

immigrant’s immediate context as well as the Caribbean more generally?  

As I contemplate these questions, I also recognize Clarke and Selvon as Caribbean 

writers embedded within and contributing to Caribbean traditions while traversing national 

boundaries. A Passage traces, for instance, Selvon’s immigration from Trinidad to London in 

1950, Clarke’s immigration from Barbados to Toronto in 1955, Clarke’s visit to London to meet 
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Selvon for the first time in 1965, and Selvon’s move with his family to Calgary in 1978. In 

claiming that Clarke’s positioning is related to Selvon’s, I also argue that current critical 

frameworks do not sufficiently acknowledge their mobility as well as their ambivalence 

regarding the different spaces they occupy. This oversight, I believe, is the reason why these two 

authors have not been previously placed into conversation in any in-depth study. My approach, 

which is attentive to transnational relationships, leads me to ask, if Selvon is writing from 

London while Clarke is writing from Toronto, then are they to be classified and studied 

separately or in relationship? Furthermore, how is this understanding changed when Selvon 

moves to Calgary? 3  

A Passage offers insight into these questions when Clarke refers to Caribbean Voices as 

“‘literary tuk,’” invoking the tuk music genre familiar to Barbados (12). In The Popular Music 

and Entertainment Culture of Barbados (2012), Curwen Best explains that, in reaction to 

seventeenth-century laws prohibiting the playing of drums, enslaved Africans in Barbados 

innovated ways “to circumnavigate the legal and formal prohibitions that governed their society” 

(3). He argues that tuk’s ability to mask itself as mindless entertainment to the ethnocentric 

audience of plantation owners all the while offering subversive, resistive energies to listeners 

situated in the culture shows how tuk concerns “survival, adaptation, and dynamic negotiation” 

(5). In Tuk Music Tradition in Barbados (2015), Sharon Meredith traces tuk’s trajectory since its 

inception, relating its subversive role during slavery, its post-emancipation stigmatization as 

belonging “to the working classes,” a dip in popularity in the face of sociopolitical changes 

during the early twentieth century, and a post-independence “resurgence and 

recontextualization” in service of nationalism as well as the tourism industry (23, 33, 44). 

Pointing to changes in instruments and performance spaces, official and popular perceptions, and 
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implicit and explicit goals, Meredith asserts, “tuk is what people want it to be at a particular 

time” (44).  

Clarke’s representation of Caribbean Voices as literary tuk serves to identify its capacity 

to fulfill the needs of Caribbean listeners in that moment. Hence his identification of Selvon’s 

voice as helping to inculcate “nationalism in its best sense,” which he explains as “the disabusing 

of our minds from the position we had been schooled in: that we had no culture; that we had no 

models from amongst us” (16). Simultaneously, Clarke’s reference to tuk underscores his 

attentiveness to context and strategy when considering Caribbean traditions. He is not presenting 

Caribbean artistic traditions as static but as responsive to particular contexts and to 

configurations of relationships. He is not idealizing these traditions as readily providing what is 

needed but as potentially being used by social agents according to their inclinations and the 

demands of the moment. As Donnell explains in reading Scott, it is necessary to view tradition as 

“a more strategic and ideologically invested activity” (6).   

In engaging with these understandings of tradition, my approach to transnational 

relationships also responds to the work of critics such as Kezia Page. In Transnational 

Negotiations (2011), Page offers “a rethinking of the Caribbean diaspora not in deterritorialized 

terms, but with attention to issues of regional sovereignty and national identity as much as issues 

of diasporan belonging” (1). She focuses on “transnational alliances” but also re-emphasizes the 

local through engagement with the practices of remit/tance and deportation. Her consideration of 

remittances acknowledges “the sending and receiving of much needed goods and/or 

correspondence” between the local and the diasporic as well as the cultural remittance of texts 

being “‘sent back’ to the Caribbean for judgment and validation” (7, 23). Fruitful as her 

emphasis on the trope of remit/tance is, she neglects to take into account the fact that writers of 
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the Caribbean diaspora operate within a network of transnational social and commercial 

relationships. For example, in her discussion of how Lamming, Selvon, and Clarke “create a 

poetics of diaspora” (17), she neither acknowledges the personal links among these authors nor 

Selvon’s move to Canada, far less the implications of his becoming a Canadian citizen in 1981. 

Her disregard for the ways in which private and public relationships affect the transnational 

negotiations she discusses frames a silence that amplifies my call for attention to these 

relationships.  

Page’s account of these writers reiterates the fact that the categorizations applied to 

Caribbean writers often prove inadequate and contradictory. Consider, for example, the 

biographical blurb attached to the Penguin editions of Selvon’s novels that describes Selvon as 

having “earned the title of the ‘father of black writing’ in Britain,” while John Clement Ball in 

his review of A Passage Back Home claims Selvon as “one of Canada’s too-well-kept literary 

secrets” (112). To highlight the limitations of these descriptions, I refer to the title of Selvon’s 

opening address at the “East Indians in the Caribbean Conference” held at the University of West 

Indies, Trinidad, in 1979: “Three into One Can’t Go—East Indian, Trinidadian, West Indian.” 

Given Selvon’s mockery of his inhabitation of multiple imposed categories, are we to add British 

and Canadian to that list, or is it incumbent upon us to find more flexible ways of understanding 

his position?  

Clarke’s classification is equally fraught. In “A Black Man Talks about Race Prejudice in 

White Canada,” a 1963 article published in Maclean’s, Clarke explained, “This year I became 

eligible for Canadian citizenship, but I do not intend to apply for it” (18). His refusal to apply 

was a result of his knowledge that he would not experience the equality supposedly guaranteed 

to him by citizenship as proven by his experiences of racial discrimination from landlords, 
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employers, and in everyday interactions. Though Clarke eventually became a Canadian citizen, a 

reading of Clarke as a Caribbean writer, a Canadian writer, or a writer from the Caribbean 

diaspora based in Canada must take into account his ambivalence and antagonism in inhabiting 

the space he does. While he may be well-regarded as a Canadian writer at this point in time, it is 

useful to remember how he has been characterized by Canadian social agents in the past. In a 

1968 article in The Canadian Magazine, for example, Dan Proudfoot profiled Clarke in a piece 

entitled “What Makes Austin Clarke Canada’s Angriest Black Man.” The subtitle explains, 

“Novelist Clarke isn’t happy in Canada, wouldn’t want to live permanently in the United States, 

and doesn’t want to go back to his native Barbados. He’s got a problem, hasn’t he?” (7). A few 

months later, Mordecai Richler, in an article in Saturday Night, reiterated Clarke’s status as 

“CANADA’S ANGRIEST BLACK MAN” (68). This label would be repeated many times to 

come. Clarke in his most recent memoir, ‘Membering (2015), offers poignant insight into this 

label in explaining that that same year (1968) he was notified of the decision to refuse his 

application for Canadian citizenship (52).  

Just as care must be taken in considering the national affiliations of Selvon and Clarke, it 

is also important not to simplify their relationship. In A Passage, Clarke identifies Selvon “as 

literary model, as literary companion and travelling companion, and as friend” (16). However, he 

also notes that during his visit to England in 1965 when many were “looking towards the 

Amerika of black nationalism,” he “found greater political and cultural identity with the black 

Amurcans than even with Sam Selvon” (31). In ‘Membering, Clarke explains that as a young 

author “there was no model in Toronto against which I could match my intention. No Canadian 

writer, in 1963—and even today there are very few—had dealt, in a realistic way, its limitations 

notwithstanding, with the ‘presence’ of black people on the Toronto landscape of whiteness” 
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(265). He explains, “I had to look elsewhere: to Richard Wright and Native Son; to James 

Baldwin and Go Tell It on the Mountain; and to [Ralph] Ellison himself” (265). He cites these as 

his “nearest models, so far as geography and a veneer of cultural-racial context were concerned” 

but also explains that his “more real, ‘literary ancestors’ had to be found elsewhere,” referring to 

“the Renaissance of West Indian Literature, 1955 to 1975,” that included Selvon (265). He 

values these writers even if he claims, “I could not use the West Indian novel written in London 

as a model” (266). I cite Clarke’s differentiations between literary models and ancestors here to 

reiterate that in investigating the bond between him and Selvon as well as the relationships at 

play in their fiction I strive for sensitivity to what is at stake in different types of relationships.  

This project also acknowledges Curdella Forbes’ From Nation to Diaspora (2005) in 

which she proposes a new episteme to describe gender in the works of Selvon and George 

Lamming. Following her lead, my decision to place Clarke and Selvon in conversation with each 

other resists the assumption that certain writers in the Caribbean diaspora and their texts “have 

been ‘definitively’ read by the frames of nation and its related constructs such as class, race, 

colour, and language” and attempts to “reconceptualiz[e]  both the fictions and the fundamental 

issues with which the fictions have been seen to concern themselves” (2). By reinscribing 

Caribbean writers like Clarke and Selvon into an interconnected network of transnational 

relationships, I am attempting to trace previously ignored or overlooked connections in 

Caribbean literary production. I reiterate Forbes’ suggestion of “the existence of a continuum in 

West Indian experience and West Indian literature that is often occluded by the emphasis on the 

diasporic” as well as, I would add, by the incomplete mapping of transnational connections (18). 

In this sense, I am attentive to a concern outlined by Pascale Casanova in the preface to the 

English translation of The World Republic of Letters (1999). Building on the work of Pierre 
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Bourdieu, who as I explain below provides the theoretical underpinning of my thesis, Casanova 

provides a broad conception of world literary space and the competing forces governing the 

interrelationships of literary cultures. She asserts that “our literary unconscious is largely 

national. Our instruments of analysis and evaluation are national. Indeed the study of literature 

almost everywhere in the world is organized along national lines” (xi). She argues that “we are 

blind to a certain number of transnational phenomena that have permitted a specifically literary 

world to gradually emerge over the past four centuries or so” (xi). With this claim in mind, my 

approach in this dissertation strives against naturalized categorizations that organize critical 

study of Caribbean literature as well as critical approaches that have legitimized narrow 

interpretations of the works of Clarke and Selvon.4  

In A Passage, Clarke also advises attentiveness to the perspectives and authorities that 

have been normalized. For example, in describing listening to Selvon, Clarke notes that his step-

father controlled the radio and preferred religious sermons, a preference that Clarke ties to his 

job as a police officer. Clarke describes his step-father’s “own obsessive views of obedience and 

order and lawfulness,” enforced inside and outside of the home, as that which his step-father 

could not explicitly define but which was inculcated and internalized through his training and 

“his own upbringing” (9). Clarke calls this naturalized feeling “Christian-mindedness,” 

supplemented in part by religious sermons broadcast from South America but certainly also by 

the religious sentiment that underpinned rationalizations of colonialism. Clarke’s step-father is a 

recognized figure of authority who enforces a sense of order that he and most others around him 

have internalized as natural rather than arbitrary. An interruption of the domestic sense of 

order—this “Sunday properness of behavior” (11)—in the form of his step-father being called 

outside the home to enforce order elsewhere allows Clarke to change the radio station and hear 
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the voices that expose him to alternative understandings of himself, the Caribbean, and his 

relationship with the world. This attention to propriety is, as I will show in my later analysis, a 

consistent feature of Clarke’s work. 

I belabour this seemingly trivial scene because it illustrates how attention to a naturalized 

sense of order can uncover what has been euphemized: power configurations in which 

consecrated authorities endorse propriety and police any attempts at disruption. Both Clarke and 

Selvon explore such configurations and processes of euphemization in depicting the relationships 

of their immigrant characters. They delve into, for example, the reasons why Caribbean 

immigrants may be prone to policing themselves and those around them in order to preserve a 

sense of order that keeps them at the margins of society. Notably, Clarke’s description of his 

family’s routine of listening to Christian sermons from South America as “[o]ur culture of 

Sundays” is subtly connected to the epigraph of the memoir, a quote from Selvon’s The Lonely 

Londoners (1956) (11). The epigraph recalls the regular Sunday morning congregations of 

Caribbean immigrants in the protagonist’s room: “This is a lonely, miserable city, if it was that 

we didn’t get together now and then to talk about things back home, we would suffer like hell.” 

The contributing factors to such misery and loneliness are central concerns of the works of 

Clarke and Selvon as is the capacity of shared nostalgia and interpersonal intimacies to ease 

suffering.  

Clarke explains as much when he compares himself to Selvon in A Passage, claiming 

that they are both particularly attentive to “how people behave in their environment; how they 

interact, how they hold their forks, how they wear their shirts, and how their ties are knotted” 

(46). This similarity is readily perceived as critics have lauded both authors for their ability to 

relay the Caribbean immigrant’s point of view. However, it is easy to understand the social 



 

 

12 

 

structures portrayed as at odds with the immigrants’ will without taking the further step of 

appreciating this situation as strategically generated in service of the conservation of the existing 

social order. What is explored in these texts is therefore not just the desires of individual 

immigrants or the particularities of specific social structures but the ways in which social reality 

is encoded, inscribed, and naturalized. The loneliness acutely felt by many of Selvon’s and 

Clarke’s immigrant characters, for instance, is readily apparent, but the social production of this 

condition, which may escape immediate intuition, must also be appreciated if the texts’ 

interrogation of the social order and the forms of violence at play are to be understood fully.  

In attempting to develop a framework for interpreting these complex social dynamics, I 

turn to the work of French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu, particularly Outline of a Theory of 

Practice (1972), Distinction (1979), The Logic of Practice (1980), Language and Symbolic 

Power (1982), “The Forms of Capital” (1983), In Other Words (1987), The Rules of Art (1992), 

The Field of Cultural Production (1993), and Masculine Domination (1998). Many of his ideas 

emerge out of his ethnographic study of kinship structures among the Kabyle in Algeria, but he 

has also produced a formidable number of specific studies of social issues in France as well as 

more wide-ranging, interdisciplinary theoretical and philosophical work.5 His methodology 

proceeds from his reactions to structuralism and existentialism. He strives to overcome the 

opposition between subjectivism and objectivism through combining an analysis of objective 

social relations with an analysis of the creation of social structures through the thought and 

practice of individuals. To this end, as Löic J. D. Wacquant explains in their co-written text, An 

Invitation to Reflexive Sociology (1992), Bourdieu “affirms the primacy of relations” (15).6 In 

uncovering the buried structures of the social universe, he underlines the circulation of various 

forms of capital as well as the operation of naturalized systems of classification. For example, in 
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Distinction, his study of taste, he argues that classificatory systems are “not so much means of 

knowledge as means of power, harnessed to social functions and overtly or covertly aimed at 

satisfying the interests of a group” (477). Underlying my approach in this dissertation is his 

“general science of the economy of practices,” which treats “all practices, including those 

purported to be disinterested or gratuitous, and hence non-economic, as economic practices 

directed towards the maximizing of material or symbolic profit” (Outline 183). His emphasis on 

economic logic is not confined to the narrow definition of financial gain but also takes in “non-

material stakes that are not easily quantified” (Logic 122).  

Given Bourdieu’s warning regarding the dangers of “texts circulat[ing] without their 

context” in his essay “The Social Conditions of the International Circulation of Ideas” (1999), I 

am careful not to apply his conclusions in my readings arbitrarily. Rather, I learn from his 

approach and select useful tools from his methodology that apply to my study of Clarke and 

Selvon, focusing on the parts of his corpus that explore the interplay between social agents and 

social structures. While I refer to Bourdieu’s specific analysis of cultural production and literary 

creation, I also draw from his sociological analysis of issues like gender relations. Though 

sociological and literary analysis operate differently, putting them into conversation can be 

enlightening. As Wacquant explains, for Bourdieu, “the business of the sociologist is to 

denaturalize and to defatalize the social world, that is, to destroy the myths that cloak the 

exercise of power and the perpetuation of domination” (49-50). Bourdieu stops short, however, 

of believing that “sociology can provide the operative moral philosophy of advanced societies” 

(50). Here lies a productive intersection between Bourdieu’s work and the writings of Clarke and 

Selvon. Applying Bourdieu’s tools to their work helps me to uncover the complex social 

dynamics at play in their texts, and their work broadens the implications of his research by both 
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revealing any shortcomings and taking the further step of aspiring to develop alternative forms of 

relationship and ways of being. This is not to say that their works should be read as simple 

sociological descriptions of immigrants; the literary strategies employed are just as revelatory.  

Bourdieu proposes three conceptual tools that underlie my analysis: field, capital, and 

habitus. The field is a socially structured space in which individuals or institutions create, 

occupy, and compete for hierarchical positions. As Wacquant explains, a field is “a relational 

configuration endowed with a specific gravity which it imposes on all the objects and agents 

which enter in it” and is “simultaneously a space of conflict and competition” (17). An example 

of such a field is the field of cultural production, in which social agents—such as authors, 

publishers, and critics—all vie for positions. The dominance of each position is determined by 

the social agent’s possession of or access to capital, which Bourdieu defines in “The Forms of 

Capital” (1986) as “accumulated labor (in its materialized form or its ‘incorporated,’ embodied, 

form) which, when appropriated on a private, i.e., exclusive, basis by agents or groups of agents, 

enables them to appropriate social energy in the form of reified or living labor” (241). Capital 

can be of various forms, notably, economic (money and property), social (networks of social 

influence), and cultural (cultural knowledge, competences or dispositions). These forms of 

capital, which can undergo conversions, take the form of symbolic capital “when it is grasped 

through categories of perception that recognize its specific logic or, if you prefer, misrecognize 

the arbitrariness of its possession and accumulation” (Bourdieu and Wacquant 119).  

Habitus or “structured structures predisposed to function as structuring structures” can be 

understood as the unconsciously internalized cultural norms or models of behaviour, specific to 

an individual or group, that have become part of the cognitive process as well as the socialization 

process (Outline 72). Habitus reminds us that “besides the express, explicit norm or the rational 
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calculation, there are other principles that generate practices” (Other 76). While habitus as a set 

of dispositions predisposes rather than determines certain practices and perceptions, it is the 

encounter between habitus and field, with which it may be compatible to differing degrees, that 

produces action. When applied to literary analysis, the concepts of field, capital, and habitus 

avoid both internal readings that isolate the text from the system of works to which it belongs, 

thereby posing artistic activity as disinterested creation, as well as external readings that assume 

the spontaneous correspondence between artistic production and social conditions. 

My use of Bourdieu builds on the growing number of works that refer to his ideas in 

considering the state of postcolonial studies. Graham Huggan’s The Postcolonial Exotic (2001) 

with his concept of strategic exoticism stands out as one of the first such works followed by 

Sarah Brouillette’s Postcolonial Writers and the Global Literary Marketplace (2007), Chris 

Bongie’s Friends and Enemies (2008), and Caroline Davis’ Creating Postcolonial Literature 

(2013). Given the growing influence of Bourdieu-inspired projects in postcolonial studies, there 

has also been self-reflexive analysis of the rise of Bourdieusian approaches and their 

implications as seen in the forthcoming collection Bourdieu and Postcolonial Studies (2016), 

which is edited by Raphael Dalleo and includes a version of Chapter 2 of this dissertation. In 

terms of the study of Caribbean literature in particular, Bourdieu’s ideas have gained traction. In 

Vulnerable States (2007), Guillermina De Ferrari seeks to overcome what she describes as “the 

seemingly insurmountable differences separating the various linguistic traditions that have taken 

root in the Caribbean” (16). To this end, she refers to Bourdieu’s work on symbolic power with 

an aim “to specify the relation between diverse peoples, languages, and colonial genealogies on 

the basis of a common preoccupation with the vulnerability of the body” (4). Michael Niblett and 

Dalleo also draw on Bourdieusian tools and methodologies in order to acknowledge the 
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particularities of each island within a regional framework. In The Caribbean Novel since 1945 

(2012), Niblett offers a comparative approach that crosses linguistic divides. He examines the 

relationship between Caribbean fiction and the nation-state, exploring “the varied ways 

Caribbean novels encode” “world-historical forces” while also paying attention to “the 

similarities or likenesses of the unlike found in literary production from across the region” (209 

n.7). In Caribbean Literature and the Public Sphere (2011), Dalleo maps how Caribbean authors 

establish connections to the public sphere during different historical periods and notes that 

“thinking comparatively” across Hispanophone, Francophone, and Anglophone lines “call[s] 

attention to correspondences among the region’s literary histories” (1).  

De Ferrari, Niblett, and Dalleo all use Bourdieu, to differing extents, to confront the 

paradigms used to organize and understand the production and reception of Caribbean literature, 

considering them not as obligatory but as the historically contingent results of political processes. 

Their use of Bourdieu highlights what Glissant primed me to observe—the relationships 

involved in reading Caribbean literature, including the relationships among and within Caribbean 

countries, among Caribbean writers and texts, and between critic and text. I extend this attention 

to relationships in thinking about Bourdieu’s role in reading literature produced by writers like 

Clarke and Selvon. How do transnational relationships inflect the attention to and of Caribbean 

literature? How do we distinguish between the private and public relationships that facilitate the 

production of Caribbean literature and to what effect? What is the role of these relationships and 

other affiliations in larger mobilizations, particularly nationalism?   

I begin to answer these questions in Chapter 2 of this project in which I refer to the 

archived correspondence between Clarke and Selvon in order to consider how the private and 

public relationships maintained by Caribbean immigrant writers complicate the paradigms that 
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typically organize the production and reception of their work. The social, commercial, and 

epistemological relationships traced suggest the need to be wary of arranging Caribbean 

immigrant writers’ subjectivities in ways that ignore the complexities of their transnational 

positioning. Using a Bourdieusian methodology while also drawing on archival theorists such as 

Sarah Nuttall, Maryanne Dever, and Catherine Hobbs, I strive to take into account the power 

relations within which archived documents operate and to read these letters as offering insight 

into the habituses of Clarke and Selvon as well as the different types of capital available to them. 

As their correspondence is preserved in the Austin Clarke fonds at McMaster University, it 

operates as part of an institution that offers legitimate recognition and consecration to particular 

social agents. Yet, these letters simultaneously demonstrate Clarke and Selvon’s awareness and 

deliberate undermining of such official hierarchies and arbitrary categorizations that 

oversimplify the positioning and motives of Caribbean writers. With reference to “The Man,” a 

short story in Clarke’s Where Women Rule (1985), I position Clarke as cognizant of the implicit 

and explicit function of archives as they factor into Bourdieu’s question of “what authorizes the 

author, what creates the authority with which authors authorize” (Field 76). Bourdieu’s concepts 

of field, habitus, and capital frame my discussion of the strategies deployed by Selvon and 

Clarke aimed at securing gainful opportunities, financial stability, and critical acknowledgment. 

Moreover, I uncover the pronounced macho performativity evident in their exchanges as well as 

their creative parodying of a constraining black/white binary and departure/exile model. I argue 

that these authors strategically respond to factors like the mediating role of institutional or state 

sponsorship in defining themselves and their writing within the field of cultural production. 

Analysis of their epistolary rhetoric orients my study of their fiction in the rest of my 
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dissertation, prompting my attention to not only the production of gender and gender relations 

but also the parodic and self-aware undermining of arbitrary boundaries and proprieties.  

In Chapter 2, I effectively ask in reference to the archived correspondence between 

Clarke and Selvon, how can readers negotiate the deliberate construction of personal archives in 

a manner that acknowledges the value of the information therein, the interests of institutions, and 

the motives of the writers involved? The gist of this question also applies to my study of Clarke’s 

and Selvon’s literary works in my third, fourth, and fifth chapters. I aim to discover how their 

works can be read so that we acknowledge their literary and sociological value, the role of 

institutions and other social agents involved in consecrating particular readings of their work, 

and finally the motives of the writers themselves. By focusing on the transnational relationships 

that pertain to both authors, I offer a unique framing of their literary production that reveals how 

their attention to issues such as the production of gender and gender relations are not only 

comparable but are also subjected to comparable misreadings. This project therefore refashions 

the reputations of these authors in terms of the issues with which they are concerned and their 

underestimated capacity for subtle mockery of masculine pretension and compelling studies of 

women as desiring agents.7  

In Chapter 3, I discuss the portrayal of loneliness and the role of patient, self-aware 

relationships in Selvon’s The Lonely Londoners (1956), the short story “My Girl and the City” 

from Ways of Sunlight (1957), and The Housing Lark (1965). While I draw on critics who have 

theorized loneliness like Hannah Arendt, I consider the loneliness felt by Selvon’s characters as a 

form of what Bourdieu describes as symbolic domination, which does not involve overt displays 

of violence but presupposes “a form of complicity which is neither passive submission to 

external constraint nor a free adherence to values” (Language 51). The habitus of these 
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Caribbean immigrants, I argue, has been molded by colonial structures, which inculcate 

dispositions that are subsequently triggered by symbolic power. Loneliness is therefore a 

submissive posture for which Caribbean immigrants, who are operating in a new context with 

little capital, have been primed. In order to better understand the “durable effects” of symbolic 

domination like the production of loneliness in Selvon’s texts, I read them as enacted upon and 

producing w(e)ary immigrant bodies (Bourdieu, Masculine 38). W(e)ary denotes being 

simultaneously weary and wary, becoming weary from being wary and being wary because one 

is weary. It refers to a state characterized by vulnerability, paranoia, frustration, fear, and fatigue. 

This form of domination has real effects on Selvon’s immigrants in terms of naturalizing systems 

of domination and promoting inclinations to self-police via, for instance, macho performativity. 

In these texts, I also point to the emancipatory possibilities embedded within bonds based in 

vulnerability among Selvon’s characters. I do not dispute Bourdieu’s assertion that “it is quite 

illusory to believe that symbolic violence can be overcome with the weapons of consciousness 

and will alone” (Masculine 39). However, I see Selvon as valuing the unexpected improvisation 

that social agents are capable of, especially when drawing on Caribbean traditions like old-talk. 

Selvon emphasizes the survival strategies of these immigrants and the momentary but 

meaningful glimpses of alternative ways of understanding themselves and their relation to the 

world.  

One of the reasons I reach for Bourdieu in my textual analysis in these chapters is that his 

tools allow for a conception of social relations as fluid and dynamic rather than static. Bourdieu 

professes that his “entire effort aims at explaining” that social agents “to some extent fall into the 

practice that is theirs rather than freely choosing it or being impelled into it by mechanical 

constraints” (Other 90). Habitus, for example, allows me to read immigrant characters as neither 
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woefully helpless against their circumstances nor completely free to act independently. Habitus 

allows for examination of how unexpected possibilities manifest themselves in relationships of 

strained vulnerability. Habitus bears this “degree of undeterminacy, of openness, of uncertainty” 

so that “the more dangerous the situation is, the more the practice tends to be codified” (78). By 

codify, Bourdieu means “to adopt formal behaviour” so that situations with a high degree of risk 

evoke formal behaviour in which explicit proprieties are carefully followed. I argue that if such 

moments diminish the “generative spontaneity” that underlies habitus, then unexpected, 

improvised possibilities are more likely to arise when risk is eclipsed by shared vulnerability. It 

is not that these moments in themselves create a better future. Instead, these moments show how 

constraining the current organization of relationships actually is. These limits remain undetected 

and unspoken because they are recognized as legitimate until vulnerable intimacies show 

alternative possibilities.  

In applying Bourdieu’s ideas in this way, I also engage with some of the more persuasive 

critiques of his work. For example, Terry Lovell in “Thinking Feminism with and against 

Bourdieu” (2001) argues that Bourdieu’s sociology is “in danger of positioning sex/gender, 

sexuality, and even ‘race,’ as secondary to that of social class” (27). Similarly, in her essay 

“Agency and Experience” in Feminism after Bourdieu (2004), Lois McNay argues that 

“Bourdieu’s account, in Masculine Domination, of the way in which masculine and feminine 

identities are symbolically constructed lacks any notion of the complexities and instabilities 

within gender identity that theorists like [Judith] Butler have drawn attention to” (182-183). I 

draw on the work of Frantz Fanon and Audre Lorde in analyzing the works of Clarke and Selvon 

in order to engage with the intersections of race, class, gender, and sexuality without losing the 

insights offered in Bourdieu’s exploration of social dynamics.  
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Chapter 4 is broken into two sections. In the first, I continue my consideration of 

loneliness and w(e)ariness through analysis of Clarke’s The Meeting Point (1967) and Storm of 

Fortune (1971), which feature Barbadian women who immigrate to Canada through the West 

Indian Domestic Scheme. Guided by Bourdieu’s reading of Gustave Flaubert’s Sentimental 

Education (1869) in his 1992 book Rules of Art, I establish a connection between the symbolic 

domination Clarke’s immigrant characters encounter in Toronto and that which Selvon’s 

immigrants face in London. While I am cognizant of the specificities of each host country as 

well as of the uniqueness of the works of both authors, I emphasize that both Clarke and Selvon 

reveal how larger social structures organize the emotions, desires, and relationships of Caribbean 

immigrants in service of the interests of the dominant group. Clarke’s focus on the female 

Caribbean immigrant experience offers unique insight into how heteropatriarchal logic reinforces 

w(e)ariness. However, as with Selvon’s immigrants, there are moments of vulnerability and 

interpersonal intimacies in Clarke’s novels that afford space to share, explore, and respond to 

emotions and that point to routes of empowerment. In the second section of Chapter 4, I compare 

Clarke’s The Bigger Light and Selvon’s Moses Ascending, both of which were published in 

1975. I draw on Bourdieu’s understanding of literary texts’ capacity to “unveil by veiling” or 

through what he calls euphemization (Rules 32). I argue that both novels, in form and content, 

utilize the logic of euphemism—substituting more favourable but less precise terms for a harsher 

reality—to consider how and why Caribbean immigrants may display resigned acquiescence to 

disempowerment rather than engaging in the type of critical intervention that would allow them 

to perceive their domination.  

In Chapter 5, I read Clarke’s More (2008) and David Chariandy’s Soucouyant (2007) in 

service of exploring the stakes of generational relationships, particularly in terms of their 
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potential to reinforce or to disrupt what is established as proper and commonsensical.8 I place 

these novels together as they both portray how Caribbean immigrants in Canada and their 

children inhabit conflicted social positions that impede their attempts at self-definition in favour 

of imposed, predetermined meaning that naturalizes their domination. Soucouyant depicts a 

mother’s slow submission to dementia and her son’s struggle to navigate his relationship with 

her and his cultural inheritance. More offers a mother’s lonely four-day seclusion as she attempts 

to come to terms with her palpable vulnerability and her worry for a son who is unjustly 

persecuted and criminalized simply because of his being a young black boy. Both novels clearly 

highlight the tensions apparent in generational relationships while emphasizing the need for the 

transmission of cultural meaning between generations. Through reference to Bourdieu’s study of 

classification in Distinction and his analysis of the production of common sense in Outline of a 

Theory of Practice, I assert that both novels are concerned with what Bourdieu terms doxa, “an 

adherence to relations of order which, because they structure inseparably both the real world and 

the thought world, are accepted as self-evident” (Distinction 471). What stands out in these 

novels, however, is their focus on self-aware, creative engagement with both the emancipatory 

potential of Caribbean traditions and the specificities of their Canadian context. The characters’ 

incomplete access to multiple traditions situate them in a long struggle of developing alternative 

ways of understanding themselves that crucially depends on what generational relationships 

grant them.  

While critics such as Casanova and James English, in The Economy of Prestige (2005), 

emphasize the global context in their use of Bourdieu, I emphasize the need to consider the 

literary field in transnational terms while remaining cognizant of national and regional 

sensibilities. As Bourdieu explains, “practices can be accounted for only by relating the objective 
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structure defining the social conditions of the production of the habitus which engendered them 

to the conditions in which this habitus is operating” (Outline 78). It is necessary, then, to pay 

careful attention to both the new context wherein immigrants operate but also the Caribbean 

context that led to the production of their habitus. I strive to remain attuned to the meaning-

making processes at play in the Caribbean while reading the works of Clarke and Selvon through 

recourse to Caribbean scholars such as Derek Walcott, Wilson Harris, Stuart Hall, and Sylvia 

Wynter.9 My appeal to these writers alongside more contemporary Caribbean critics also aids in 

my reflection on critiques of Bourdieu’s work. For example, in “Practical Reason and Cultural 

Constraint” (1999), James Bohman argues that Bourdieu does not “adequately equip practical 

agents with reflective and critical abilities which would make it possible to describe how they 

might initiate such transformative processes, or to understand how they might succeed in 

enlisting the cooperation of other agents in transforming social identities and conditions” (143). 

By paying attention to how both Clarke and Selvon not only attempt to preserve Caribbean 

processes of meaning-making but also to interrupt long histories of appropriation or erasure of 

what comprises the Caribbean, I emphasize how Caribbean traditions mean differently in 

different contexts. In doing so, I suggest that they have more transformative potential than 

Bourdieu’s theory would acknowledge.  

To emphasize this point and to conclude, I will end with a telling example. In searching 

for Clarke’s 1963 article in Maclean’s, I came across an advertisement for Lemon Hart Rums 

(reproduced at the end of this chapter). This advertisement stands out among the many other 

advertisements for liquor in issues of Maclean’s from this era because it is surprising to see a 

cutlass displayed in that manner, foregrounded in order to authenticate this brand as “real RUM.” 

As you would expect with an advertisement of a luxury product, there is a familiar appeal to 
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taste: “if you believe your taste and your system deserve a truly good rum—always order a 

Lemon Hart brand—clearly marked ‘Imported.’” Yet the ad is unique in that the cutlass is 

obviously meant to attract the attention of Canadian readers through its novelty and unfamiliarity 

as it explains, “This is a cutlass, used for cutting sugar cane in the lush regions of the Demerara 

River.” The cutlass here signifies much differently than it would in the Caribbean region or to a 

Caribbean reader. It is used here as a visual cue of authenticity and exoticism, fulfilling the same 

function as would a sanitized, cliché image of an island setting. The cutlass, however, also hints 

at the labour involved in the production process while simultaneously erasing the labourers 

visually and narratively: “True rum is made from sugar cane (which obviously does not grow in 

Canada) and the Demerara region is famous for its delicious light-flavoured Rums.”  

The website for this brand of rum presents an elaborate history of the brand and its 

founder, Lehman “Lemon” Hart. Hart was born in England in 1768 and continued his family’s 

involvement in sourcing rum from the Caribbean, specifically from the Demerara colony in what 

is now Guyana. Presenting Hart as having an “adventuresome spirit” and being a 

“philanthropist” and “community leader,” the website’s historical account presents the success of 

the brand while overwriting its dependence on the decimation of Guyana’s indigenous 

population as well as centuries of slavery and indentured servitude. Again, the labourers are 

written away as the website explains that “The history of rum is truly the history of sugar” while 

conveniently neglecting to mention who worked on those sugar plantations. The fact that this 

story highlights how Hart managed to become “the first official purveyor of rum for the Royal 

Navy” in the late eighteenth century indirectly recalls the transnational network of capital 

exchange set up by colonialism and enforced through violence. The brand was eventually 

acquired in 1949 by the Booker Brothers, McConnell and Company a London based company 
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that, as Stephen G. Rabe explains in US Intervention in British Guiana (2005), had “a virtual 

monopoly in sugar production” in Guyana in the twentieth century (20). Rabe notes that the 

Booker Brothers owned and controlled so much in Guyana that “Guyanese jested that British 

Guiana should be called ‘Booker’s Guiana’” (20). In The Postcolonial Exotic, Huggan offers an 

account of how this multinational conglomerate gained “its current reputation as a postcolonial 

literary patron” through the immensely influential Booker Prize, “one of Britain’s most 

recognizable cultural institutions” (106-107). My brief recounting of the historical context of this 

advertisement shows the complexity of the transnational flows of capital over generations. 

Wealth extraction on the backs of black and brown bodies during colonialism set up circuitous 

networks that were traversed, altered, and broken by Caribbean people as time passed. To speak 

of the Caribbean is to acknowledge these histories of movement as well as how individuals and 

communities responded to those movements.  

To return to the cutlass, though its presentation in the 1960s is meant to relay its 

exoticness to Canadians, seeing it now forcefully reminds me of the hands that wielded these 

tools and the cultures of which it is a part. The cutlass in Trinidad, for example, has moved from 

simply being a plantation tool to being a household staple and a popular cultural reference. While 

its significance has been recognized at the institutional level in that it is showcased in the Indian 

Caribbean Museum of Trinidad and Tobago, its incorporation into our language is perhaps most 

telling. As a British firm, William Gilpin and Company, supplied the cutlasses used in sugar 

plantations in Trinidad, older Trinidadians refer to it as a gilpin. Yet this British influence acts in 

tension with the legacies left by previous colonizers as the name pouya was also adopted, a 

bastardization of the French word poignard. Similarly, the influence of Spain is also apparent in 

the coinage of planass, a new verb that means to beat someone with the flat part of the cutlass. 
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Planass supposedly originates from the Spanish word plana, which means flat. Unsurprisingly, 

given the racial tensions deliberately stoked by plantation owners when indentured labourers 

were brought to Trinidad after the end of slavery, the cutlass also features in the stereotype of the 

bush coolie: the poor, uneducated Indian man living in a rural area all too often drinks rum 

excessively and angrily chops someone with his cutlass, usually a female family member. 

Having gradually permeated more and more geographical areas in the country and having a 

history of being used for personal protection, it came to be referred to as “poor people gun,” 

retaining its association with impoverishment even though it is now owned by people of all 

classes. The cutlass also features in regularly invoked proverbs such as “cutlass doh leave no 

mark in water” as well as in flippant, but entrenched, descriptions of our national identity: “You 

know you’re a true Trini if your father has a cutlass under his bed.”  

The cutlass is of course not the first or last cultural symbol to be appropriated in a 

commercial context, and it is not unusual for everyday objects to accrue many layers of cultural 

meaning over time. However, I relate its significance to the Caribbean as an example of the 

Caribbean’s history of creative survival in the face of continued domination. As Hall explains in 

“Thinking the Diaspora,” when discussing the Caribbean, it is not only imperative to remember 

that its culture is “manifestly the outcome of the most complex interweaving and fusion in the 

furnace of colonial society, of different African, Asian and European elements,” but we must 

also recall that “the Caribbean was reborn in and through violence” (5-6). The history of the 

cutlass showcases his description by conveying the history of an instrument violently forced onto 

our ancestors in order to exploit their labour, gradually becoming intertwined with the disparate 

traditions that fused in the Caribbean region and generating unexpected new meanings. The fact 

that our innovations are still caught within mutating forms of violence does not negate their 



 

 

27 

 

relevance but perhaps enhances their significance. These meanings and processes of meaning-

making endure and compete with dominant groups like multinational corporations that 

relentlessly seek profit from the Caribbean through the imposition of narratives that deny our 

complexity or that seek to silence and erase us.  

Rather than being perceived as an invisible, helpless workforce—be it in the cane fields, 

in the jobs white people did not want in 1950s London, or as domestics in Toronto—Caribbean 

people should be acknowledged as creative social agents who continue a surprising history of not 

just survival but of generating alternative ways of speaking, acting, and being. In other words, 

the Caribbean habitus includes dispositions of survival that are still being described. So while I 

acknowledge Bourdieu’s reluctance to portray social transformation as readily achievable, I also 

side with Lovell’s argument that Bourdieu’s reflexive sociology is “so successful in identifying 

the embeddedness of agency in institutional practice that there is no denying that it induces at 

times a strong sense of political paralysis” (33). To avoid such inertia, I retain throughout this 

dissertation stubborn, but not naïve, optimism about the creative resilience enabled by Caribbean 

traditions and dispositions. My reading of Clarke and Selvon through Bourdieu therefore strives 

to interrogate the insidious nature of naturalized systems of domination while remaining 

sensitively attuned to indicators of resistance and the generation of alternative possibilities. 
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Notes 

1 Trinidad gained independence in 1962 and Barbados followed in 1966. The 1950s saw 

noteworthy international gatherings that sought to bolster transnational relationships like the 

1955 Bandung Conference and the first Congress of Black Writers and Artists in Paris in 1956.  

2 My consideration of transnational relationships is informed by Inderpal Grewal’s Transnational 

America (2005) in which she focuses on the production of neoliberal subjectivities through 

reference to South Asians in India and the United States during the 1990s. Building on Ulf 

Hannerz’s Transnational Connections (1996), Grewal coins the term “transnational 

connectivities” to suggest the need to examine not only networks of transnational connections 

that “produce groups, identities, [and] nationalisms” but also “the discourses that travel through 

these networks, how some get translated and transcoded, how some are unevenly connected, 

others strongly connected, and still others incommensurable and untranslatable” (23). Her 

critique of linear transnational trajectories and her emphasis on affiliative practices underlie my 

understanding of transnational relationships. Similarly, I pay attention to Aihwa Ong’s 

conception of transnationality in Flexible Citizenship (1999). Referring to the Asia Pacific 

region, Ong explains transnationality as “the condition of cultural interconnectedness and 

mobility across space” and as alluding to “the transversal, the transactional, the translational, and 

the transgressive aspects of contemporary behavior and imagination that are incited, enabled, and 

regulated by the changing logics of states and capitalism” (4). Responding to approaches that 

stem from migration studies, diaspora studies, and from conceptualizations of globalization as 

cultural flows, Ong places human practices “within, not outside of or against, political-economic 
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forces” and argues through the notion of flexible citizenship that “subjects respond fluidly and 

opportunistically to changing political-economic conditions” (5-6). 

3 In her essay “Global Capital and Transnationalism” in A Companion to Postcolonial Studies 

(2005), Crystal Bartolovich traces the tensions “between ‘postcolonial’ and ‘Marxist’ approaches 

to the ‘nation’ under ‘globalization’” (145). She explains that while Marxist critiques have 

“emphasized the continued power and force of the nation-state in a world ostensibly 

undermining it, specifically postcolonial critiques have tended to interrogate the nation-state and 

emphasize its inadequacy as a unit of analysis” (146). While acknowledging these contesting 

approaches, I reiterate Khachig Tölölyan’s explanation in “The Nation-State and its Others” 

(1991) that “precisely because the proliferation of infranational and transnational alternatives to 

the nation-state has led to a realignment of collective emotional investments, nationalism and 

other forms of loyalty will compete for a long time” (7). I posit transnational relationships as a 

necessary unit of analysis of national and global phenomena as they potentially extend systems 

of domination, accentuate existing forms of resistance, and serve as generative sites for 

unexpected transformative practices.  

4 While I emphasize transnational relationships, I am cognizant of how conversations regarding 

diasporas also pertain to my approach. Tölölyan explains that the term diaspora “that once 

described Jewish, Greek, and Armenian dispersion now shares meanings with a larger semantic 

domain that includes words like immigrant, expatriate, refugee, guest-worker, exile community, 

overseas community, ethnic community” (4). He asserts that “[t]his is the vocabulary of 

transnationalism and any of its terms can usefully be considered under more than one of its 

rubrics” (5). Responding to Tölölyan in Cartographies of Diaspora (1996), Avtar Brah describes 

“the concept of diaspora” as “an interpretive frame referencing the economic, political, and 
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cultural dimensions of these contemporary forms of migrancy” (183). She argues that the term 

diaspora should be “seen as conceptual mapping which defies the search for originary absolutes, 

or genuine and authentic manifestations of a stable, pre-given, unchanging identity; for pristine, 

pure customs and traditions or unsullied glorious pasts” (193). My investigation of transnational 

relationships is not at odds with Tölölyan’s and Brah’s approaches but presents transnational 

relationships as another space of inquiry of the intersections of the nation-state, capital, and 

global flows in the production of literary culture and subjectivity. Transnational relationships suit 

a study of Clarke and Selvon because their friendship pivots on moments of mobility and 

immobility and their fiction prompts readers to vacillate among local, national, regional, and 

global frames and to find meaning in their intersections and contradictions. Another way of 

situating my approach is through reference to Lily Cho’s “The Turn to Diaspora” (2007). Cho 

argues that the “difference between the transnational and the diasporic lies in the difference 

between those whose subjectivities emerge out of the security of moving through the world with 

the knowledge of a return and those whose subjectivities are conditioned by the knowledge of 

loss” (19). Clarke and Selvon’s literary production would trouble that differentiation while David 

Chariandy’s novel, Soucouyant (2007), (which I discuss in chapter 5) would more readily be 

described as compatible with that conception of diasporic subjectivity. While Chariandy explores 

the pangs of fractured cultural inheritance, Clarke and Selvon demonstrate a condition that is 

simultaneously isolated and connected, locatable and dislocated.  

5 In their introduction to The Legacy of Pierre Bourdieu (2011), Simon Susen and Bryan S. 

Turner broadly characterize Bourdieusian thought in these five ways: “multithematic”; 

“multidisciplinary” in terms of its “outlook,” “roots,” and “impact”; “intellectually eclectic”; 

“empirically grounded and theoretically informed”; and “politically committed” (xix-xxii). 
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6 Wacquant acknowledges that Bourdieu’s relational perspective is not new as it builds on and 

critiques the “structuralist tradition that came to fruition in the postwar years in the work of 

[Jean] Piaget, [Roman] Jakobson, [Claude] Lévi-Strauss, and [Fernand] Braudel, and that can be 

traced back to [Émile] Durkheim and [Karl] Marx.” However, what sets Bourdieu apart, 

according to Wacquant, is the “zeal and relentlessness with which he deploys such a conception, 

as evidenced by the fact that both of his key concepts of habitus and field designate bundles of 

relations” (16). 

7 My analysis of these issues is guided by Brah’s assertion that “[s]tructures of class, racism, 

gender and sexuality cannot be treated as ‘independent variables’ because the oppression of each 

is inscribed within the other—is constituted by and constitutive of the other” (109).  

8 My attention to generational relationships also applies to the writers themselves. Recently, in an 

explicit act of consecration, Clarke dubbed Chariandy “a powerful Canadian author” who 

“shows the literary genius of the novelist to watch.” This statement was made in a 2016 

Canadian Broadcasting Corporation article for Black History Month in which “some of Canada’s 

finest writers” were asked to present their choice of “young black authors to watch.” Clarke, as a 

writer of an established, older generation, extends official recognition to Chariandy, an up and 

coming writer of a younger generation. Yet, the need for this article also identifies black 

Canadian writers as operating from a dominated position in the field of cultural production. 

Clarke’s trajectory over the last few decades attests to this fact; for many years, he would not 

have been readily described as Canadian, far less one of “Canada’s finest writers.” Notably, 

Chariandy, as a professor at Simon Fraser University, already possesses important forms of 

capital and institutional recognition that inform his positioning. 
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9 In this sense, I am also responding to Crystal Bartolovich’s warning in her introduction to the 

collection Marxism, Modernity, and Postcolonial Studies (2002) that “it is extremely difficult to 

bring our students (and ourselves) to read differently, in a climate in which the ‘Third World’ has 

literally been transformed into a battery of (highly regulated) objects for metropolitan 

consumption” (14). She rightly argues that it is therefore important “to situate all cultural works 

and forms in their specificity, with reference to their conditions of production and circulation at 

their point of origin as well as in wider circles” in order to avoid “decontextualized assessments” 

that stem from “widespread (‘sanctioned’) ignorance of non-metropolitan cultural forms and 

conditions of existence on the part of metropolitan readers” (13-14). 
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Chapter 2 

Archived Relationships: Austin Clarke, Samuel Selvon, and the Field of 

Cultural Production 

In “The Man,” a short story included in Austin Clarke’s collection When Women Rule 

(1985), William Jefferson, a Barbadian immigrant living in Toronto, hopes to sell his private 

correspondence to a university. Jefferson spends his days “tearing pieces of information” from 

Canadian media and “rummaging through libraries for British and American newspapers, for 

new words and ideas” (91-93). At night, he composes letters “to the leaders of the world, in the 

hope of getting back a reply … which he intended to sell to the highest bidder” (96). Before a 

representative from the University of Toronto can appraise his collection, a fire destroys his 

letters and him. This short story introduces my investigation of the archived, unpublished 

correspondence between Clarke and Samuel Selvon.1 Their correspondence began shortly after 

their first meeting in 1965 and lasted until a few years before Selvon’s death in 1994, and many 

of these letters—those Clarke wrote and received—are now accessible via the Austin Clarke 

fonds at McMaster University. I argue that a Bourdieusian methodology, which takes into 

account the power relations within which archived documents operate, productively serves the 

study of the private and public relationships maintained by Caribbean immigrant writers as 

exposed through archival research. My attention to these relationships will demonstrate that the 

categorizations used to organize Caribbean immigrant writers have descriptive powers that 

should not overshadow their simulated nature. Categorizations that depend on a white/black 

racial binary, on the assignation of writers to specific nationalities despite their possession of 

multiple citizenships, or on narratives of exile or of departure and return often involve arranging 
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Caribbean immigrant writers’ subjectivities in ways that ignore the complexities of their 

dispositions and their transnational positionings. I model a more reflective consideration of the 

social, commercial, and epistemological relationships that define the transnational networks 

traversed by these writers in order to disrupt such naturalized frameworks.  

Clarke’s composition of “The Man” demonstrates his awareness of the implicit and 

explicit functions of archives as the story reminds readers that, in the words of Sarah Nuttall, the 

archive is “an institution, and in institutions there is always an element of embodiment or 

translation into people’s interests” (295). Jefferson, the protagonist of the short story, subscribes 

to a belief in value as determined by the interests of dominant social agents. His attempts to form 

relationships with consecrated individuals through letter writing are motivated both by the 

possibility of financial reward and the need to be recognized. However, his choice to invest in 

what seems to be his only opportunity to be recognized privileges contrivance over genuine self-

expression and therefore comes at the price of misrecognition. Moreover, Jefferson’s interest in 

what is deemed valuable draws attention to what is lost or devalued by not being archived. For 

example, Jefferson hopes that institutional appropriation of his letters would “delive[r] him from 

the raving crowds of new immigrants,” granting him “a respectable distance from those 

aggressive men and women because of his use of the word” (Clarke, “The Man” 107). His 

rationale illustrates how, as Jane Taylor explains, it is “in the nature of the archive that it 

conceals its own role as a place of evaluation, selection and exclusion” (245). This concealed 

logic of exclusion, when read alongside the destructive fire at the story’s end, demonstrates how 

the archival process is responsive to both political pressures and accident and participates in 

struggles over meaning.  
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Given that Clarke is invested in exposing the hidden work of archives and similar 

institutions, his choice to build this collection of private documents over an extended period of 

time (eight accruals between 1982 and 2000) at McMaster University urges a consideration of 

strategy. Clarke elaborates on his view on selling personal documents in a letter to Selvon on 

May 12th 1981: 

You ever thinking ‘bout selling your papers? Man, you must have ‘cumulate a hell of a 

lot o’ papers such as old manuscripts, letters from Handrew [Andrew Salkey], [George] 

Lamming and them; and all the other writers you know, including mine. Sell them like 

shite! Wha’ you think I sell last summer to McMaster University? I sell every shite. Not 

yours, though. I keeping them till you get more famous even than you is at the present. 

But think ‘bout asking the universities out here, and out there, if they interested in a 

private collection of papers. I know that the University of Victoria got a lotta money for 

this kind o’ thing; so axe them.2 

Clarke’s facetious remark about Selvon’s fame or prestige cannot be dismissed entirely as he 

exposes the fact that universities, as institutions, align the documents they preserve with their 

interests. The archive factors into Bourdieu’s question of “what authorizes the author, what 

creates the authority with which authors authorize” (Field 76). Bourdieu’s conception of 

symbolic power reminds us that archives, in their conservation of documents materially and 

symbolically, are not disinterested systems. Similarly, an author is motivated by financial and 

other concerns. 3 As Sara S. Hodson explains, “[a]uthors and other literary figures, or their 

families, sometimes weed, or ‘sanitize,’ an archive before transferring it to a repository, 

removing personal or revealing items in order to safeguard privacy” (165). For instance, Selvon 

writes to Clarke on July 4th 1980,  
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What is one-two short story—on Radio, too—compare with selling top secret documents 

and manuscripts to the University of Calgary for their R-chives? … I hope you don’t play 

the arse and send them one of my letters. As you know, each word I write, in private or 

public, is COPYRIGHTED, and may not be produced, stored in a retrieval system, or 

transmitted in any form or by any means … Howsomever, provided I get my cut, it is 

possible that we could ‘come to some agreement.’ 

This letter seems to be about an unrealized plan by Clarke to sell his documents to the University 

of Calgary. While Selvon’s mention of copyright aligns with the mocking sense of humour he 

often employs in his letters to Clarke, his comments about the negotiation of private and public 

relationships are poignant. How do such strategic relationships between authors and with 

institutions relate to readings of archived documents? How can readers negotiate the deliberate 

construction of personal archives in a manner that acknowledges the value of the information 

therein, the interests of institutions, and the motives of the writers involved? 

“The Man” offers a discussion of power in relation to the private and public domains that 

provides some guidance. After a racist encounter with a police officer, Jefferson contains his 

movements to “the same two square miles” bordering the university (100). He “lives as a bat,” 

“[s]ecret and self-assured and self-contained as an island” (90). He “relishes his privacy” (100), 

but at the same time, he invites the compromising of this privacy and isolation in writing letters 

and trying to sell them. This compromise is necessary because his private life is defined by forms 

of excessive weight that he is unable to bear. Jefferson is “burdened down … by the weight of 

time spent on his feet and by the more obvious weight of his clothes on his fat body” (89). He is 

“[h]eavy with the smell of his body and the weight of paper which he carries with him” (89). The 

only way he can negotiate this excessive weight is through the composition of letters that he 
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hopes will carry weight. He heaves the weight of words across decided sites of knowledge in a 

desperate attempt to fashion a recognizable identity in the only way allowed by the authorities 

that define his life as an immigrant. This private labour of organizing words burdens him even 

more and becomes intimately connected to his physical urges. At times, he obtains an orgasmic 

pleasure from his letters, but whenever “his own words do not flow as easily as he would wish,” 

“this literary constipation aborts the urge to pee” (103). The fact that his epistolary endeavours 

involve the conflation of the corporeal, psychological, and emotional dimensions of his existence 

is contained in his statement, “‘My pen is my penis’” (109). The repetition of letters in this 

sentence reflects the repetitiveness of his life devoted to writing letters. It is an “unending work” 

like that which exhausted his grandfather in Barbados—an exploitative, agricultural labour that 

Jefferson hoped to escape through “the written word” (96). The recurring nature of his statement, 

reflective of Jefferson’s existence being defined by the tension between containment and excess, 

demonstrates his inability to break out of a limiting, cyclical form of self-definition. “The Man,” 

then, portrays the dangers of being publically and privately defined by self-interested institutions.  

Given that Clarke critiques institutional gatekeeping of knowledge while demonstrating 

the relevance of the material histories of texts, I read his choice to offer his private archive to the 

public not as acquiescence to the consecrating powers of the university but as strategic, self-

reflective collaboration.4 This form of collaboration requires attending to private and public 

relationships. Catherine Hobbs, in her 2006 article “New Approaches to Canadian Literary 

Archives,” suggests the value of a relational approach to archives in calling for “more attention 

to intention and relationship to documents, not just the relationship among documents and the 

various relationships and strands that may be teased from within the text” (117).  To this end, she 

conceives writers as “creative ‘wordsters’” or “‘writers of intention,’” suggesting that archivists 
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“seek out creative intention both in their conversation with writers during the appraisal process 

and subsequently, during their detailed examination and arrangement of the fonds” (113). I adopt 

Hobbs’ concern with relationship and intention while also heeding Bourdieu’s warning against 

the reduction of “the objective intentions and constituted significations of actions and works to 

the conscious and deliberate intentions of their authors” (Outline 73). My reading of the Clarke-

Selvon correspondence seeks to understand their private and public relationships within 

Bourdieu’s conception of the field of cultural production as a subcategorized, hierarchical field 

that constantly attracts new entrants and that is governed by disciplinary forces that regulate the 

distribution of different forms of capital as well as the definition of the writer. This approach 

affords a study of the strategy and trajectory of each author in terms of how his habitus informs 

his positioning within the literary field. Further, their correspondence demonstrates how the 

different types of capital available to each author relate to his ability to define himself and his 

work. This approach does not suggest that these documents should overwhelm critical readings 

of published texts by these authors. Instead, my analysis of the Clarke-Selvon correspondence is 

aimed at counteracting what Bourdieu describes as “[i]gnorance of everything which goes to 

make up the ‘mood of the age,’” which “produces a derealisation of works: stripped of 

everything which attached them to the most concrete debates of their time” (Field 32).  

As noted in my introduction, following Selvon’s death, Clarke published A Passage 

Back: A Personal Reminiscence of Samuel Selvon (1994), which includes a sampling of their 

correspondence. Clarke delineates his relationship with Selvon in this memoir and explains that 

he initially heard Selvon on the radio via Caribbean Voices.5 Clarke eventually met Selvon in 

London in 1965 while there for the launching of his second novel, Amongst Thistles and Thorns, 

and as a freelance radio broadcaster with the Canadian Broadcasting Corporation on commission 
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to do a radio series on West Indian immigrants in London. Over the following decades, Selvon 

and Clarke exchanged letters posted to or from London (England), Toronto, London (Canada), 

Calgary, Montreal, Winnipeg, California, Iowa, and Dundee. Clarke notes their discussion of the 

difficulties and rewards of writing, their financial concerns, treatment by critics and academics, 

job and publishing opportunities, family life, and mutual colleagues (Passage 60).   

Their practice of sharing information, updates, concern for or jokes about fellow 

Caribbean writers whether located in the Caribbean region, the United States, Canada, England, 

or elsewhere is crucial to understanding their transnational network of relationships. Selvon and 

Clarke’s repeated references to Ismith Khan, an author of Trinidadian origin who is typically 

known for his novels The Jumbie Bird (1961) and The Obeah Man (1964), demonstrate their 

shared recognition of fellow immigrant writers across national boundaries. The earliest mention 

of Khan in the correspondence is during Selvon’s stay at Khan’s home in California after 

Carifesta 1972 in Guyana.6 Selvon tells Clarke in an undated letter sent from California, “So 

keep your arse quiet, unless you have some scheme in your brains—I mean your head—to get 

me and Icy (or even me, fuck Icy) over there in Canada to get some of the currency.” While 

Selvon’s concern with securing financial opportunities is real and repeated throughout the 

correspondence, his discouragement of further correspondence from Clarke as well as his 

dismissal of his concern for the welfare of Khan are made jokingly. It is common for both Clarke 

and Selvon to share updates about colleagues like Andrew Salkey, Jan Carew, and George 

Lamming, but Selvon’s concern for Khan stands out as the most affective. On August 22nd 1979, 

Selvon suggests that Clarke write Khan and offers Khan’s address in California. On Jan 31st 

1981, Selvon asks Clarke to “drop [Ismith] a line as he always need a little cheering up.” On 

April 8th of the same year, Selvon suggests, “Drop Ismith a line when you have time, man, the 
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man sound so depress.” On August 12th 1982, Selvon explains, “things are really bad with our 

friend Ismith …. I write the man so many letters that it reach a stage now that I don’t know what 

to tell him. If you get the chance drop him a line and see if you could cheer him up.” On 

September 9th 1982, Selvon updates Clarke about Khan’s family situation, pointing to the 

possibility of Khan moving to India, and on October 19th 1983, Selvon relates Khan’s move to 

New York where he seemed to be improving.  

Selvon’s relationship with Khan does not, by itself, demonstrate the existence of a 

network of Caribbean immigrant writers as their relationship predates Selvon’s departure from 

Trinidad. Roydon Salick explains that Selvon and Khan met in 1941 and became “lifelong 

friends” with Khan admitting that his “friendship with Selvon … was the single most powerful 

influence in his becoming a writer” (Ismith Khan 17). However, the addition of Clarke into this 

network attests to the bonds among these authors that were not limited to earlier acquaintance or 

shared geographical space. Correspondingly, Selvon’s and Clarke’s attempts to meet each other 

or fellow Caribbean writers whenever they were in the same region testify to the transnational 

nature of such relationships. Clarke suggests how these relationships work together in creating a 

valuable network. In describing his relationship with Selvon, he explains that he also consistently 

corresponded with Andrew Salkey (nicknamed Handrew) forming what he describes as “a 

triangular literary route, in which [he] learned from two points of view, what was happening to 

Sam—and to Handrew—and about the unsettling states of their lives” (Passage 60). Clarke 

elaborates on his relationship with Salkey in an interview with Frank Birbalsingh in 1991:  

This leads me to digress and mention my very good friend Andrew Salkey. We have been 

writing to each other, on average, four letters a month since 1965. … If you read that 

correspondence from 1965 until a week ago, March 1991, I think you would be exposed 
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to the development of Caribbean literature in England, the US, and Canada, in a way that 

you would not have known had you not read this correspondence. (92-93)  

While I do not mean to assume the existence of an organic community involving all Caribbean 

immigrant writers, these relationships point to a confluence of interactions and relationships that 

formed a sustaining network for many of these authors. This is not to suggest inherent solidarity 

among all Caribbean immigrant writers as Clarke was never shy in expressing his dislike of V.S. 

Naipaul to Selvon: “Naipaul is a disgrace to all Trinidadians. You should stop calling yourself a 

Trinidadian if Naipaul call heself one! I not making sport. Naipaul is a bitch” (September 29th 

1981). Similarly, Selvon explains in a 1986 interview with Birbalsingh that he would meet 

Lamming “occasionally at the BBC and maybe go along to see someone to arrange a 

programme, or read a short story of a poem. In that way, our paths would sometimes cross. But, 

apart from that, during all my years in England, my associations with other writers have been 

quite casual” (61). Certainly, the private and public relationships among these writers fluctuate 

over time within a spectrum of allegiance and enmity. Nevertheless, the existence of the mutual 

recognition that allows for, if not encourages, the cultivation of such attitudes and dispositions 

nourished a community of interlinked social agents within the field of cultural production.  

In revealing this network of primarily male relationships that did not necessarily exist 

within the Caribbean itself, the Clarke-Selvon correspondence presents pronounced macho 

performativity, analysis of which allows insight into the dispositions that coalesce as habitus.7 

Both authors consistently use loaded terms such as “bitch,” “son of a bitch,” “cunt,” and “fucker” 

to refer to each other and mutual (male and female) acquaintances, and they demonstrate a 

queerly anxious inclination toward phrases such as “in your arse,” “kiss-me-arse,” and “keep 

your arse quiet.” There are explicit examples of sexism and misogyny present as well. In a letter 
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dated July 5th 1985 in which Selvon responds to Clarke’s domestic woes, Selvon states, “Pussy, 

from the days of Adam, has always been the cause of Man’s downfall.” Clarke is equally hateful 

in describing a faltered relationship: “The Bitch is not only nasty, but sick: certifiably so” 

(September 9th 1985). In the aforementioned letter from Selvon while in California visiting Khan 

in 1972, Selvon writes to Clarke, “I even sleeping on a double bed! Only thing, boy, I ain’t catch 

no California blonde yet to share it with….not that they not all about the place, but I taking my 

time. I get about ten-twelve in my classes, and I eyeing up the situation, and as soon as I start to 

feel a little rusty, I going to get a piece of white arse to oil me down.” Selvon’s claim is tempered 

by Khan’s letter to Clarke, written on the opposite side of the same sheet of paper, in which he 

says, “you hear what he [Selvon] say he-self…he waitin to take his pick of the lot…grand charge 

nuh…we go see how long he wait before he make he move.” Additionally, Khan’s wife, Vera, 

adds a brief message to Clarke on the same page in which she references “all the yarn-spinning 

that does go on here all the time.”  

How are we to read Selvon’s and Clarke’s remarks in relation to the acknowledged 

fictive and exaggerated storytelling that is part of their correspondence? Can readers (and should 

they) try to discern a layer of “truth” in these exchanges? Maryanne Dever more usefully 

suggests, in her lecture “Reading Other People’s Mail” (1995), that “letters do not give us 

unmediated access to the writing self but offer instead discrete instances of self-representation. 

They are occasions for the projection of what we might call ‘ideal selves,’ fleeting—or flirting—

masks adopted according to the demands of recipient and circumstance.” These exchanges, then, 

point to the privileges and pressures associated with masculine performance in different 

geographical, social, and textual settings. Rather than denying the undoubtedly misogynistic 

nature of many of these comments, I seek to acknowledge it within the context of masculine 



 

 

44 

 

performance that is demanded in attaining and maintaining a masculine identity and the male 

bonds that sustain that identity.8  

This type of performance is intimately tied to an awareness of race and class that proves 

revelatory for the study of Caribbean writers. The racially aware exchanges between Clarke and 

Selvon, for example, expose the inadequacy of the white/black binary often applied to Caribbean 

immigrant writing. Peter Kalliney explains this typical approach in his recent work:  

I take race to be a term that operates largely through a comparative binary—white and 

nonwhite—which is how most of the people in my study viewed the question. Hence 

figures such as Wilson Harris, VS Naipaul, and Sam Selvon, all with varying degrees of 

non-African ancestry, could be racially aligned with other late colonial and early 

postcolonial writers, at least in the context of literary culture. (262 n. 28) 

Yet, Kalliney is aware that there are “obvious disadvantages to grouping most late colonial and 

early postcolonial writers from Africa and the Caribbean under the umbrella term black” (262 n. 

28). In contrast, the Clarke-Selvon correspondence demonstrates their hyper-awareness of the 

complexities of their racial differences while remaining cognizant of the fact that their works 

were being organized within a simplistic binary. In congratulating Selvon on selling two stories 

to the CBC Anthology radio programme, Clarke writes, “And you calling you-self a ‘black 

writer’? Black writer, my arse! You is a white boy! You is the Arthur Hailey o’ Out There!” 

(June 20th 1980). When discussed in relation to the institutions dominating the field of cultural 

production, Selvon’s and Clarke’s races are conflated and the complexities of their racial 

relations are erased, but they are sufficiently aware of this fact to mimic and mock it.  

A similar rhetoric is apparent in the more blunt exchanges that pepper their 

correspondence. Selvon does not miss an opportunity to dramatize their racial difference, often 
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to the point of caricature. He routinely ends his letters with comments such as “God will bless 

you, son, don’t mind you black. And ugly” (November 9th 1976) and “Love, (but I ain’t calling 

no black man ‘brother’)” (October 15th 1977). Likewise, Clarke describes Reshard Gool to 

Selvon as having “the same ‘bad’ blood in his rass veins as you; which is to say that he is a 

Indian-man, like you” (October 21st 1977). Selvon often refers to himself as a “coolie” and to 

Clarke as a “black bastard” or “my black friend,” while just as frequently innovating racialized 

ways to describe their apparent bond as seen when he calls himself Clarke’s “poor coolie cousin 

here in Calgary” (May 11th 1979). Selvon’s tendency to playfully reiterate racial and ethnic 

categorizations while ridiculing their arbitrariness resonates with Bourdieu’s discussion of the 

role of parody in the literary field: “newcomers ‘get beyond’ … the dominant mode of thought 

and expression not by explicitly denouncing it but by repeating and reproducing it in a 

sociologically non-congruent context, which has the effect of rendering it incongruous or even 

absurd, simply by making it perceptible as the arbitrary convention it is” (Field 31). This strategy 

is apparent in a letter dated December 7th 1983 in which Selvon refers to Clarke as “you Indian 

people,” but just a few lines later, he switches to describing him as “you Black people” who are 

“worse than coolies.” Additionally, in the same letter, when talking about a South-Asian 

conference in Toronto, he questions, “what the arse they mean by ‘Asian,’ anyway, it’s a word 

like ‘African’ what doesn’t tell you anything (I bet you … that if ‘African’ become popular, it 

will have to scatter into compass points—North, East, and West, not to mention South-South-

East, in order to differentiate with SOUTH Africa!”” Though employed in a less public medium 

than a published text, this dimension of their epistolary rhetoric has real value, serving to 

uncouple simplistic binaries and dilute the appeal of simulated categories.  
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This attention to race in their letters correlates with their more public discussions of 

inculcated and assimilated forms of enculturation. For instance, Selvon starts a letter to Clarke on 

May 26th 1979 with “Don’t you wish you was a coolie now, eh? Or even a Trini instead of a 

Bajan? … [T]here is to be a Conference in Trinidad in September, but it is only for coolie 

people.” Here, Selvon is referring to the “East Indians in the Caribbean Conference” held at the 

University of West Indies, Trinidad, in 1979. He delivered the opening address entitled “Three 

into One Can’t Go—East Indian, Trinidadian, West Indian” in which he contemplates race 

relations in Trinidad and the Caribbean. He explains that in Trinidad “under the surface of 

affluence there is resentment, bitterness, tension and dissatisfaction between the Blacks and the 

East Indians, and all the old handicaps standing in the way of a peaceful settlement” (223). 

Selvon articulates the fact that in Trinidad and in the Caribbean as a whole racial differences—

which are themselves not always clear cut or self-evident and are often further complicated by 

overlapping processes described as “colonial indoctrination,” “creolising,” or developing “a 

cosmopolitan attitude” (211-214)—often act in tension with national and regional affiliations. A 

regional identity does not immediately or unproblematically materialize for Caribbean 

immigrants even if “[a]s far as the English were concerned, [they] were all one kettle of fish and 

classified as Jamaicans” (216). Selvon explains, “[s]ome kind of communal defence was pressed 

upon us by necessity to rally against the discriminations and hardships of living in a white 

society, but pockets of various islanders persisted with a settling among their own countrymen 

by choice, and argument and dissension continued about who was the ‘better’ man, and which 

was the ‘best’ island” (215-216). Selvon and Clarke’s inclination to build relationships across 

racial divides should therefore not be undervalued. For example, on August 7th 1972 Selvon 

writes to Clarke, “My/our buddy ISMITH KHAN is going to be there [Carifesta], so it will mean 
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two coolie against one nigger. If you like, I could bring one of them straight-hair wig … so you 

wouldn’t feel so conspicuous when you walking about town with we.” Selvon’s jocularity invites 

quick dismissal of this comment, but his invocation of these derogatory racial labels reiterates 

the historical legacy of white patriarchy organizing human subjectivities and relations for its own 

profit with lasting consequences for how formerly colonized peoples interact with one another. 

Selvon’s statement performs the meaningful work of describing, and to some extent actualizing, 

the bonds among himself, Clarke, and Khan while painting racialized discourse as unavoidable, 

but at times, uninformed and superficial. 

Bourdieu and Loïc Wacquant’s article “On the Cunning of Imperialist Reason” (1999) 

emphasizes the necessity of critical attention to these bonds. They argue that “numerous topics 

directly issuing from the intellectual confrontations relating to the social particularity of 

American society and of its universities have been imposed, in apparently de-historicized form, 

upon the whole planet” (41). With reference to discussions of race in Brazil, they assert that a 

reductive racial binary derived from the American tradition “can even impose itself in countries 

where the operative principles of vision and division of ethnic differences, codified or practical, 

are quite different” (44). To bear witness to Selvon and Clarke’s epistolary rhetoric, then, is to 

consider the stakes of their exchanges in the terms in which they have been constituted and to 

interrupt systematic processes of misrecognition.  

Selvon and Clarke’s parodic strategies in their correspondence are aimed not only at race 

but at intersecting forms of social categorization. For example, in an undated letter (but one that 

seems to stem from early interaction), Selvon writes to Clarke, 

When you write me, please do not associate me with your pussying and your gambling in 

Toronto. You have done enough to shame OUR PEOPLE, and when you include me as if 
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I am a passero of yours, as if you and me use to thief duck-egg under the house together 

[…] So please, Clarke, don’t write me no letter about gambling poker, because, first of 

all, and AS MAN, I does play WAPEE, or ROMMEE. 

And also, man, this familiarity! THIS FAMILIARITY! Man Clarke, I will NEVER 

understand you fellars, you know. You just like Lionel [Hutchinson] --- that touch-of-

nature man. All-you fellars does forget I is an INDIAN, you know, and I have certain 

duties to perform. But no. Is some big kiff-kiff from you, and a even bigger one from 

Lionel, that other fucking Bajan, about ‘Rass!’ and ‘Jesus Christ!’ (I too shame to put 

‘fucking’ between ‘Jesus’ and ‘Christ,’ like you and he does --- you-all haven’t any 

respect at all atall?  

But one good thing, partner, (seeing that both-of-we-is-Indian-together) I glad you    

bringing them NOTES, and ESSAYS, what you fuckup the Canadian students  

with….because […] I would be able to rap off YOUR authority, rather than mines. 

Admittedly, the complete context of this document is inaccessible since the archive does not 

include the letter to which Selvon is responding. However, as Maryanne Dever, Sally Newman, 

and Ann Vickery explain in their introduction to The Intimate Archive (2009), the “uncertainty 

and contingency inherent in the primary documents … compe[l] us to continue to interrogate the 

complicated relationships between historical subjects, the incomplete traces they leave behind 

and those of us who follow on, chasing, sifting and weighing those traces” (9-10). Within the 

parameters of my focus, what can be discerned from this letter is that Selvon delights in 

creatively throwing social categories into disarray. He mockingly adopts the phrase “as man”—

which is often used by Clarke in his letters and in his published works—alongside stereotypically 

macho pastimes to create a parody of overdetermined masculine identities. In according certain 
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behaviours to certain races, classes, and/or countries and in uncovering the arbitrary nature of 

these confines, he also effectively indicts the disingenuous motives of respectability politics. 

Selvon’s humour again serves to reiterate the creative power of difference while critiquing 

falsities generated by prejudiced attachment to difference.  

Furthermore, in this letter, while Selvon chooses to position Clarke as associated with the 

Black Power movement and emphasizes the duties supposedly associated with “an INDIAN,” his 

choice to preface his request with the claim “we-is-Indian-together” (which could refer to a 

shared West Indian identity or could be deliberately illogical) encourages a consideration of the 

basis of relationships in private and public domains. At the same time, he comments on the role 

of status in the literary field: if familiarity can be assumed, authority can be borrowed. His 

comment on authority adds to a critique of the nature of prestige begun earlier in the letter when 

he refers to the Humming Bird Medal he received from the Trinidad government. He banks on 

that prestige and then immediately undercuts his attachment to it by offering to sell it. He 

exposes the fact that the symbolic value of this award is what carries weight in the field of 

cultural production. Yet, for everyday life, its value in terms of mercantile exchange is what 

matters. There is a tension between personal and professional needs here that Selvon seeks to 

resolve through the possibilities of capital transmission and accumulation enabled by 

transnational relationships.  

We can garner a more complete understanding of these possibilities by turning to the 

letters that deal with Selvon’s plans to move to Canada. These exchanges point to the fact that 

this network is not confined to Caribbean writers but involves academics, editors, publishers, 

journalists, and other social agents across the globe. In a letter to Clarke dated November 9th 
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1976, while the writer-in-residence at the University of Dundee, Selvon explains the rationale for 

his move:  

I guess things going good with you.  

I want things to go good with me too: I want to come Canada. I want to go West, though: 

my wife got family in Calgary, and I want to try and get a fix-up for the University of 

Calgary, or Alberta, or British Columbia. […] I done so many fucking favours for you in 

the past, let me see now if you could come up with some ideas? This is really serious. I 

finish here in September next year, and I don’t want to stay in Brit’n no more: it sinking, 

and I want to swim. In fact, the idea is really to immigrate, but a year or so at a 

University would be a good prelude.  

The logic of reciprocity present in this message is perhaps made half-jokingly, but the idea of 

social agents within a network working together for the well-being of all involved is important. 

On October 10th 1977 Selvon reiterates, “I appeal to you to use your clout and prestige in getting 

me settled in a job on the West Coast.” On December 31st, he continues, “One of the things I am 

hoping to do when I come is to get established with a good Canadian publisher. In fact, several 

of my books were never published in Canada, and I want to put that right.”9 

Clarke readily helped Selvon as Selvon was and continued to be always forthcoming with 

his own aid and advice. On October 11th 1977, Clarke informs Selvon of a number of valuable 

contacts, including William New and Vincent D’Oyley at the University of British Columbia. 

Additionally, on October 21st, Clarke suggests arranging a reading tour of the three major cities 

in the West as well as radio and television appearances, adding “I shall be working in the wings, 

in your behalf.” The material results of Clarke’s efforts are seen in the fact that Clarke was 

influential in Selvon eventually securing a writer-in-residence position at the University of 
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Alberta. In a letter dated August 7th 1982, Clarke explains that he had the opportunity to 

recommend Selvon for that position, and when Selvon eventually learns that he has unofficially 

secured it, he offers his “sincere thanks” to Clarke (November 30th 1982).10 

If, as Bourdieu notes, social capital involves “a durable network of more or less 

institutionalized relationships of mutual acquaintance and recognition,” then the exchange of 

advice and information in these letters demonstrates both the existence of such a network among 

Caribbean immigrant writers and the enabling powers of their shared social capital (“Forms of 

Capital” 248). Just as Clarke uses his reputation as a consecrated writer in Canada and the 

concomitant social capital to help Selvon translate his English notoriety into Canadian literary 

currency, Selvon attempts to use his own reputation to Clarke’s benefit. In a letter dated 

November 15th 1982, he explains how the publishing process is dependent on relationships: “The 

thing does work 2 ways: (1) Them Academicians in the Caribbean does suggest certain books 

and authors to Longman, or (2) Longman—through recommendation from people like myself—

would feel out the market and get said Academicians to read the books and report.” This advice 

refers to the Longman Group in England who, along with other prestigious publishers at the 

time, was doing reprints “for Caribbean and Third World distribution” (September 9th 1982). 

Selvon’s accumulated social capital and his consecrated status in the field of cultural production 

made his recommendation of Clarke influential.  

According to Bourdieu, a “network of relationships is the product of investment 

strategies, individual or collective, consciously or unconsciously aimed at establishing or 

reproducing social relationships that are directly usable in the short or long term”  (“Forms of 

Capital” 249). Selvon and Clarke demonstrate such “investment strategies” in developing a 

relationship with Robert Weaver. Weaver was the editor of The Tamarack Review, the founder 
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and organizer of the CBC Literary Competition, and perhaps most notably, the producer of the 

CBC radio programme Anthology, which “gave encouragement to authors, produced their works, 

and employed them as critics and commentators” (Naves 11-13). Though Weaver and Anthology 

may not have been as firmly embedded in the lives and careers of Caribbean immigrant writers, 

their mediating roles in the field of cultural production are, to an extent, comparable to those of 

Swanzy and Caribbean Voices. For example, in an interview between Elaine Naves and Barry 

Callaghan, Naves notes, “Austin Clarke credits [Weaver] with the fact that he’s not a poet today, 

because Bob [Weaver] apparently told him, ‘Well, you’re no poet.’”11 Callaghan adds that 

Weaver was also responsible for Clarke’s trip to New York, where he met Malcolm X, who 

turned out to be “very important to Austin personally in terms of his literary sensibility” (Naves 

105).12 Weaver’s influence on Clarke is further emphasized by the fact that Clarke dedicated his 

novel The Meeting Point (1972) to him.  

Weaver also exerted some influence on Selvon’s career. On June 20th 1980, Clarke 

congratulates Selvon on selling two stories, “Brackley and the Bed” and “Waiting for Aunty to 

Cough,” to Anthology to be read by Selvon in the summer of 1980. It is unclear if Clarke was 

responsible for introducing Selvon to Weaver. Nevertheless, it is clear that Clarke acted as a 

liaison between Selvon, based in Calgary, and Weaver, based in Toronto.13 Clarke notes on 

October 2nd 1980, “I tell Weaver you coming in Toronto ‘pon the 1st o’ November and that you 

spenning one week.” On May 12th 1981, Clarke asks, “why you don’t mek a thing and fly back 

out here in the East, at least you could get a picking offa Weaver if you was living more closer. I 

think so. Outta sight in this fucking place connote and stand-for outta mind; and already the 

white boys ain’t too happy that black boys writing book, so you would understand the position.” 

Aside from evidencing the importance of their relationships with Weaver, this comment reveals a 
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masculinized depiction of the Canadian literary field and a racialized dimension of Selvon and 

Clarke’s interaction with other social agents. Clarke’s invocation of the grouping “black boys” 

reiterates the reductive binary to which many social agents in the field subscribe, and the 

recontextualization of the phrase “get a picking” exposes the economic underpinnings of the 

field in which “black boys” have to survive off opportunities overseen by self-interested, 

predominantly white agents and institutions.  

The choices made by Selvon and Clarke in negotiating such unavoidable states of 

dependency can be read as necessary forms of investment given the struggle to secure gainful 

opportunities in Canada. For example, on July 8th 1978, Selvon complains, “Up to now I ain’t get 

no blasted work.” On December 6th 1980, he notes, “I can’t even buy a mouth-organ for my son 

for Christmas, nor boil a ham, things so expensive.”14 On December 2nd 1981, he explains, “I got 

a ‘job’ at last, praise God. I am now a caretaker.” This job was at the University of Calgary, 

where he was to later become the writer-in-residence, and four months later he notes that he will 

soon be quitting the caretaking job due to a number of promising opportunities.  

Selvon’s complaints in these letters point to a number of larger issues that affect many 

Caribbean immigrant writers within the field of cultural production, particularly the primacy of 

financial security. This issue, however, is inherently tied to the question of state or institutional 

sponsorship. Before Selvon’s arrival in Canada, Clarke advises, “If you coming in as a ‘landed 

immigrant’ the first thing I want you to do is consider applying for a Canada Council Arts Grant. 

That could be in the n’ighbourhood o’ $10 to $15 thousand Canadian smackers” (October 11th 

1977). On August 14th 1980, Clarke explains his own situation: “I apply for Canadian 

citizenship. I ain’t know why, after all these blasted years. But if Trudeau give me the blasted 

papers, at least I would qualify for the big three-year Canada Council freeness that they does-
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give to ‘distinguish’ writers, ‘who have mek a thing contribution-wise to Canadian Literature.’” 

Clarke’s description of the category “‘distinguish’ writers” correlates with Bourdieu’s 

consideration of “the dialectic of distinction” (Rules 154). This category acts as an “instrument[t] 

of classification” that makes “resemblances and differences by naming them” and is 

fundamentally a “produc[t] in the struggle for recognition by the artists themselves or by their 

appointed critics” (Rules 157). The “Canada Council freeness,” exemplifying the power of 

institutions to grant recognition, produces a public relationship that can guarantee an author both 

economic and cultural capital. Yet, Clarke’s caustic tone regarding this process points to his 

aversion to a system of arbitrary classifications that defends the interests of dominant groups.  

While Clarke’s time in Canada affords him the option of securing the potentially 

profitable position of being a Canadian citizen, Selvon notes, “poorarse immigrant like me got to 

wait until I ‘qualify’” (February 17th 1981). Access to the symbolic power embedded within state 

or institutional sponsorship depends on another public relationship: citizenship status. According 

to Ken McGoogan, Selvon and his family became Canadian citizens “the very day [they] became 

eligible,” even though in his twenty-eight years in London, Selvon had “never wanted to take out 

British citizenship’” (68). Even after securing this status and eventually receiving a Canada 

Council grant, however, Selvon continues to be plagued by issues of official recognition. For 

instance, on April 10th 1985, Selvon details his successful trip to Trinidad, where he attended the 

well-received staging of his work A Brighter Sun, entitling the letter “Lionised in Trinidad.” On 

the same page, he adds another letter dated May 1st, now written in pen rather than typed, entitled 

“De-Lionised in the United States.” In this hastily appended or deliberately juxtaposed addition, 

Selvon relates that he attempted to travel from the University of Winnipeg to Bemidji State 

University in Minnesota. While he “got across the border, having presented [his] Canadian 
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identity and letter of appointment,” the next morning, he was “picked up by a State Trooper for 

having ‘entered the country illegally.’” He was escorted across the border to Canada and “re-

entered to the U.S. side,” and he had to wait there until someone from the university arrived with 

the “necessary documents” before he could proceed to Bemidji. Selvon notes that “what was 

worse” was that he “had to sign a form in Grand Forks [North Dakota] actually acknowledging 

that [he] was an ‘illegal alien’ before they would allow [him] to leave. The only alternative (and 

this [he] would have to sign, too) was to be ‘kept in detention’ and wait for the issue to go before 

an Immigration Judge.” This incident attests to how writers like Selvon are dependent on the 

favour of consecrating institutions in order to not only get published but simply to have their 

presence recognized as legitimate within certain spaces and to stave off physical containment. 

The consistent demand for “necessary documents” as evidence of appropriate public 

relationships reflects how forms of categorization and recognition enforced by dominant 

institutions affect the realities of Caribbean immigrant writers.  

While Selvon struggled with his official status in North America, Clarke struggled with 

another form of categorization. In speaking about his dealings with House of Anansi Press, 

McClelland & Stewart, and Longman, Clarke notes that “I had-better forget Longmans and 

them-so, ‘cause they like they does-only publish Carbean Literature, and nobody in the Carbean 

know that I is a Wessindian, they forget me up here in Canada a long time, and start calling me a 

Canadian writer. So, wha to do?”  (March 8th 1983).15 On April 4th, in response to Selvon’s 

disapproval of the critical neglect of Clarke, Clarke writes, 

What you worried for? That the fellows down in the Carbean don’t know who I is? That 

they have their own-own intellectual system to praise you and Braff [Carlton Brathwaite] 

and Naipaul and them-so? Man, I not envious, man. I is a man who live-long with this 
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kind o’ neglect for years, and um haven’t do me nothing, but good. I is a Canadian writer. 

One o’ these days, they going to remember who I is, and when that time come, they will 

do the right thing, ‘cause God don’t like ugly. Um happen for years now that Ramchand 

and them-so don’t know nobody name Austin Clarke. 

Even though critical and popular recognition of Clarke and his work has undergone significant 

change since this letter, this comment once again demonstrates how simulated categories and 

acknowledged relationships play into the careers of Caribbean immigrant writers.  

Selvon was also aware of this situation and repeatedly expressed his desire for Clarke’s 

work to be more widely recognized. He details his many efforts to get Clarke his deserved 

recognition. For example, Selvon refuses to accept Clarke’s exclusion from the Canadian 

Association for Commonwealth Literature and Language Studies (CACLALS) conference in 

Winnipeg in October 1981. On April 8th, he notes, “I also just finish a letter to CLEM WYKE, 

asking him why it is that one of the most important commonwealth writers, and a Canadian 

citizen, is not down on the agenda?” He mentions “the scandalous omission” of Clarke in his 

letters on April 15th and 23rd. On May 7th, he admits, “I make my try for you with the Winnipeg 

thing (though they themselves say ‘Clarke is his own recommendation’) and it is up to them; it is 

ridiculous if they leave you out.” Finally, on August 16th, Selvon laments, “I did what I could to 

get those bastards to invite you to Winnipeg. I see now that the bitches have George Lamming 

name down on their list – spending all that money to bring him when they have a stalwart like 

you sitting on their doorstep.” Seemingly tired of waiting on others to recognize Clarke, he notes 

that “I have even thought of doing a work on you, but it is not easy for me to turn again to non-

fiction after all these years. Still, it there at the back of my mind, and if I could get some bread 

from the Canada Council I will do it.” Selvon even suggests working together. On August 16th 
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1981, he notes, “I still feel is a good idea for you and me to do a Reading tour thing together; we 

will slaughter them, so if you think so too see if you can fix up anything with Canada Council or 

the Writers Union.” While none of these propositions were realized, they clearly illustrate how a 

network of connections can potentially aid the productivity of a writer. At the same time, 

however, these plans also demonstrate how easily writers can be relegated to a state of 

dependency in that they have to rely on other social agents or institutions, like the Canada 

Council, to make their plans a reality.   

 Bourdieu suggests that critics should ask “how, given his social origin and the socially 

constituted properties he derived from it,” has the writer “managed to occupy or, in certain cases, 

produce the positions which the determined state of the literary (etc.) field offered” (Rules 215). 

His approach complements questions that have long surrounded the study of Caribbean 

immigrant writers. Lamming, for example, in his consideration of the first generation of 

Caribbean writers who moved to Britain in the 1950s, asks, “what, on evidence of their work, is 

the range of their ambition as writers whose nourishment is now elsewhere, whose absence is 

likely to drag into a state of permanent separation from their roots?” (23). Lamming’s 

exploration of the “pleasures of exile” is still relevant, and it can be productively supplemented 

with consideration of the transnational relationships maintained by these writers. The archived 

documents of writers like Clarke offer insight into these relationships, and a Bourdieusian study 

of these documents adds to our understanding of Caribbean immigrant writers’ simultaneously 

connected and isolated positioning within the field of cultural production.  

 My tracing of the friendship of Clarke and Selvon through this archival analysis also 

orients my approach to their literary works in the following chapters. Their correspondence that 

is by turn tough and tender as well as incisive and playful prompts me to look critically at the 
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production of masculinity, male bonds, and gender relations in their fiction. Just as I attend to the 

parodic nuance of their epistolary rhetoric, I emphasize the subtleties and ambiguities of their 

fiction as I attempt to refashion their critical reputations. I will demonstrate that just as the 

correspondence of Clarke and Selvon could be superficially judged as evidence of their sexism, 

so too their male immigrant characters, when uncritically read, come across as irresponsible and 

sexually profligate. However, careful reading of the correspondence reveals the privileges and 

pressures of macho performance in different contexts as well as self-aware parodies of what is 

done “as man.” Similarly, careful study of the relationships that shape the lives of their male 

characters uncovers how their bravado is tied to their loneliness, vulnerability, and fearfulness as 

they desperately seek control of or become resigned to their constrained circumstances. 

Analyzing Clarke and Selvon’s correspondence therefore helped me realize that a study of their 

fiction must not be framed as vicarious peering into private lives but as an investigation of 

simultaneously isolated and connected Caribbean immigrants who operate within an intricate 

configuration of relationships. Though the logic of this configuration is not readily apparent, it is 

what must be interrogated if we are to understand the naturalized systems of domination 

explored by Clarke and Selvon. 
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Notes 

1 As noted in my introduction, Selvon, who was born in Trinidad in 1923, immigrated to London 

in 1950 and to Calgary in 1978. Clarke, who was born in Barbados in 1934, immigrated to 

Toronto in 1955 and still resides there. 

2 Given that the finding aid for the Austin Clarke fonds lists the first accrual of documents as 

“acquired in July 1982,” I assume that the sale referred to in this letter was subsequently delayed 

or did not come to fruition. According to the online description of the “Samuel Selvon Papers” 

archived at the Harry Ransom Humanities Research Centre at the University of Texas at Austin, 

Selvon sold some of his documents to them in 1976, but “[n]o materials relating to Selvon’s 

personal life are present” and “only one outgoing piece of correspondence [is] in the collection.” 

There is no mention of Selvon’s correspondence with Clarke in the archive description. 

3 In a letter to Selvon dated January 15th 1984, Clarke explains his dependence on Tony 

MacFarlane in negotiating a selling price with McMaster University for a second collection of 

documents:  “I hoping, according to [MacFarlane] that they going come-through with something 

in the neighbourhood o’ $20,000.00, whiching we will tek $10,000.00; but we trying to mek 

them feel that we don’t need the money seeing as how we not rushing them. Um is a negotiating 

tacktic that we tacking with; but I don’t know.” 

4 My use of the term collaboration is meant to resonate with Peter Kalliney’s use of the term in 

Commonwealth of Letters (2013) in which he argues that metropolitan modernists “actively 

recruit[ed] late colonial and postcolonial intellectuals to serve as collaborators and conspirators” 

(4). As a result, “[m]etropolitan cultural institutions designed to consolidate imperialism … 

became modes of anti-imperialist cultural production through the incorporation of late colonial 
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intellectuals partial to modernist aesthetics but also resentful of metropolitan political 

dominance” (5). 

5 Letizia Gramaglia and Malachi McIntosh, in their article “Censorship, Selvon and Caribbean 

Voices” (2013), consider Selvon’s relationship with the editor of Caribbean Voices, Henry 

Swanzy. They suggest that to some extent Selvon’s novel A Brighter Sun (1952) responds to the 

controversial broadcast of his short story “Behind the Humming Bird,” which led to Selvon’s 

work being unofficially banned from Caribbean Voices for eight months in 1948-1949. They 

state that critics must “question the extent to which Selvon and his peers had their aesthetic 

decisions shaped by the anticipation of Henry Swanzy’s tastes and the strictures imposed on him 

by his superiors” (53). Their reading of this situation is certainly plausible, but it is shown to be 

inadequately contextualized when put into conversation with Michael Niblett’s reading of A 

Brighter Sun. In The Caribbean Novel since 1945 (2012), Niblett argues that this novel “registers 

the search for a form capable of articulating the impact of” “the socioeconomic transformations 

taking place” in Trinidad in the 1930s and 1940s, “in particular the increasing overlap and 

juxtaposition of social worlds” (48-49). The juxtaposition of the merits of both these readings 

highlights the fact that an emphasis on transnational relationships cannot downplay the existence 

of national borders or the nationalist discourses involved in forming those borders. 

6 The Caribbean Community (CARICOM) Secretariat describes the Caribbean Festival of Arts or 

CARIFESTA as “a celebration of the ethnic and racial diversity which separately and 

collectively created cultural expressions that are wonderfully unique to the Caribbean” and 

explains that the origins of the first gathering in 1972 lay in “two successive conferences of 

outstanding Caribbean Writers and Artists in 1966 and 1970 [that] recommended to the Prime 

Minister of Guyana [Forbes Burnham] that they would welcome the invitation to an annual 
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Festival of the Arts.” Clarke explains that “the acknowledged intention of this first Carifesta, was 

to cement the ties that existed between us [Caribbean artists], on a neutral ground, leaving us 

among ourselves to work out the ingredients, the mortar and the straw, to build a new society 

which for years, we had talked about; had known of its significance both to the islands and to our 

own personal and artistic development” (Passage 92). 

7 My description of these relationships as primarily male does not suggest the discounting of 

Selvon’s and Clarke’s documented relationships with female family members, female authors 

like Paule Marshall, and other female social agents like Lily Poritz Miller (editor at McClelland 

& Stewart) and Anne Wallace (publisher). 

8 This performative dimension of the correspondence resonates with the portrayal of masculine 

identities and bonds in the works of Selvon and Clarke. For example, Curdella Forbes argues that 

“the masculinity of men” in Selvon’s work “is changeful, vulnerable and endlessly in need of 

rehearsal and negotiation as an aspect of performance evoked within specified, distinct 

geographies that to some extent compel these responses” (78). Similarly, in analyzing Clarke’s 

depiction of “Bajan boyhood” in Among Thistles and Thorns (1965), Growing Up Stupid Under 

the Union Jack (1980), and Proud Empires (1986), Aaron Kamugisha notes, “Masculine 

achievement could never be secured merely by the accumulation of book learning; reputation 

among Clarke’s boys—a prestige that could guarantee ‘glamour and girls’—is achieved by the 

participation in adult-administered events from cadets and athletics to cathedral choir 

membership” (49). 

9 In A Passage Back Home, Clarke suggests that Selvon’s and other Caribbean authors’ move 

from England to North America was due to “the Inglish disposition for abandoning” (39). He 

explains that in the 1970s “Inglann suddenly discovered Africa” and that publishers like 
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Heinemann “decided there was more profits to be made from African literature, than they could 

get from that created by these West Indians.” He notes that “through systematic neglect, (books 

not being reviewed—except Vidia’s), these ‘lonely Londoners’ had to choose the routes of 

another journey, another immigration, and look to the New World, even although they 

themselves had originated from there…They turned their attention to Canada and to Amurca” 

(39-41). 

10 While in Canada, Selvon was the writer-in-residence at the University of Victoria, the 

University of Winnipeg, the University of Alberta, and the University of Calgary. He also 

temporarily left Canada to be the writer-in-residence at the University of the West Indies, 

Trinidad, for a few months in 1982.  

11 Clarke eventually published a work of poetry, Where the Sun Shines Best, in 2013. 

12 Callaghan also maintained a relationship with Clarke as demonstrated by him writing a “prose 

portrait,” entitled “Austin Clarke: Riding the Coltrane,” for Clarke’s They Never Told Me (2013).  

13 Selvon and Weaver were keen to meet whenever they were in the same area. In a letter dated 

November 18th 1981, Selvon informs Clarke, “Weaver pass through here [Calgary] yesterday, 

and I went and had a coffee with him.” 

14 Clarke and Selvon frequently invoke culinary references in entertaining and meaningful ways. 

For example, on December 16th 1985, Clarke writes to Selvon, “Whilst you having ham: I 

having salt fish; whilst you having black pudding and souse: I having a biscuit and a piece o’ 

hard chaddar; whilst you having drink; I having a beer; and whilst you mekking money ‘pon race 

horse, I going be pelting some blows in this typewriter.” Similarly, on September 19th 1985 

Selvon compares Clarke’s planned trip to New Brunswick to his own trip to Trinidad: “Cold 

going to make your totee [penis] shrivel up and the foreskin would curl inwards and you can’t 
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find it when you want to pee. Mines would be bathed by tropical seawater and stimulated with 

canejuice and rum, and if I drink a fish-broth, I would not be responsible for the havoc it would 

cause.” Their badinage indulges in culinary references, producing clever intersections of race, 

class, gender, and nationality. Clarke jokingly juxtaposes the cliché image of the starving artist 

diligently pursuing grand literary ambitions with the Caribbeanized man of leisure. Likewise, 

Selvon caricatures the tropical island that is ready to rejuvenate every tourist and that offers the 

ideal stimulants to heighten (and satisfy) male virility. They make fun of these images while 

acknowledging the real differences between writers with and without rewarding opportunities as 

well as the nostalgia and desires of Caribbean immigrants. Notably, Clarke offers sustained 

reflection on his relationship with culinary traditions in his memoir Pigtails ‘n Breadfruit (1999). 

In her article “The Mother as Culinary Griotte” (2002), Brinda Mehta compellingly argues that 

Clarke uses this memoir to pay “tribute to a strong tradition of culinary matriarchs,” engaging 

with culinary history in a manner that “interrogate[s] gender and class distinctions through the 

oral inventiveness of cooking” (185-186).   

15 Clarke’s views resonate with Forbes’ explanation of how the “overarching rhetoric of nation-

making” informed the reception of Caribbean literature in the second half of the twentieth 

century. She argues that “the overarching frame in the list of criteria for a novel to be considered 

West Indian was whether or not the work contributed to an ‘authentic’ and ‘responsible’ 

representation of the West Indies as a national cultural entity” (8). 
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Chapter 3 

Determined Relationships: Loneliness and W(e)ary Immigrants in 

Samuel Selvon’s The Lonely Londoners, “My Girl and the City,” and The 

Housing Lark 

In The Lonely Londoners (1956), the short story “My Girl and the City” from Ways of 

Sunlight (1957), and The Housing Lark (1965), Samuel Selvon depicts Caribbean immigrants in 

England who struggle to avoid being undone by various forms of disenfranchisement. Loneliness 

is both a constituent and product of such deprivation, and though loneliness is a term that has 

been superficially applied to many readings of Selvon’s work, it has not been explored to any 

satisfactory extent. I will consider what loneliness means to Selvon’s immigrant characters in 

terms of its production and effects by conceptualizing it as part of their symbolic domination or 

their socialized misrecognition of boundaries, perspectives, and other conditions of their 

domination as legitimate. In these texts, loneliness and the circulation of feelings evoked by 

loneliness produce a manufactured social condition that strives to bend immigrant characters into 

submissive postures. For example, socioeconomic realities faced by Selvon’s immigrant 

characters generate the circumstances that enforce loneliness by coercing these characters into 

concentrating all their efforts into surviving daily rigors, which include the corrosive effects of 

everyday racism, leaving them withdrawn from the public sphere and detached from common 

reality. By precluding the formation of meaningful social relationships and attacking their 

capacity for reflective thought, experience, and action, loneliness pushes these immigrants into 

forms of self-defeating behaviour such as macho bravado. Loneliness both degrades these 
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immigrant characters’ connections to the world, often leaving them tenuous and circumscribed, 

and distorts their capacity to actualize more robust relationships. Yet, some of these characters, 

through a combination of self-awareness, patient attention to relationships, and persistent 

attempts at communication, find space to construct bonds that afford the affirmation and 

creativity suppressed by loneliness.   

In Loneliness: Human Nature and the Need for Social Connection (2008), John T. 

Cacioppo and William Patrick study loneliness from a psychological point of view, 

conceptualizing it as “a deeply disruptive hurt” and as “a process of wear and tear” that has both 

physiological and behavioural consequences (7, 99). They explain that in terms of evolution, 

“feelings of isolation and perception of threat reinforce each other to promote a higher and more 

persistent level of wariness” among humans (31). In expectation of threat, humans become 

“cognitively hypervigilant” as part of “a chain of physiological reactions known as the fight-or-

flight response” (31). However, if those threats are not real or immediately manifest (as they 

would have been for our ancestors), then our physical and psychological responses to perceived 

threat can overwhelm our bodies. When “our stressors consist of feeling isolated and unloved,” 

as when we are lonely, “the constant presence of these excitatory chemicals acts as a corrosive 

force that accelerates the aging process” (32). Over time, loneliness can impair our cognitive 

abilities in that lonely individuals are “less able to evaluate other people’s intentions,” which 

increases the likelihood of them being “vulnerable to manipulation” and “desperate to please” 

(16). Chronic loneliness not only wears one down, but it generates and naturalizes patterns of 

behaviour that are self-defeating and incapacitating.  

Cacioppo and Patrick’s understanding of loneliness conveys its perceptible impact on the 

individual, yet as Thomas Dumm shows in Loneliness as a Way of Life (2008), this condition has 
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broader implications. Dumm argues that loneliness “may be thought of as being a profoundly 

political experience because it is instrumental in the shaping and exercise of power, the meaning 

of individuality, and the ways in which justice is to be comprehended and realized in the world” 

(29). Arguing that modern life is intensely inflected by loneliness, Dumm describes this 

condition as “the experience of unhappy removal from a life lived in common with others” (28). 

He acknowledges the powerful effects of interminable estrangement from others and the world, 

but he also positions loneliness as a “necessary part of experience” (32). In embracing the lonely 

self, he emphasizes introspection as responsibility and asserts that being alone at times allows us 

“to become who we are” (22).  

With these psychological and political perspectives of loneliness in mind, I also refer to 

the Oxford English Dictionary definition of loneliness as “want of society or company; the 

condition of being alone or solitary” or the “feeling of being alone; the sense of solitude; 

dejection arising from want of companionship or society.” Given that solitude is correspondingly 

defined as the “state of being or living alone; loneliness, seclusion,” it is necessary to consider 

the relationship between solitude and loneliness in order to understand these concepts more 

clearly. Solitude can be conceptualized as being alone in a world in which one has the option of 

recognition, and loneliness as being alone in a world in which one does not. The difference is 

between an isolation in which one’s fundamental value as a person maintains one’s inherent 

connection to the rest of the world and an isolation in which one’s value has been undermined or 

unrecognized in a way that makes one’s connection to the world vulnerable because it has been 

degraded, denied, or blocked by others’ real or perceived dispositions. Implicit in this 

understanding of loneliness is the way in which circumstances that elicit loneliness can be 

produced and maintained through the persistent denial of an individual’s value, agency, and 
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relation to the world. Loneliness then is not so much the result of an individual failing as of an 

imposed condition.  

Hannah Arendt’s work on loneliness enhances this understanding. The Origins of 

Totalitarianism (1951) provides an historical and theoretical analysis of anti-Semitism, 

imperialism, and totalitarianism, with detailed consideration of Nazi Germany and Stalinist 

Russia.1 In the chapter “Ideology and Terror,” which was added to the revised version in 1958, 

Arendt argues that the “essence” of totalitarian domination is terror and its “principle of action is 

the logicality of ideological thinking” (464). Isolation is a necessary precursor to and result of 

terror as it destroys an individual’s potential for political action. Isolation becomes loneliness 

when “the capacity to add something of one’s own to the common world” is destroyed (475).2 

Totalitarian domination depends on loneliness because the lonely individual is bereft of 

connection and belonging and therefore susceptible to the logicality of ideologies. Arendt 

clarifies this reasoning by distinguishing between solitude and loneliness.3 She explains that 

thinking is done in solitude within one’s mind, but since the outside world is represented in the 

self, thinking is a “dialogue of the two-in-one.” However, “this two-in-one needs the others in 

order to become one again: one unchangeable individual whose identity can never be mistaken 

for that of any other” (476). Companionship saves solitary individuals “from the dialogue of 

thought in which one remains always equivocal” and “restores the identity which makes them 

speak with the single voice of one unexchangeable person” (476). Solitude becomes loneliness 

“when all by myself I am deserted by my own self” (476).4 For Arendt, loneliness precludes 

connections with others and degrades one’s connection with oneself; it suppresses one’s capacity 

for thought and experience, leaving one dependent on logical reasoning to the point of 

detachment from any common reality.    
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An excerpt from C.L.R James’ Letters from London (2003) allows us to synthesize these 

formulations of loneliness in order to extrapolate a working conception that applies to Caribbean 

immigrants in England. Letters from London compiles seven essays C.L.R. James wrote for the 

Port of Spain Gazette, a Trinidadian newspaper, during his visit to London in 1932. Notably, 

these letters, like those exchanged between Clarke and Selvon, foreground the transnational 

relationships through which Caribbean literature and Caribbean identities manifest themselves. 

In the fourth essay, “The Houses,” James describes the loneliness enforced by the 

accommodation available to him: 

In the room itself, it is not so bad. According to your landlady you may have a few good 

chairs, a good bed etc. If you furnish it yourself, you may do quite well. But whatever 

you do the loneliness of the room is dreadful. When you lock the door you are in a world 

of your own. You come in, you pass along the passage, you go up the staircase, you go 

into your room, and there is an end of you. You see no one, you hear no one. You see 

nothing, all that you hear is the cry of newsboys or vehicles passing along the street. Who 

are living in the same house with you, you do not know. (64) 

If loneliness forces you into “in a world of your own” where you “see no one” and “hear no one” 

and means that “you do not know” of possible connections, then loneliness in the context of the 

Caribbean immigrant in London is not a defined feeling but a condition that shuts out the 

possibility of connection. Moreover, it is an undesirable condition that compromises one’s sense 

of being as it means the “end of you”; it renders you vulnerable and powerless by denying the 

possibility of thought and experience. If this is what loneliness means to the individual 

immigrant, what does loneliness mean when used to denote the shared feeling of a group, as 

indicated, for example, in the title of The Lonely Londoners? Furthermore, if loneliness involves 
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the erosion of the capacity for social connection and of individual and collective agency, what 

are the possibilities and impossibilities established by this condition for Selvon’s lonely 

immigrant characters?  

In attempting to answer to these questions, I situate loneliness as a form of what Bourdieu 

terms symbolic domination. In An Invitation to Reflexive Sociology (1992), Bourdieu describes 

symbolic power as “the power to constitute the given by stating it, to act upon the world by 

acting upon the representation of the world” (148). Dominant individuals and groups wield this 

power in establishing everyday classifications, modes of expression, and perspectives that 

become naturalized as self-evident. These socialized understandings of ourselves and the world 

predispose individuals to particular conceptions of whom one can develop a relationship with as 

well as how, why, where, and to what effect. As dominated social agents misrecognize and 

tacitly accept what is established, they undergo symbolic domination. This form of domination 

should therefore be understood not as an explicit display of violence but as a form of disguised 

domination that legitimates the social order. As Bourdieu explains in Masculine Domination 

(1998), the effect of symbolic domination is “exerted not in the pure logic of knowing 

consciousness but through the schemes of perception, appreciation and action that are 

constitutive of habitus and which, below the level of the decisions of consciousness and the 

controls of the will, set up a cognitive relationship that is profoundly obscure to itself” (37). In 

order to move beyond an understanding of symbolic domination as based on coercion or 

voluntary submission, Bourdieu identifies the set of dispositions that comprise the habitus of the 

dominated group as generating belief in the legitimacy of the conditions of their domination.  

Analysis of the symbolic domination of Selvon’s immigrants requires contemplation of 

the relationship between their habitus and the field in which they are now operating. Given 
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Bourdieu’s explanation in Outline of a Theory of Practice (1972) that habitus is “a past which 

survives in the present and tends to perpetuate itself into the future,” the practices and 

perceptions of these immigrants in London necessarily involve the histories of transnational 

relationships that constitute the Caribbean (82). Bourdieu explains that symbolic domination acts 

by “trigger[ing] the dispositions that the work of inculcation and embodiment has deposited in 

those who are thereby primed for it” (Masculine 38). I understand the habitus of these Caribbean 

immigrants as structured by the fields that constitute colonialism, which potentially accomplish 

what Bourdieu describes as “the immense preliminary labour that is needed to bring about a 

durable transformation of bodies and to transform the permanent dispositions that it triggers and 

awakens” (Masculine 38). In describing the triggering of the loneliness of Caribbean immigrants 

in London, Selvon’s texts are therefore describing a social order and social dynamics that are 

directly connected to the work done during the long history of colonialism and capitalism. This 

history reminds readers that these immigrants are operating within a context that is both familiar 

and unfamiliar. They have always been in relationship with England through its positioning as 

nurturing caregiver or the Mother Country, but beyond that fictitious image, they are now 

directly experiencing it as a site of overt and subtle hostilities. Given that these immigrants are 

operating within this charged, contradictory context without any significant forms of capital, the 

“conditions of possibility” of symbolic domination are heightened (Bourdieu, Masculine 38).  

Bourdieu describes tacit acceptance of imposed limits and therefore misrecognition of the 

conditions of domination as involving “passions and sentiments,” including “love, admiration, 

[and] respect,” as well as “bodily emotions” such as “shame, humiliation, timidity, anxiety, guilt” 

and, I would add, loneliness (Masculine 38). As loneliness is produced, these immigrants are 

molded into postures that lessen the likelihood of their disruption of what is established.5 In order 
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to register loneliness as one of a number of “durable effects” of symbolic domination, I read this 

form of domination in Selvon’s texts as enacted upon and producing w(e)ary immigrant bodies 

(Bourdieu, Masculine 38). W(e)ary denotes being simultaneously weary and wary, becoming 

weary from being wary and being wary because one is weary. It refers to a state characterized by 

vulnerability, paranoia, frustration, fear, and fatigue. W(e)ariness and loneliness are mutually 

constitutive in that w(e)ary immigrant characters are particularly susceptible to loneliness and 

loneliness inevitably leads to a more pronounced state of w(e)ariness. In considering Selvon’s 

depictions of the physical and mental exertions of lonely immigrants, I am concerned with them 

being physically, emotionally, and psychologically taxed through laborious undertakings like 

hyper-vigilance to the extent that they are left extraordinarily vulnerable. W(e)ariness is the 

result of and contributes to the misrecognition of the conditions of domination that work to 

produce obedience to the status quo while diminishing dominated individuals’ capacity to 

question what is legitimate.  

With this framework in place, Selvon’s celebrated short story “My Girl and the City” 

serves as an entry point into analysis. This story is concerned with the narrator’s attempts at self-

awareness and self-expression through careful observation and introspection. These concerns are 

particularly apparent in the narrator’s attention to the relationships in which he is involved—

relationships with places, people, and himself. The narrator, who is not identified by race or by 

country of origin, explains, “You could be lonely as hell in the city, then one day you look 

around you and you realize everybody else is lonely too, withdrawn, locked, rushing home out of 

the chaos: blank faces, unseeing eyes, millions and millions of them” (186). Like James’ 

description of the loneliness of the boarding houses, Selvon’s narrator describes loneliness in 

London in terms of a reduced capacity to achieve social connection. There is an important 
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distinction, however, in that Selvon’s character is among people while James’ is alone. Yet, the 

production and effects of loneliness remain consistent. For Selvon’s narrator, becoming aware 

that there are others who share the loneliness he feels is significant in terms of beginning to 

confront his own lonely condition. But neither awareness of other lonely individuals nor physical 

proximity to them is sufficient to realize an escape from loneliness. The unseeing, unaware 

crowd does not provide any option of recognition that extends beyond realizing that loneliness is 

a shared but un-shareable condition. Their loneliness continues to dispossess the narrator of his 

value and agency. As Michael Cobb explains in Single (2012), “what one begins to encounter 

among the lonely is not the absence of people but the sheer abundance of others” (21). In reality, 

the “loneliest of us are not necessarily those of us who are actually alone but rather those of us 

trying our hardest not to be alone” (Cobb 21).  

The narrator of “My Girl and the City” tries “not to be alone” by pursuing the possibility 

of a relationship that allows for both self-affirmation and co-operative creativity. He follows the 

above description of loneliness with a description of his wait for the girl he planned to meet who 

arrives three hours late. The narrator describes his decision to wait and her decision to follow 

through with the meeting despite being late as an offchance: “a different word for this thing that 

happened—an offchance, but that does not explain why it happens, and what it is that really 

happens” (187). This fortuitous opportunity does not necessitate explanation or understanding; it 

affords the development of their relationship through patience, which is a consistent theme of the 

story. In just the first two pages, the narrator offers the following statements: “I wait for my girl 

on Waterloo bridge,” “We used to wait for a 196,” “I am waiting for her in Victoria Station,” 

“We wait a while,” “Wait here, I say,” and “I had to wait for the sandwiches” (181-182).  
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Patience and waiting on the offchance, however, are not in themselves the point. Rather 

patience in the context of relationships is shown to be desirable when combined with an 

emphasis on words. The story starts with the line “All these words that I hope to write, I have 

written them already many times in my mind,” and the narrator invites readers to participate in a 

relationship with him by asking them to “choose a time, a place, any time or any place, and take 

off, as if this were interrupted conversation, as if you and I were earnest friends and there is no 

need for preliminary remark” (181). His request for assumed, unexplained intimacy creates a 

space for relationship through which further connection is available but not assured. The 

potential for connection depends on words, waiting, and chance as is seen throughout the story in 

the narrator’s overlapping relationships with readers, the girl, London, and himself.  

While attempting to develop the potential of these relationships through a focus on oral 

and written words, the narrator also yokes his efforts to communicate—his words—to futility. 

Before inviting readers into an unexplained relationship, the narrator confesses that he has “many 

beginnings for the story,” listing these possible beginnings as if his words are simultaneously 

dismissible and necessary. Similarly, he subsequently explains that in wooing the girl he “talked 

a great deal” but immediately undercuts the importance of this action, saying “Often, it was as if 

I had never spoken” (181). Again, he juxtaposes the necessity of his words with their seeming 

futility, just as he later describes his words directed at her as “precious” but also as “missionless” 

and “lost” (181). His relationships are inherently based on this struggle to express himself and 

this struggle to express himself is based on his relationships. They inform and motivate each 

other, leading to his explanation: “I say them [words] because I want you to know, I don’t ever 

want to regret afterwards that I didn’t say enough, I would rather say too much” (182). Given 
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this connection, it is unsurprising that the narrator’s relationships, like his words, are also defined 

by a tension between potential and futility.  

When the narrator is frustrated with his inability to express his thoughts, the girl, a 

stenographer, offers to travel with him in the Inner Circle so that he could “voice [his] thoughts 

and she would write them down, and that way [they] could make something of it” (183). This co-

operative process of “mak[ing] something” of thoughts, words, and relationships amidst or out of 

the quotidian is a process that the story fixatedly rehearses. But it is a conflicted process: “I move 

around in a world of words. Everything that happens is words. But pure expression is nothing” 

(188). Since it is dependent on words and relationships, this process also assumes the tension 

between potential and futility. The narrator notes, “Writing all this now—and some weeks have 

gone by since I started—it is lifeless and insipid and useless. Only at the time, there was 

something, a thought that propelled me” (183). Similarly, he states, “I have known a great 

frustration and weariness. All these things, said, have been said before […] even to talk of the 

frustration is a repetition” (185). The narrator’s struggle to express himself produces and stems 

from his w(e)ariness; he is weary from repetition as he is wary of repetition. He is wary of his 

surroundings to the point that he can register the potential significance of everyday details, but he 

is weary from trying to create something out of these details.  

The narrator’s w(e)ariness denotes his frustration and exhaustion, but it also emphasizes a 

persistent struggle for agency in the face of symbolic domination. My conception of this struggle 

is informed by James Bohman’s critique of Bourdieu in “Practical Reason and Cultural 

Constraint” (1999). Bohman argues for “a different account of culturally constrained agency, one 

which permits a greater role for reflection and innovation by which actors are able to transform 

the conditions of social actions themselves” (131). Situating reflexivity as “not primarily an 
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‘effect’ of theory, as Bourdieu often argues, but a component of public and practical reason,” 

Bohman conceives of social agents equipped with “wider reflective practices” who “could 

become aware of such practical constraints, as much as be influenced by them cognitively” 

(136). Selvon offers a comparable conception of agency as potentially transformative if 

reflection is prioritized. The narrator does not have the power to shape the definitions and 

classifications that are established, but he is striving to formulate observations and 

understandings that do not necessarily assume the world is as it should be. Eventually, the 

narrator’s w(e)ary condition leads him into co-operation with the girl, and together they attempt 

to make something out of the everyday. Their co-operative relationship depends on waiting and 

on chance, and it is defined by both its potential and futility. The narrator’s w(e)ariness may 

ultimately degrade him by eroding his capacity for thought and experience. His w(e)ariness 

makes him vulnerable, yet such vulnerability if acknowledged and shared within the context of 

propitious, patient relationship can result in a renewed capacity for thought and experience—the 

making of something—as illustrated when the narrator playfully explains that he and the girl 

even “came near to great, fundamental truths” in their “casual conversation” (187).  

The renewal of one’s eroded capacity for thought and experience as strived for in this 

story should not be undervalued, especially since a number of characters in both The Lonely 

Londoners and The Housing Lark demonstrate a lack of such capacity. While these characters 

provide, on the surface level, comedic effect, they also poignantly exemplify w(e)ariness. In The 

Housing Lark, Gallows is a Trinidadian character who “never had a plan, never had ideas about 

the future,” having reached England “by accident” (47). While struggling to survive in England, 

he becomes consumed by the search “for a five-pound note that he lost one day” (25). His search 

encompasses any space he occupies, and the “more he look and he ain’t find it, the more he come 
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sure that one day he bound to find it” (25). His existence and identity come to be defined by this 

search, depriving him of the capacity for new thought and experience. As another character (Fitz) 

explains to Gallows, “‘you will be so busy looking for your lost fiver, you won’t have time to 

notice anything else’” (36).  Even his physical body conforms to this viewpoint: “He went away 

with a automatic hunch in his shoulders, and his head bend down from the habit of looking for 

the fiver” (57). This physical description reveals how these immigrant characters are shaped 

physically, emotionally, and mentally through the relationship between their habitus and the field 

in which they operate. The exaggerated nature of Gallows’ condition clearly displays how 

symbolic violence can distort an individual’s identity, even at the level of physical comportment, 

by encouraging him to accept the conditions of his domination as legitimate. Selvon’s playful 

humour underscores this fact while offering opportunities for readers to question how social 

forces and individuals structure each other.  

Bart, of The Lonely Londoners, exhibits similar neuroticism. The narrator introduces Bart 

as hopelessly and compulsively seeking relations with women. Having started a relationship with 

Beatrice, a white English woman, Bart hopes to marry her. When Bart goes to her home, 

Beatrice’s father throws him out because “he don’t want no curly-hair children in the family” 

(51). When the relationship eventually dissolves and Beatrice moves, Bart “start to get frantic” 

(51). The narrator explains that Bart “must be comb the whole London, looking in the millions of 

white faces walking down Oxford Street […] For weeks the old Bart hunt, until he become 

haggard and haunted” (52). Eventually, Bart takes a job as a doorman at a nightclub, and “night 

after night he would be standing there, hoping that one night Beatrice might come to lime by the 

club and he would see her again” (52). Even at the fete at St. Pancras Hall, Moses comments on 
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Bart’s drunken state, noting that he had been searching the hall for Beatrice “like a detective” 

(112).  

In many ways Bart’s compulsion accords with Frantz Fanon’s description of the 

psychological effects of racism and colonialism in Black Skin, White Masks (1952). After all, 

readers are told that “[i]f a fellar too black, Bart not companying him much” and that Bart, 

having “light skin,” is always embarrassed to be seen with other Caribbean immigrants, typically 

looking “around as much as to say: ‘I here with these boys, but I not one of them, look at the 

colour of my skin’” (48). Bart’s actions, which are indicative of desiring to be white or at least 

not to be black, comply with his unyielding attachment to Beatrice. As Fanon explains, Bart’s 

logic would be as follows: “who better than the white woman to bring this about? By loving me, 

she proves to me that I am worthy of a white love. I am loved like a white man. I am a white 

man” (Fanon 45). Bart’s response to being denied such approval is particularly relevant: “But a 

few door slam in Bart face, a few English people give him the old diplomacy, and Bart boil down 

and come like one of the boys” (48). Similarly, when chased from Beatrice’s house, Bart goes 

“mourning to the boys” (51). In effect, the treatment Bart encounters relegates him to depending 

on relationships within the community of Caribbean immigrants while physically and 

emotionally deprived of something he essentially desires. This desire, irrespective of its 

healthiness, appears logical to Bart and is manifested in the form of Beatrice, haunting him and 

leaving him haggard. He remains wary of his surroundings in order to find what he is searching 

for, but he becomes weary from the repeated strain of that search. This unfulfillable endeavour 

compounds the w(e)ariness that inevitably arises from self-alienation, from constantly desiring 

from and for himself that which is unattainable. This w(e)ariness leaves him vulnerable and 

susceptible to loneliness and is what drives him into sustaining relationships with other 
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Caribbean immigrants, yet as his disposition at the fete indicates, he is unable to develop the 

capacity for renewed thought and experience because of his inability to see beyond Beatrice. 

In much the same way, Gallows’ w(e)ariness from searching for the five-pound note 

leaves him vulnerable and that vulnerability is the basis of many of his relationships. His 

obsessive search is compounded by his involvement in the immigrant characters’ collective 

attempt to purchase a house: “Between looking for the fiver and thinking about the house 

Gallows time was fully occupied” (50). However, an important difference here is that the search 

for the five-pound note is expressed as a loss of something he supposedly once possessed while 

the house involves a gain of something that seems unattainable. By the end of the novel, he is 

still unable to perceive the world other than in terms of the five-pound note. In introducing 

Gallows’ background story, the narrator explains that “[i]t ain’t in reality have anything like a 

rut: if a fellar in a rut break his hand, suddenly he thinking new thoughts […] is as if he facing 

life for the first time” (47). The housing lark is this catalyst that could bring Gallows out of his 

myopic point of view, but his thoughts are shown to be still firmly controlled by that search. 

Near the end of the novel, Teena implores the boys to contribute generously toward securing 

enough money for the house. When she offers ten pounds that was meant for new winter clothes 

for her children, Gallows “suddenly begin to make an earnest search about the room for the 

elusive fiver, as if he want to find it and plonk it down on the table right away to augment the 

funds” (144). Gallows’ inability to overcome the distraction of the five-pound note is ironic as 

Teena’s gesture triggers an urge for community, but the only result is that he is driven back into 

himself and his neurotic behaviour. Selvon’s use of irony here relates the desperation of this 

scene as communal bonds are vital to Gallows’ well-being, but his identity has been so distorted 



 

 

79 

 

by the conditions of his domination that his individual will is not enough to join the communal 

endeavour.  

It would be easy to dismiss Gallows’ disposition as trivial or as only indicative of the 

Caribbean immigrant’s fraught search to satisfy basic financial and living needs. But it is 

significant that his aimlessness is so closely entwined with his need for relationships: “Gallows 

was the sort of fellar who had to attach himself to other men. Left on his own, he didn’t know 

what to do […] As if, by himself, he can’t exist, life too big for him to tackle” (49). The narrator 

goes so far as to describe his search in positive terms: “The loss of the fiver was a good thing in a 

way, as he had something to do looking for it” (49). But this description is clearly intent on 

mocking the forces that deprive Gallows of opportunities and that drive him into such self-

defeating behaviour. Gallows’ circumstances reveal Selvon’s investment in portraying these 

immigrant characters and their capacities as heterogeneous. For example, in contrast to Gallows, 

Harry Banjo, the self-professed “greatest calypsonian in town,” is a Jamaican immigrant who 

actively pursues multiple goals like a career, a relationship, and a house (21). However, as the 

story progresses Harry’s circumscription by socioeconomic conditions is revealed. He came to 

London because of “what the tourist tell him in Montego Bay” (72), and he needs a “‘gimmick to 

sell him to the English public’” (149). He is even jailed for possession of drugs that belonged to 

another immigrant character. Despite many real and perceived differences between Gallows and 

Harry, their positions in England are both informed by vulnerability, which becomes the 

foundation for many of their relationships.  

A comparable situation is present in George Lamming’s The Emigrants (1954). While on 

the ship bound for England, Caribbean men and women “come together without effort or 

invitation, exchanging confidences, telling stories about life in their respective islands and asking 
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questions” (33). During their time on the ship, these travelers engage in cautious attempts at 

creating temporary or lasting relationships. In a scene involving Collis and Dickson in their 

dormitory, for example, Collis’ attempts at conversation are resisted by Dickson, and Collis is 

left “uncertain of the relationship he would attempt with Dickson” even as he tries “to rehearse 

these relationships which were gradually beginning to form on the ship” (30-31). Once in 

England, the need for relationships is more pronounced. As Tornado explains to Lilian, “You can 

live an’ die in yuh room an’ the people next door never say boo to you no matter how long you 

inhabit the place” (74-75). Tornado is aware of the significance of supportive relationships 

because “[f]our years in the R.A.F. had taught him that people needed a group” (77). To him, 

living in England is a situation that supersedes individual Caribbean nationalities in favour of a 

more inclusive group identity: “It wasn’t Jamaica or Barbados or Trinidad. It was a situation that 

included all the islands. They were together” (77). The type of isolation these immigrants face in 

England is compounded by the uninterrupted routine of unsatisfactory work that offers few 

opportunities for fulfillment or restorative diversion. As the narrator explains, between work and 

rest it “was so easy to feel the emptiness of being awake with no activity which required their 

whole attention” (192). Though Tornado and Lilian’s room regularly serves as “a meeting place 

for emigrants and their friends,” there is an overwhelming feeling that “All life became an 

immediate situation from which action was the only escape. And their action was limited to the 

labour of a casual hand in a London factory” (189-192). In this sense, Lamming’s characters 

resemble Selvon’s in that they exist in a state of vulnerability in which they feel the need to form 

relationships with other immigrants as they appear as the only achievable form of solace.  

The w(e)ariness of the male immigrant characters in Selvon’s work is tied to their 

participation in racialized macho performativity. Scene after scene in both The Housing Lark and 
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The Lonely Londoners reveals a gendered script at work that disallows (or at least discourages) 

male vulnerability in favour of macho performativity as the basis of male relationship. Such 

machismo is glaringly apparent in their rhetoric. Fitz, the self-declared “professor of 

womanology” from The Housing Lark (41), exclaims, “All woman want is blows to keep them 

quiet,” recalling an incident in which he strikes a woman for simply mentioning the idea of 

marriage. In another conversation among the boys in The Housing Lark, the female body is 

reduced to a test of masculinity as seen when Alfy challenges the truth of Syl’s sexual exploits 

by drawing “the private organs of a woman” and asking Syl to identify them (93). There may be 

multiple factors that contribute toward Syl’s attitude toward women, but they act in relation to 

the fact that he is so “anxious to show the boys that he know what he talking about when it come 

to women” (92). In explaining Syl’s tendency to offer “a good Indian cur-rey” to any woman he 

is interested in, the narrator states, “It have men who have some set ideas, and nothing could 

change them” (92). Syl’s “set ideas” and the ways in which they inform his behavior are 

particularly apparent when he tries to find a room to spend the night with a reluctant Irish 

woman; he is described as “restless like a racehorse at the starting line” (96), “in a kind of 

panic,” and he even threatens to slap the woman. This scene also emphasizes Syl’s development 

of curious ticks such as constantly “looking around for a piece of wood to touch, and pulling out 

a silver chain what have a cross on it and kissing it” (99).  

The macho performativity exhibited by Syl and other immigrant characters is intrinsically 

linked to their w(e)ariness in that these characters ceaselessly police themselves in service of 

established standards of masculinity, and they are as quick to apply those standards to other 

immigrants as they are to themselves. They misrecognize the conditions of their domination and 

contribute to their incapacitation. Syl’s physical compulsions, for example, can be read as 
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manifestations of his wariness of and weariness from comparisons of his masculinity to 

established ideals. Enforced machismo and concomitant w(e)ariness perturb these characters’ 

sense of self, wearing away any sense of security and safety they may possess or discover in their 

alienating, racist surroundings. They are left w(e)ary of unforeseeable attacks, constantly on the 

lookout for potential enemies and for their own vulnerabilities, unaware of how their w(e)ariness 

reinforces itself as their heightened paranoia about their own vulnerabilities makes them even 

more vulnerable. W(e)ariness then involves the sapping of their being in that it refers not only to 

the containment of their potential, but the reduction of possibilities available to them. Some of 

these immigrant characters can become so distracted by the self-policing of their thoughts, 

words, and actions to the severest standards they can internalize that they are unable to perceive 

opportunities for alternative connections or forms of attachment.  

It is useful to conceive such self-policing as the product of the relationship between 

habitus and field in that social agents censor themselves because of anticipation of what 

behaviour will secure what type of capital. Of course, such self-policing is connected to 

dominant colonial paradigms and the oppressive conceptions of non-white masculinity 

manufactured and circulated by the white majority. The stream of consciousness section of The 

Lonely Londoners, which involves a fluid, poetic description of “when summer come to the 

city,” is demonstrative of this connection as it is concerned with the circulation of forms of 

capital and its effects on the relationships of and among immigrant characters (92-102). This 

section includes the delineation of racialized, sexual relationships with particular attention to 

how the black male body is conditioned by social expectations and fetishization. The narrator 

explains, “people wouldn’t believe you when you tell them the things that happen in the city but 

the cruder you are the more the girls like you … they want you to live up to the films and stories 
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they hear about black people living primitive in the jungles of the world” (100). The phrase 

“people wouldn’t believe” is repeated many times in this section, suggesting not only that 

Caribbean immigrants’ conceptions of masculinity and relationships are policed by white 

English men and women but that such instances are only acknowledged in a demeaning, 

primitivist manner. The narrator offers this story: 

one night a Jamaican with a woman in Chelsea in a smart flat with all sorts of surrealistic 

painting on the walls and contemporary furniture in the G-plan the poor fellar bewildered  

and asking questions to improve himself because the set-up look like the World of Art 

but the number not interested in passing on any knowledge she only interested in one 

thing and in the heat of emotion she call the Jamaican a black bastard though she didn’t 

mean it as an insult but as a compliment under the circumstances but the Jamaican fellar 

get vex and he stop and say why the hell you call me a black bastard and he thump the 

woman and went away. (101)  

Here, the Jamaican man is shown to be without symbolic capital as his behaviour is 

circumscribed by boundaries already established and his attempt at disruption is limited in effect. 

He is expected to perform in the ways dictated by those limits, and demonstration of forms of 

attachment beyond that is forbidden. As they are operating within naturalized systems of 

domination, the white woman can appeal to a racist label while clinging to the pretense of 

distance from systems of racism while the Jamaican man’s only choices seem to be submission 

or violence. Her words, taste, and desires bear and evidence authority while the Jamaican man is 

expected to perform in the hypersexual manner to which he has, by her account, been limited.  

 My connection of w(e)ariness to performances of masculinity counters readings that 

overemphasize individuality as seen in Lewis Macleod’s article “Masculinities, Narratology, and 
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New Approaches to Sam Selvon” (2005). Looking at The Lonely Londoners and Moses 

Ascending (1975), Macleod argues that “the Selvon character typically engages in a wide breadth 

of sexual activity that frequently seems aimed at procuring the respect of the other boys” (164). 

While he rightly draws attention to the performances displayed by Selvon’s male characters, he 

does not connect the pressures they feel to the domination they face. Instead, Macleod depends 

on the hierarchical construction of black and white masculinity as the main motivating factor. 

Their loneliness is completely omitted, and he describes individuals and social structures as 

distinct rather than as structuring each other. As a result, Macleod makes claims such as that 

Selvon’s immigrant characters “have their best ideas when they summon the courage to deal with 

their problems directly” (172). For the most part, he ignores the exploitative systems that benefit 

from the subordinated condition of these immigrants as well as the complicity of the dominant 

groups. He risks suggesting that it is up to Selvon’s characters to escape the conditions in which 

they keep themselves, thereby missing Selvon’s emphasis on the need for honest interrogation of 

the relationships that reproduce structures of domination.  

 Selvon prompts such interrogation in The Housing Lark, for example, by refusing to give 

more details about each immigrant character. The narrator bluntly asks, “what difference it make 

to you? All you interested in is that he black—to English people, every black man look the same. 

And to tell you he come from Trinidad and not Jamaica—them two places a thousand miles 

apart—won’t matter to you, because to Englishers the West Indies is the West Indies” (24). Here, 

the narrator critiques classificatory schemes that seek to control meaning in the social world as 

well as the fact that the social order ensures that the dominant group has the symbolic power to 

classify as desired. In highlighting the dominant group’s reductive understanding and willful 

ignorance when it comes to matters like geographical origin, the narrator is also gesturing toward 
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more subtle categorizations that are obviously at work. Furthermore, he is critiquing the political 

and economic relationships that constitute the West Indies as generalizable and not worthy of 

specific consideration. England, wielding the economic and political power the West Indies 

cannot claim, has overwhelming sway in establishing boundaries and ascribing meaning on a 

global scale: “the West Indies is the West Indies,” at least in terms of name, only because 

colonizers named it as such. This disruption of expectations invites readers to interrogate 

perspectives brought to the novel as much as perspectives within the novel.  

In the stream of consciousness section of The Lonely Londoners, alongside its exposition 

of the treatment of the black male body, there is the suggestion that femininity is policed in much 

the same way as masculinity. In terms of female Caribbean immigrant characters, we can turn to 

The Housing Lark for elaboration. The novel begins with Battersby’s fantasy of a geni granting 

him an easy life (7). In fulfilling the request of a “nice woman,” the geni explains, “‘Master, it 

ain’t have no one woman who is the nicest, but this one could change into anything you want. 

All you have to do is press the right tit, and she would change into whatever you feel for in your 

mind’” (9). This concept of what constitutes “a nice woman” and its function in relation to male 

desire recurs throughout the novel. Bat’s sister, Jean, is a sex worker who constantly faces 

judgment while also demonstrating formidable capacity for authority and agency. She is 

introduced to readers with the statement: “To tell you the truth, though Jean was a nice girl, she 

was a hustler” (20). The implied judgment about what “a nice girl” does or does not do is re-

established, but it is a statement that is repeatedly undercut by Jean’s demonstrated competency. 

This judgment is repeated when Harry Banjo finds out what Jean does for a living; he remarks, 

“a nice thing like you hustling fares” (73). Yet, readers’ impression of Jean is also informed by 

statements such as “In fact though Bat is the man, was Jean who always taking the upper hand, 
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and after him to go to work […] and in general trying to improve Bat as a human being” (20). 

Again, like the first statement which is the “truth,” this “fact” relays the distinction between 

social conventions for men and woman while undermining its own rationale. As the plot unfolds, 

the comparison between Jean (or Jeannie), who helps improve Bat’s life, and the geni, who 

enables Bat’s fantasies, becomes increasingly obvious.6  

In From Nation to Diaspora (2005), Curdella Forbes persuasively explains how the 

female characters in The Housing Lark act as a force of responsibility:  

they utilize performance strategies, but with a serious edge that displaces laughter, and 

without losing themselves in the performance or in aesthetic contemplation of its 

pleasures. Moreover, they are focused not on issues of selfhood or politics, but on 

material outcomes. In their use of performance strategies (subterfuge and pretence) 

against the men, they declare their anti-performativity; in fact, they push the envelope of 

performance against itself. (103)    

Jean’s anti-performativity seems to allow her to withstand the policing of her femininity in ways 

of which many of the male characters seem incapable of. Arguably, this is not a reading with 

which Bourdieu would concur. In The Logic of Practice (1980), he argues that “the magical 

efficacy of this performative language” “does not lie, as some people think, in the language 

itself, but in the group that authorizes and recognizes it and, with it, authorizes and recognizes 

itself” (110). However, Judith Butler offers a compelling interrogation of Bourdieu’s conception 

of speech acts in “Performativity’s Social Magic” (1999). Exploring the possibility and 

implications of “improper use of the performative,” Butler asks, “if the performative must 

compel collective recognition in order to work, must it compel only those kinds of recognition 

that are already institutionalized, or can it also compel a critical perspective on existing 
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institutions?” (122). As one of the more self-aware characters in the novel, Jean challenges the 

conditions of her domination by affirming her value through mockery of her disempowerment. 

Bourdieu argues that dominated social agents “cannot but recognize the legitimacy of the 

dominant classification in the very fact that their only chance of neutralizing those of its effects 

most contrary to their own interests lies in submitting to them in order to make use of them” 

(Outline 164-165). However, what are we to make of social agents who submit to the demands of 

systems of domination while mocking them? Their mockery does not assume complete 

comprehension of processes of socialization but is potentially generated by dispositions of 

resistance inculcated within a history of struggle through subterfuge and pretence. Take, for 

instance, Kevin Browne’s description of Caribbean Carnival traditions in his study of Caribbean 

rhetoric, Tropic Tendencies (2013). He explains that “the French-inspired Carnival of the 

nineteenth century, functioning originally in jest as a temporary social leveler among the 

plantocracy, had become significantly less frivolous in light of an emergent Caribbean identity 

following emancipation” (103). He adds, “Jest had become mockery. Mockery had become 

scorn. Scorn had become threat” (103). Jean’s practices are related to this trajectory of resistance 

that over time leads to more deliberate articulations of identity. By mocking what is 

unarticulated, Jean is doing the important work of loosening the hold of processes of 

socialization and making space for interpretation of what has been naturalized.  

 However, Jean also demonstrates how at the individual level this practice is not feasible 

in the long term. The realities she faces still leave her w(e)ary. Her life as “a hustler” may help 

her earn money, but readers learn that “[h]ustling for fares wasn’t as easy as people think, 

especially in the winter when you out in the open with the wind slicing you in half” (63). The 

conditions are described as so bad that “she nearly dead with newmonia laying down in the cold 
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grass” (63). Jean acknowledges her w(e)ariness as Harry continues to pursue her. She begins to 

consider more seriously both Harry’s affection and her own situation: “it was a lonely life in 

London, and many times she feel to go back home and get some man who would married she. 

Now she was thinking, why not Harry?” (38). Readers learn that while living in Trinidad Jean 

became pregnant, but “she wasn’t sure who was the father and had was to throw away the child” 

(73).  By the end of the novel, Jean and Harry plan to marry. Jean wants to “‘make something of 

[her] life before [she] dead in this grim Brit’n” (129). Jean’s awareness of her w(e)ary state 

allows her to recognize her vulnerability, and through Harry’s persistent attempts at 

communication with her, their relationship offers new possibilities for their future.   

The possibility of “making something” as seen between Jean and Harry in The Housing 

Lark and the narrator and the girl in “My Girl and the City” is premised on persistent attempts at 

self-awareness and self-expression. But given that The Housing Lark and The Lonely Londoners 

emphasize the ways in which Caribbean immigrants coalesce and clash as a group, the question 

remains, are such attempts sustainable beyond the context of the couple? Readers of The 

Housing Lark, for instance, learn that the communal excursion organized by Caribbean 

immigrants does not start as a selfless endeavour. The organizer, Bat, is desperate to cover up his 

theft of other immigrants’ money, and Poor, another immigrant character, even organizes a 

second vehicle in an under-handed effort to steal fares. Yet, during the excursion, the narrator 

explains that “[e]verybody sharing what they have with the others, because at times like these the 

spirit of generosity flow” (121). Similarly in The Lonely Londoners, Moses claims to newcomer 

Henry Oliver or Sir Galahad, “‘Though the boys does have to get up and hustle a lot, still every 

man on his own. It ain’t have no s– over here like ‘both of we is Trinidadians and we must help 

out one another’” (17). He continues, “‘I don’t usually talk to fellars like this, but I take a fancy 
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for you, my blood take you’” (17). Moses’ statements and their context demonstrate the 

fallibility of an explanation of the relationships among Caribbean immigrants as inherently 

productive. Moses depicts a group deprived of helpful relationships while demonstrating the very 

strength of such relationships by issuing advice and proceeding to bond with Galahad by asking 

questions about Trinidad. How can we reconcile such generosity and communal feelings 

alongside examples of selfishness and exploitation within these groups of immigrant characters? 

In order to consider this group setting, it is necessary to consider why the individual may 

transition from having an outlook of individual independence to becoming desirous of a position 

within the group. The changes Galahad undergoes in moving to England from Trinidad shed 

some light on this issue. He gradually becomes more exhausted and frustrated. He is introduced 

as brave if naïve, constantly feigning competence and independence through “big talk” as “he 

was trying hard to give Moses the feeling that everything all right, that he could take care of 

himself, that he don’t want help for anything” (24, 19). Galahad’s “big talk” is laborious in itself. 

In terms of what Bourdieu describes as the linguistic market, Galahad’s big talk can be 

understood as his attempt to distinguish himself from properties such as vulnerability that he has 

internalized as undesirable and unmasculine. In doing so, he reasserts the basis of the social 

hierarchy in which he operates, preferring the individual to the collective and superficial 

confidence to honest vulnerability. His adoption of “big talk” while seeming like a useful 

strategy for navigating a new space essentially reasserts the existing hierarchy and therefore 

facilitates symbolic domination.  

Galahad’s capacity for big talk dramatically diminishes as he tries to navigate London by 

himself: “a feeling of loneliness and fright come on him all of a sudden. He forget all the brave 

words he was talking to Moses, and he realise that here he is, in London, and he ain’t have 
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money or work or place to sleep or any friend or anything” (23). His words are not enough to 

sustain him when he becomes aware of the reality of his loneliness. In a crowd of people who all 

appear frighteningly busy, even the natural world becomes unfamiliar as the sky is “desolate,” 

the morning “melancholy,” and the sun heatless and unrecognizable (23). He realizes the absence 

of connection between him and the world; he is made to feel as if his epistemological framework 

is inadequate, if not irrelevant. Arendt explains that loneliness is connected to uprootedness and 

superfluousness: “To be uprooted means to have no place in the world, recognized and 

guaranteed by others; to be superfluous means not to belong to the world at all” (475). In this 

scene, Galahad is stunned by the reality of his uprootedness and the possibility of his 

superfluousness. Luckily, Galahad, “as if in a daze,” is rescued by Moses who guides him with 

the understanding that Galahad would “done with all this big talk” (24-25). The very sight of 

Moses as a familiar and recognizable relation offers Galahad some connection to the world; 

Moses’ companionship grants him further relief but is predicated on Galahad’s refusal of his big 

talk and acceptance of his vulnerability. 

As he spends more time in London, Galahad gains a job that is so physically demanding 

that every day he leaves work filthy with “eyes red and bleary, and his body tired and bent up 

like a piece of wire” (75). He walks home from work so fatigued that he is not even able to say 

hello to any acquaintances passing him “because his mind groggy and tired” (75).7 The text’s 

description of how immigrants like Galahad are discriminated against in that they are limited to 

jobs that are physically dangerous or laborious reiterates how socioeconomic conditions work to 

force immigrants into a state of w(e)ariness in order to continue to use them as an exploitable 

workforce. Yet, Galahad attempts to find relief through the few avenues available to him. He 

grows enamored by the prestige or “big romance” of London; at times, he even considers himself 
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to be “walk[ing] like a king with money in your pocket, not a worry in the world” (71, 75). In 

order to counter his dispossession, he succumbs to obsessive possession, “stock[ing] up with 

clothes like stupidness, as if to make up for all the hard times when he didn’t have nice things to 

wear” (71). These grandiose delusions and superficial pretenses, however, are disrupted by 

instances of racism that are insidious in their ubiquity. Seeing Galahad walking next to her on the 

sidewalk, a young white English child exclaims, “‘Mummy, look at that black man!’” (76). 

Galahad responds with kindness because “Galahad skin like rubber at this stage” (76). When the 

child “cower and shrink and begin to cry” and the “uneasy” mother hurries off, Galahad is 

unsurprised, “knowing how it is” (76).  

The child’s label is hurtful because it confines Galahad to an imposed identity. As Fanon 

explains, “not only must the black man be black; he must be black in relation to the white man” 

(90). Even though the mother tells her child “‘You mustn’t say that,’” her refusal of his attempt 

at politeness, her retreat, and her “sickly sort of smile” are more telling. There is a clear 

designation of boundaries here that serves to remind Galahad of his disenfranchisement. The fact 

that such treatment is familiar to him is indicative of Galahad’s w(e)ariness. The narrator 

explains that if “that episode did happen around the first time when he land up in London, oh 

Lord! he would have run to the boys, telling them he have big ballad. But at this stage Galahad 

like duck back when rain fall—everything running off” (76). He is aware of such unfair 

treatment but has to continue as if it is not worth remark. If he did retreat to the boys in 

vulnerability, their bonds may have strengthened. However, the sheer repetition of such events 

circumvents that possibility by making them unremarkable.  

Galahad’s situation demonstrates how w(e)ariness and loneliness are complicated by 

immigrant conceptions of the Mother Country. At one point, Moses explains racism in England 
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to Galahad, “‘And you know the hurtful part of it? […] we is British subjects […] we have more 

right than any people from the damn continent to live and work in this country, and enjoy what 

this country have, because is we who bleed to make this country prosperous’” (21). Moses and 

Galahad see themselves as worthy of the opportunities promised by England because of the 

mythology constructed by colonialism. However, to even have a glimpse of these opportunities, 

Caribbean immigrants have to perform the laborious undertaking of cultivating or feigning 

resiliency in order to survive everyday instances that dispossess them of their worth. Such 

resiliency and disappointment take their toll. In Bourdieusian terms, their habitus has been 

shaped by the various overlapping fields that constitute colonial rule. An entire system of values, 

habits, and demeanors has been engrained onto their bodies and minds, predisposing them to 

certain practices and perceptions. From the perspective of Fanon, they assume a particular mask 

that enforces the perception of themselves as “British subjects” or as white. However, the 

perception they have of themselves is shaken when they encounter white English people who do 

not see them as they see themselves. As Roxanna Curto explains in “Bourdieu and Fanon on 

Algeria” in the collection Bourdieu and Postcolonial Studies (2016), Fanon’s understanding of 

the split ego aligns with Bourdieu’s conception of the hystersis effect.8 Hystersis occurs when 

the practices generated by a habitus encounter a field with which they are not compatible in that 

they “incur negative sanctions” because “the environment with which they are actually 

confronted is too distant from that to which they are objectively fitted” (Bourdieu, Outline 78). 

Curto argues that Fanon’s and Bourdieu’s thinking overlap in that Fanon highlights “the extent to 

which habitus and field, and the mismatch between them, can be used for oppression” (105). 

However, Curto also draws attention to how Bourdieu’s lack of attention to race conflicts with 

Fanon’s argument that race underlies access to capital, quoting Fanon’s well-known 
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rationalization in The Wretched of the Earth (1961), “you are rich because you are white, you are 

white because you are rich” (40). Nevertheless, the conceptual frameworks of both Fanon and 

Bourdieu clearly support my claim that Galahad, Moses, and other Caribbean immigrants are 

compromised by the contradictions they encounter in England.9  

Galahad, lying alone is his basement, is haunted by these racist occurrences. Sometimes 

“all the experiences like that come to him, and he say ‘Lord, what it is we people do in this world 

that we have to suffer so? What it is we want that the white people and them find it so hard to 

give? […] We only want to get by, we don’t even want to get on’” (76). The everyday evidence 

of their disenfranchisement leads both Moses and Galahad to question the ways in which they 

are attached to the world. Its routine nature confounds Galahad while forcing him to contemplate 

it in isolation. For Galahad, the inexplicability of racism—which as an ideology pretends to 

explain everything—is made even more taxing by the fact that he is left to rationalize his 

situation in loneliness.10  

With no other option available, Galahad begins to question his understanding of himself 

as opposed to questioning the conditions of his domination:  

Galahad watch the colour of his hand, and talk to it, saying, ‘Colour, is you that causing 

all this, you know. Why the hell you can’t be blue, or red or green, if you can’t be white? 

You know is you that cause a lot of misery in the world. Is not me, you know, is you! I 

ain’t do anything to infuriate the people and them, is you! Look at you, you so black and 

innocent, and this time so you causing misery all over the world!’ (77)  

Galahad’s exasperation recalls Fanon’s explanation in “The Lived Experience of the Black Man” 

in Black Skin, White Masks that “My blackness was there, dense and undeniable. And it 

tormented me, pursued me, made me uneasy, and exasperated me” (96). This conversation 
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between Galahad and himself is punctuated by his recollection of the numerous times he 

experienced racism. His behaviour resonates with Arendt’s discussion of how the only type of 

thinking allowed in loneliness is “logical reasoning whose premise is the self-evident. […] It is 

the only reliable ‘truth’ human beings can fall back upon once they have lost the mutual 

guarantee, the common sense, men need in order to experience and live and know their way in a 

common world” (477). To Galahad, his theory about his situation in England makes sense 

because of its supposedly infallible logic, but this logic functions apart from any basis in reality 

beyond his immediate senses. His thinking, inspired by being forced to the margins of reality, 

becomes detached from reality, justifying his marginal status without providing any recourse for 

changing that status. Galahad’s only relief from his loneliness and self-hatred is Moses. Galahad 

explains his theory to him: “‘Is not we that the people don’t like […] is the colour Black’” (76-

77). The very fact of their communication requires Galahad to re-unite his divided self. Moses, 

who is w(e)ary from racism, reins in Galahad’s thinking without dismissing him by half-jokingly 

suggesting that he “write about it” (78). Moses therefore offers Galahad a way out of his logical 

deduction by showing him the need to engage with the common reality through communication.  

Notably, Galahad also attempts to find relief by establishing a relationship with Daisy, a 

white woman. Engaging in racialized macho performativity, Galahad is desperate to be intimate 

with her. In public, their interaction is informed by “the loud tones” in the eyes of those who 

disapprove of interracial mingling, and in private, Galahad’s shame—because of his “old 

basement room”—colours their interaction (81). Their contact lacks ease, and the most telling 

statement of the night occurs when Daisy remarks that it is difficult to understand everything 

Galahad says because of the “‘way you West Indians speak’” (82). Galahad bluntly replies, “‘Is 

English we speaking’” (82). This exchange reiterates the difficulty of, to refer to “My Girl and 
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the City,” co-operatively making something. Communicating whilst confronting the stigma 

attached to Caribbean English is burdensome as is having to abide by racist understandings of 

what form of language is appropriate, intelligent, and civilized.11 Yet, Galahad offers “a little 

oldtalk” and eventually they “make one set of love” (82). Without dismissing the relief granted 

by their limited conversation and physical intimacy, I perceive their interaction as inadequate. 

Upon hearing about this relationship, Moses dismisses it as only interesting to Galahad because 

it is “his first time with a white number” (83). Moses’ reaction of “a knowing smile, a tired 

smile” suggests that such fleeting relationships that are premised on macho performativity offer 

no long term relief.  

Galahad’s use of old-talk, however, reveals a form of communication common among 

Caribbean immigrant characters in both The Lonely Londoners and The Housing Lark that 

demonstrates how unimpeded, non-judgmental conversation can lead to relief from w(e)ariness. 

In The Housing Lark during the excursion, a number of Caribbean immigrants relax on the banks 

of the Thames:  

Out of the blue, old-talk does start up. You couldn’t, or shouldn’t, differentiate between 

the voices, because men only talking, throwing in a few words here, butting in there, 

making a comment, arguing a point, stating a view. Nobody care who listen or who talk. 

Is as if a fire going, and everybody throwing in a piece of fuel now and then to keep it 

going. It don’t matter what you throw in, as long as the fire keep going – wood, coal, 

peat, horse-shit, kerosene, gasoline, the lot. […] It don’t matter what the topic is, as long 

as words floating about, verbs, adjectives, nouns, interjections, paraphrase and paradise, 

the boys don’t care. It like a game, all of them throwing words in the air like a ball. (123-

126) 
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Unlike Galahad’s big-talk, the undertaking of which further burdens the individual, old-talk 

eases w(e)ariness. It affords temporary unification, a de-emphasis of differentiations, and a form 

of playful freedom that relieves the strain felt by the individual. Its informal nature—which is 

especially conspicuous in this scene because it follows and includes mocking regurgitation of 

what is formally taught as the history of England—suggests the assumption of unexplained 

intimacy and the development of alternative but robust forms of attachment. As a communal 

activity that relinquishes judgment and vigilance, old-talk allows for relaxation and belonging.12 

Bourdieu warns that in terms of linguistic exchanges “the refusal to wield domination can be part 

of a strategy of condescension or a way of taking violence to a higher degree of denegation and 

dissimulation, a means of reinforcing the effect of misrecognition and thereby of symbolic 

violence” (Invitation 145). However, for Selvon’s immigrants, old-talk is a means of embracing 

a collective identity and opposing hierarchical relations, which is especially important in the face 

of the social production of loneliness that aims to weaken the individual’s relationship to the 

world. 

The desirability of old-talk and its salutary effects is apparent in the behavior of Charlie 

Victor, an immigrant character in the The Housing Lark who struggles with loneliness. Charlie is 

one of those “fellars in town who go about as if they don’t want to have anything to do with 

West Indians […] But in truth and in fact, loneliness does bust these fellars arse. They long for 

old-talk with the boys, they long to reminisce and hear the old dialect, or to go liming in the 

West End” (109-110). For Charlie, loneliness involves isolation from the familiar as well as 

circumscription of possibilities. The narrator explains that Charlie goes to extreme lengths to 

distance himself from other Caribbean immigrants and their cultural traditions, and even though 

“he fooling himself that he just like any English citizen, loneliness busting his arse every day” 
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(110). As with Syl and Bart, Charlie polices his behavior, attempting to attain the unattainable 

and inevitably struggling with a similar state of w(e)ariness. He joins the excursion organized by 

these immigrants due to an insistent desire “to mingle with OUR PEOPLE, to hear the old-talk 

and to see how in spite of all the miseries and hardships they could still laugh skiff-skiff and 

have a good time” (110-111). The possibility of old-talk and his eventual participation in it stand 

out as ameliorative to his w(e)ary condition. Old-talk offers the possibility of reconnection and 

reconstitution. It is respite from the corrosive properties of w(e)ariness. He slowly acknowledges 

his vulnerability and in turn is welcomed into this communal activity.   

Old-talk is also a prominent part of The Lonely Londoners, and laughing in spite of or 

because of w(e)ariness is often emphasized. Yet, at times, old-talk and its freedom elicit guilt. In 

one scene in The Lonely Londoners, Moses and Galahad share a meal and old-talk during a 

particularly difficult time for many immigrants. Moses gets “a guilty feeling” and says,  

‘look how we sit down here happy, and things brown in general. I mean, sometimes when 

we oldtalking so I does wonder about the boys, how all of we come up to the old Brit’n to 

make a living, and how years go by and we still here in this country. Things like that does 

bother me. With this night work, sometimes I get up all around eleven o’clock in the 

morning […] And I can’t go back to sleep, I just lay there on the bed thinking about my 

life, how after all these years I ain’t get no place at all, I still the same way, neither 

forward nor backward.’ (124)  

In this case, old-talk places even greater strain on Moses because of his unique position in this 

group and his tendency toward considering his own position as well as those of other 

immigrants; he recognizes the inadequacy of the status quo while bemoaning its inescapability. 

Moses is singled out of this group for a number of reasons, including the number of years he has 
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spent in England. Throughout the text, there are many references to Moses as “a veteran” (13), 

whose experience and years in London allow him claims such as “‘You can’t fool a old test like 

me’” (13). His years in London also allow him recognition in certain spaces such as the fete in St 

Pancras Hall. The narrator explains, that it “look as if Moses know everybody in the hall, for it 

ain’t have a fellar who pass what didn’t ask him what happening” (113). More than just 

experience in England, Moses also stands apart from the other immigrant characters because of 

his tendency to help those in need, even if he is reluctant to do so. He sees himself as having a 

“soft heart” and relies on that to explain why he meets Galahad at Waterloo at the beginning of 

the novel even though Galahad is not “his brother or cousin or even friend; he didn’t know the 

man from Adam” (1). What motivates Moses to act as (or at least act in a way to be perceived as) 

“some liaison officer” or “welfare officer” (2, 3)?  

While nostalgia and kindness certainly come into play, he participates in these 

relationships because of his awareness of his w(e)ary state. He acknowledges his vulnerability 

and that of other immigrants: “he went out with them, because he used to remember how 

desperate he was when he was in London for the first time and didn’t know anybody or 

anything” (3). Yet, an awareness of w(e)ariness exacerbates this state. In speaking to Galahad, “a 

look come in [Moses’] face that bring all the years of suffering to light,” and he says, “‘ten years 

the old man in Brit’n, and what to show for it? What happen during that time? From winter to 

winter, summer to summer, work after work. Sleep, eat, hustle pussy, work’” (124-125). He 

laments his lack of savings and wishes to be back in Trinidad, enjoying simple comforts. He 

repeats, “‘Sometimes I look back on all the years I spend in Brit’n […] and I surprise that so 

many years gone by. Looking at things in general life really hard for the boys in London. This is 

a lonely miserable city, if it was that we didn’t get together now and then to talk about things 
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back home, we would suffer like hell” (126). His lament to Galahad is echoed in the narrator’s 

explanation that “this city powerfully lonely when you on your own” (29). Moses demonstrates 

understanding of his w(e)ary state, of the need for relationships among immigrants, and of the 

possibility of their state quickly deteriorating into loneliness. He sees the independent individual 

as ill-equipped to survive the alienating circumstances of England and is aware of how 

communal relationships and gatherings offer relief to lonely and w(e)ary immigrants. Yet, he 

sees this arrangement as unsustainable for himself as well as for others in the long term. In some 

ways, he reflects Bourdieu’s conception of social transformation and social resistance as difficult 

to achieve. As Lois McNay puts it in “The Trouble with Recognition” (2008), “Bourdieu would 

be skeptical […] of certain theories of agency where the unruly and nonconformist moments of 

existence are construed as a type of apodictic resistance” (280). In the case of Moses and the 

other immigrants, old-talk productively allows for the disruption of the naturalized pattern of 

existence, but it is limited in its capacity to challenge dominant power structures.    

Moses is prone to musing on the futility of his position: “He used to see all his  years in 

London pile up one on top of the other, and he getting no place in a hurry, and the years going 

by, and the thought make him frighten sometimes” (88). Similarly, following the stream of 

consciousness section of the text, the narrator concludes, “Moses sigh a long sigh like a man who 

live life and see nothing at all in it and who frighten as the years go by wondering what it is all 

about” (101-102). The repetitive nature of these comments emphasizes the effects accompanying 

prolonged w(e)ariness. Although Moses is aware of his condition, he is unable to take any action 

to change it and that makes it worse. The frustration that comes from taking action against these 

circumstances is emphasized in the opening pages of the novel. The narrator explains that 

“[n]ewspaper and radio rule this country” (2), but when a reporter approaches Moses for 
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information about immigrants the reporter is only interested in confirming his prejudices and 

already established narratives (8). Moses’ inability to discover options beyond his present 

circumstances is symptomatic of his lonely condition. As Cacioppo and Patrick explain, it is 

fairly common for most individuals to vacillate among varying states of loneliness throughout 

their lives, but “[l]oneliness becomes an issue of serious concern only when it settles in long 

enough to create a persistent, self-reinforcing loop of negative thoughts, sensations, and 

behaviors” (7).  

The final pages of The Lonely Londoners provide important elaboration of Moses’ 

condition as they involve contemplation of the potential and futility of his relationships; in many 

ways, this ending is comparable to the concerns of “My Girl and the City” as read at the 

beginning of this chapter. In these pages of The Lonely Londoners (as in the novel as a whole), 

the constructed, mythical appeal of London and the draw of the Mother Country stand in contrast 

to the physical, emotional, and psychological deprivation of Caribbean immigrants. Moses 

observes everyday details while considering his relationship with England, Trinidad, other 

immigrants, and himself. He relates these observations to the significance of his self-awareness 

and self-expression. Like the words and relationships explored in “My Girl and the City,” the 

condition within which Moses and the other immigrant characters in The Lonely Londoners exist 

is defined by both futility and potential. Just as the narrator from “My Girl and the City” sees his 

relationship with the girl as a viable reprieve from the lonely condition and as a plausible entry 

into the process of “making something” out of the everyday, so too the immigrant characters in 

The Lonely Londoners depend on each other, on their meetings on Sunday mornings in Moses’ 

room, on their “coming together for a oldtalk” (134). These Sunday meetings are a reprieve from 

the w(e)ariness of their everyday concerns. However, the potential and futility of these meetings 
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is concentrated upon Moses: “Sometimes, listening to them, he look in each face, and he feel a 

great compassion for every one of them, as if he live each of their lives, one by one, and all the 

strain and stress come to rest on his own shoulders” (135). The listening role of Moses is 

important as he identifies with each immigrant character, not so much actualizing a connection 

with them as inhabiting their feelings. Instead of his awareness of their vulnerabilities bringing 

them closer, his identification with these characters enhances his loneliness: 

Sometimes, after they gone, he hear the voices ringing in his ear, and sometimes tears 

come to his eyes and he don’t know why really, if is homesickness or if is just that life in 

general beginning to get hard. 

How many Sunday mornings gone like that? It look to him as if life composed of 

Sunday morning get-togethers in the room: he must make a joke of it during the week and 

say: ‘You coming to church Sunday?’ Lock up in that small room, with London and life 

on the outside, he used to lay there on the bed, thinking how to stop all of this crap, how 

to put a spoke in the wheel, to make things different. Like how he tell Cap to get to hell 

out one night, so he should do one Sunday morning when he can’t bear it anymore: Get to 

hell out, why the arse you telling me about how they call you a darkie, you think I am 

interested. (136-137) 

At times, Moses’ loneliness overcomes any desire to bond through vulnerability because the toll 

becomes unbearable. As Cacioppo and Patrick explain, “One of the distinguishing characteristics 

of people who have become chronically lonely is the perception that they are doomed to social 

failure, with little if any control over external circumstances. Awash in pessimism, and feeling 

the need to protect themselves at every turn, they tend to withdraw” (175). This is the dangerous, 

cyclical logic of loneliness that makes these Caribbean immigrant characters w(e)ary to the 
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extent that their only possibility of connection—connection though vulnerability—eventually 

crumbles upon itself. Moses is sometimes paralyzed by this condition: “But it reach a stage, and 

he know it reach that stage, where he get so accustom to the pattern that he can’t do anything 

about it” (136-138). Moses, as an example of an immigrant whose w(e)ariness and loneliness 

have intensified over many years of experience, offers insight into how lonely immigrant 

individuals and groups can be coerced into coping passively.  

However, in these final pages of The Lonely Londoners, Moses also shows how these 

immigrants can find the agency to survive such incapacitating loneliness. Arendt claims that 

“loneliness is at the same time contrary to the basic requirements of the human condition and one 

of the fundamental experiences of every human life” (475). Similarly, Dumm argues that “being 

alone is not only the worst we can experience; it is also the inevitable moment of some of our 

greatest experiences. In the solitude of our selves we learn something that is otherwise 

unavailable to us—how to become who we are” (22). These comments suggest that there are 

possibilities within loneliness but only if there is eventual or intermittent reprieve from the 

condition. The Lonely Londoners ends with Moses torn by the tension between the futility and 

potential of his condition. On the one hand, he sees “a great aimlessness, a great restless, 

swaying movement that leaving you standing in the same spot. As if a forlorn shadow of doom 

fall on all the spades in the country.” On the other hand, he offers the possibility of finding 

“some sort of profound realization in his life, as if all that happen to him was experience that 

make him a better man.” His thoughts are “thoughts so heavy like he unable to move his body,” 

yet there is “a greatness and vastness in the way he was feeling tonight […] and though he ain’t 

getting no happiness out of the cogitations he still pondering, for is the first time that he ever find 

himself thinking like that” (139). The novel ends with Moses considering the possibility of 
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writing a book and becoming “a new literary giant,” and the final lines of The Lonely Londoners 

can be read as possible opening lines for his hypothetical book (139). Moses, like the narrator of 

“My Girl and the City,” is concerned with making something out of his experiences in London 

through introspective awareness while operating within relationships that make his productivity 

possible. He is aware of his w(e)ariness and loneliness and that of those around him, but he also 

sees the possibilities enabled by such relieving relationships. This ending suggests hopefulness 

but in a w(e)ary tone. It is as if all that can be hoped for is co-operative persistence in the wake 

of overwhelming oppression. 

In “Immigration, Postwar London, and the Politics of Everyday Life in Sam Selvon’s 

Fiction” (2002), Rebecca Dyer claims that Selvon “strove to be entertaining in order to interest 

publishers in his work” and “hinted that depicting migrants in London was his method of 

informing white Britons” (115). In “Form and Language in Sam Selvon’s The Lonely 

Londoners” (2005), Nick Bentley similarly claims that Selvon’s novel “projects a dual model of 

anticipated readership: first, the Caribbean subcultural groups that were beginning to establish a 

distinct black British identity in the late 1950s; and second, a mainstream white audience that 

receives the text as a kind of reportage novel” (68). These readings of Selvon’s work as 

fundamentally aimed at disseminating information to a white audience result in unbalanced 

interpretations of his work that overlook issues like loneliness and other forms of symbolic 

domination in favour of a superficial sociological overview of this particular cultural group. This 

approach results in Dyer’s position that “it could be argued that The Lonely Londoners, with its 

nonstandard English and its unemployed and occasionally law-breaking characters, reinforces 

racist stereotypes” (120). To read Selvon as reinforcing stereotypes is to look to his characters to 

confirm or deny representations already in circulation instead of seeing how the work as a whole 
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aims at transformative representation of reality. While readings that are attentive to descriptions 

of social conditions have value and are understandable given Selvon’s captivating voice, they 

risk misinterpretation of Selvon’s work if they take characters’ practices and perceptions as 

straightforwardly understood instead of as parts of larger concealed, naturalized systems of 

socialization.13 For instance, the observation that Selvon foregrounds the “necessity of making 

and keeping migrant friends” is familiar enough (Dyer 118). Macleod goes so far as to claim that 

Selvon’s “boys make up a pretty functional family” (176). However, it is crucial that we 

investigate how and why these relationships manifest themselves. It is significant that Selvon’s 

characters are limited to particular types of relationships. Hence the need for attention to the 

production of loneliness. The boundaries overtly and subtly applied to their lives subordinate 

them and keep them vulnerable. While they may come together to survive in noteworthy ways, it 

would be perverse to overlook the forms of domination that limit their relation to the world.  

Dyer makes an unsettling assertion in reading The Lonely Londoners that requires further 

consideration: “the light tone Selvon maintains and his apparently unqualified approval of Moses 

in this novel can be troubling, at least for contemporary readers” (122). Though she subsequently 

qualifies this claim by suggesting that the narrator potentially comes across as flawed, she shows 

how easily readers may miss Selvon’s ironic, self-aware distance from the characters he brings to 

life and whose pretensions and prejudices he subtly but effectively undercuts. Dyer’s reference to 

contemporary readers prompts my return to an older critical essay that serves as a corrective to 

misreadings of Selvon and that demonstrates how misleading it is to assume that criticism simply 

becomes more accurate and more moral over time. Sylvia Wynter’s two-part essay “We Must 

Learn to Sit Down Together and Talk about a Little Culture” (1968/1969) stands as an important 

contribution to the tradition of criticism of Caribbean literature.14 In it she offers a claim that 
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strongly resonates with the basis of Bourdieu’s approach to sociology. Bourdieu asserts in The 

Logic of Practice that the “unanalyzed element in every theoretical analysis (whether subjectivist 

or objectivist) is the theorist’s subjective relation to the social world and the objective (social) 

relation presupposed by this subjective relation” (29). This “intellectualocentrism,” according to 

Bourdieu, leads to “a set of interlinked scientific errors” that emphasizes his call for “analysis of 

the specific logic and the social conditions of possibility of scientific knowledge in the social 

sciences” (29). Wynter identifies a similar problem in approaches to Caribbean literature and 

issues a comparable call for self-reflexivity. She distinguishes between two types of literary 

critics. The “‘acquiescent critic,’” according to Wynter, depends on “pretended objectivity and 

detachment,” and in “attempting to write from outside the process, in pretending detachment, the 

‘acquiescent critic,’ accepts the status quo, by accepting his own fixed point outside it” (26). 

Contrastingly, “the questioning critic cannot take fixity as his stance; he knows himself and his 

perspective molded by a historical process imposed on his being. He writes from a point of view 

inside the process. He knows that he does. Awareness is all” (27).  

Wynter’s warning needs to be heeded in contemporary readings of Selvon and, as I will 

show in the next chapter, of Clarke. In reading Selvon’s work as if one of its goals is to 

disseminate information about immigrants to white Britain, critics avoid the fact that white 

Britain’s knowledge or lack thereof is complicit in creating the conditions of these immigrants. 

Selvon is not depicting these conditions in order to help white Britain understand immigrants so 

much as he is depicting these conditions to help all readers realize their participation in social 

processes that affect others. If, as the narrator of The Lonely Londoners says, “[p]eople in this 

world don’t know how other people does affect their lives” (62), then Selvon’s work can be read 



 

 

106 

 

as invested in remedying that ignorance not through didacticism or reportage but through 

inviting patient, persistent, self-aware relationship with oneself and others.  
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Notes 

1 In the “Preface to Part One: Antisemitism,” Arendt explains that “[t]otalitarian politics—far 

from being simply antisemitic or racist or imperialist or communist—use and abuse their own 

ideological and political elements until the basis of factual reality, from which the ideologies 

originally derived their strength and their propaganda value—the reality of class struggle, for 

instance, or the interest conflicts between Jews and their neighbours—have all but disappeared” 

(xv). I do not describe Caribbean immigrants as subject to totalitarian politics, but I recognize 

Arendt’s formulation of loneliness as apt to my study. Furthermore, my reference to The Origins 

of Totalitarianism should not suggest my acquiescence to all of its claims, particularly certain 

egregious underpinnings such as its insistence on “[t]he enormous gap between the Western 

countries and the rest of the world, not only and not primarily in riches but in education, 

technical know-how, and general competence, has plagued international relations ever since the 

beginnings of genuine world politics” (xx).  

2 Arendt neatly summarizes this distinction: “What we call isolation in the political sphere, is 

called loneliness in the sphere of social intercourse” (474). 

3 Arendt’s distinction is based on the work of Epictetus: “As Epictetus sees it (Dissertationes, 

Book 3, ch. 13) the lonely man (eremos) finds himself surrounded by others with whom he 

cannot establish contact or to whose hostility he is exposed. The solitary man, on the contrary, is 

alone and therefore ‘can be together with himself’ since men have the capacity of ‘talking with 

themselves.’ In solitude, in other words, I am ‘by myself,’ together with my self, and therefore 

two-in-one, whereas in loneliness I am actually one, deserted by others” (Arendt 476).  

                                                      



 

 

108 

 

                                                                                                                                                                           

4 In “Language and Loneliness: Arendt, Cavell, and Modernity” (2012), Martin Shuster explains 

Arendt’s conception of the relationship between isolation, solitude, and loneliness as “akin to the 

refractions of a prism. Although isolation, solitude, and loneliness are distinct phenomena, they 

originate from a common source: the relationship between self and world, ultimately reflecting 

differing configurations of this relationship (in the same way, for example, that a triangular prism 

refracts light in differing ways depending on how it is arranged)” (476). 

5 This understanding of loneliness is aligned with Sara Ahmed’s “model of sociality of 

emotions,” in The Cultural Politics of Emotion (2004), in which “emotions create the very effect 

of the surfaces and boundaries that allow us to distinguish an inside and an outside in the first 

place” (10). Ahmed explains, “emotions are not ‘in’ either the individual or the social, but 

produce the very surfaces and boundaries that allow the individual and the social to be delineated 

as if they are objects” (10). 

6 Matilda, another female character from the Caribbean, also demonstrates individual struggle 

with the policing of femininity. She is intrigued by Jean’s lifestyle, but she also remembers her 

religious upbringing in Trinidad, particularly the type of advice her mother reinforced: “When 

[Matilda] get big and her backside broaden out and her tits get high, her mother warn her to strap 

everything down and don’t cause any temptation” (61). 

7 Exhaustion or the threat of exhaustion from physical labour is common in The Lonely 

Londoners and is not limited to Caribbean immigrants. Cap, who is from Nigeria but who is in 

various ways considered to be one of “the boys,” is matched with a job at the railway station by 

the employment exchange. The narrator describes the setting as “desolate and discouraging” and 

compares it to “another world” and “hell” (34-35). 
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8 In her comparison of Bourdieu and Fanon, Curto explains that they were both in Algeria during 

the War of Independence, and many of their ideas emerged out of this context. She argues that 

although Bourdieu and Fanon had comparable conceptions of how different forms of violence 

work together in the colonial system, “they strongly disagreed about the revolutionary potential 

of different social and economic classes, as well as the process by which decolonization would 

take place” (110).  

9 Notably, Bourdieu’s thinking on colonialism remains a highly contested area of study. For 

example, in his article “Decolonizing Bourdieu” (2013), Julian Go engages with the many critics 

who read Bourdieusian sociology as having ignored colonialism and counters with the claim that 

it can be read as “originating in a critique of colonialism” (51). Offering a thorough 

reconstruction of the field, Go argues that Bourdieu “theorized colonialism” in his early writings 

“as a racialized system of domination rooted in coercion” (56). I acknowledge these debates, but 

my attraction to Bourdieu in my investigation of the situation of Caribbean immigrants in the 

work of Clarke and Selvon is more attuned to his attention to relationships and his focus on 

migration. As Nirmal Puwar explains in “Sensing a Post-colonial Bourdieu” (2009), 

“[d]islocation, loss of self-esteem and disintegration of communities” are central concerns of 

Bourdieu’s as he explores “how people construct a ‘home’ under severe conditions” (375). His 

methodology is therefore useful in my approach, but I remain cognizant of its limits.   

10 Arendt defines ideologies as “-isms which to the satisfaction of their adherents can explain 

everything and every occurrence by deducing it from a single premise” (468). She argues that 

ideologies are not totalitarian but contain totalitarian elements: “their claim to total explanation,” 

“insist[ence] on a ‘truer’ reality concealed behind all perceptible things,” and their dependence 

on “logical deduction” (471).   
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11 Much criticism has been devoted to Selvon’s important exploration of the Caribbean linguistic 

continuum in The Lonely Londoners. Selvon’s language use opposes the purported linguistic 

inferiority of the colonized, stripping away the myths that hide how linguistic hierarchies are 

based in power, race, gender, and class. 

12 In A Passage Back Home (1994), Austin Clarke offers his understanding of old-talk as he 

describes a meeting of Caribbean writers (including Selvon): “this Sunday afternoon argument, 

nothing more than ‘old talk,’ petered out into the slapping of backs, and comments of ‘Man, you 

talking a lotta rass!’ And in smiles. And in renewed, strengthened friendships” (100). 

13 In A Passage (1994), Clarke describes Selvon’s ability: “His words can take the place of a 

camera and show you, in detail, in close up, in broad and wide-angled lens” (121). I concur with 

Clarke while emphasizing the critic’s duty to synthesize these multiple perspectives into a 

nuanced conception of the complicated systems Selvon adeptly depicts in all their subtleties.  

14 Wynter’s essay is in reaction to Louis James’ The Islands in Between (1968), the first edited 

collection of criticism on Caribbean writing. Wynter argues that James’ collection is conducted 

“under the guidance and within the perspective of English criticism” (23). In her reading of 

Wynter’s essay in Twentieth-Century Caribbean Literature (2006), Donnell explains that Wynter 

criticizes James’ critical perspective as well as his “denial of the wider historical connections 

between England’s profit and the West Indies’ losses—in political, cultural, and educational 

terms” (25).  
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Chapter 4 

Labour(ed) Relationships: Interpersonal Intimacies and Euphemism in 

Austin Clarke’s Toronto Trilogy and Samuel Selvon’s Moses Ascending 

Austin Clarke’s Toronto trilogy—The Meeting Point (1967), Storm of Fortune (1971), 

and The Bigger Light (1975)—portrays Caribbean women who immigrate to Canada through the 

West Indian Domestic Scheme, which was initiated by the Canadian government in 1955. These 

novels specifically focus on Barbadian women and the Barbadian men with whom they share 

their lives in Toronto. Clarke’s trilogy is comparable to Selvon’s immigrant fiction in that they 

both attend to what is at stake in the relationships of Caribbean immigrants. Social, economic, 

and political forces work to coerce Selvon’s and Clarke’s immigrant characters into submissive 

postures in that they live and work without supportive relationships or within constricted 

relationships that serve to disempower and dispossess them. More specifically, the works of both 

authors deal with the mutually constitutive nature of w(e)ariness and loneliness as well as the 

ways in which these manufactured social conditions circumscribe the possibilities available to 

Caribbean immigrants. 

Though Selvon’s work has garnered much more critical study than Clarke’s, the texts of 

both authors have been read in similarly reductive ways. As described in the previous chapter, 

criticism on Selvon’s immigrant fiction often treats his works as invested in disseminating 

information on Caribbean immigrants in England to a white audience and/or in being the voice 

of this immigrant community. Clarke’s Toronto trilogy continues to be read in much the same 

manner. For example, Camille A. Isaacs’ introduction to Austin Clarke (2013), the only 

published compilation of critical essays on Clarke to date, clearly demonstrates this approach as 
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Isaacs argues that “the significance of Austin Clarke’s work” is that he “documented the West 

Indian immigrant’s condition not only for West Indian immigrants themselves and their 

descendants, but also for white Canadians” (1-2).1 Reading Clarke’s work as a sociological 

document or archive is not in itself unproductive, but it is a strategy that leans toward 

overemphasis of the most conspicuous indices of the social conditions depicted and de-emphasis 

of the specificity of the literary text. Like Selvon’s work, Clarke’s novels offer more than 

documentation or description; they uncover naturalized systems of domination and facilitate 

opportunities for intervention and introspection.  

My warning against Isaacs’ treatment of Clarke echoes Susheila Nasta’s warning, in her 

2006 introduction to The Lonely Londoners, against critics who read Selvon’s novel as “simply 

the expression of a dogged narrative of virtuous social realism” (xii). She cautions that to “read 

the book in this way is not only to seriously miss the potential of its poetry, its vision and its 

subversive humour, but also to fail to see that Selvon had no intention as an artist of fitting into 

the neat role (often patronizingly assigned to him) of being a representative black voice” (xii). 

The dangers of labelling particular Caribbean immigrant writers as representative of a certain 

region or race are apparent in Isaacs’ approach to Clarke. In discussing the cultural impact of his 

work, she wonders, “[w]hat better way to give voice to the thousands of undocumented workers, 

domestics, underemployed men, and aging, overlooked women than through well-drawn 

character sketches where they detail the plight in their own voices” (3). Isaacs too comfortably 

conflates the voices of Clarke’s characters with those of actual immigrants, and in doing so, she 

reinforces the conditions of their silence.  

Makeda Silvera’s pioneering work Silenced (1983) is instructive here. Silvera offered 

“the first account in Canadian history of Caribbean domestic workers talking about their work 
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experiences and living conditions in Canada” (v). She acknowledged the significance of Clarke’s 

work, but she also explained how rare it is to hear from women like the ten interviewed in 

Silenced, noting that “if we do learn about their hopes, struggles and vision, it is often heard 

through the words of others” (12). She reiterated that “their silence is the result of a society 

which uses power and powerlessness as weapons to exclude non-white and poor people from any 

real decision-making and participation” (12). Given this organization of the field of power and 

the field of cultural production, it is crucial that Clarke’s novels not be read in ways that 

overwhelm or substitute for the oral history offered by these women (and others like them) as 

well as the “laborious process” that was necessary for Silvera and these women to bring this 

book into creation (Silvera 14).2  

To this end, I look to Bourdieu’s reading of Gustave Flaubert’s Sentimental Education 

(1869) in his 1992 book Rules of Art as a guide for combining contemplation of objective social 

relations with analysis of the creation of social structures through the thought and practice of 

individuals. Bourdieu claims,  

If Sentimental Education […] may be read as history, it is because the structure which 

organizes the fiction, and which grounds the illusion of reality it produces, is hidden, as 

in reality, beneath the interactions of people, which are structured by it. And since the 

most intense of these interactions are sentimental relations, foregrounded in advance for 

attention by the author himself, one understands how they have completely obscured the 

basis of their own intelligibility from the eyes of commentators whose ‘literary sense’ 

hardly inclines them to look for the key to sentiments in social structures. (14) 

In the case of Selvon and Clarke, since their works unambiguously concern immigrants 

navigating an unfamiliar social structure, readers are prone to considering issues like 
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unemployment and lack of satisfactory housing but are less explicitly pressed to connect these 

issues in any substantial manner to the relationships among immigrants and their underlying 

emotions. Readers can easily assume a separation between the relationships of immigrants and 

the political conditions defining their existence. Nevertheless, as shown with Selvon’s work in 

the previous chapter, the relationships of immigrants—their functions, consequences, 

potentialities, and emotional investments—are in fact key to understanding larger social 

structures and vice versa.  

In the first section of this chapter, I demonstrate that Clarke’s consideration of loneliness 

and w(e)ariness through the relationships of characters in The Meeting Point and Storm of 

Fortune functions in a similar fashion to that in Selvon’s work. The social situation of Clarke’s 

immigrant characters isolates them while also making them overly dependent on those who 

exploit them. They are left feeling constantly threatened yet optimistic about chances of a better 

future. Their constricted public and private relationships reflect how they are intimidated into 

maintaining the status quo and coerced into feeling grateful for their precarious position. Hurt in 

body and mind by the quotidian violence required to maintain an exploitable workforce, they 

harbour emotions and adopt postures in service of immediate self-preservation that over time 

become self-destructive. Nevertheless, the underlying state of raw vulnerability enforced by their 

socio-political context sometimes affords unexpected interpersonal intimacies that offer space to 

share, explore, and respond to emotions and that gesture toward routes of empowerment.  

In the second section, I compare Clarke’s The Bigger Light to Selvon’s Moses Ascending, 

both of which were published in 1975. Again, I turn to Bourdieu’s Rules of Art, specifically his 

argument that “the literary work can sometimes say more, even about the social realm, than 

many writings with scientific pretensions […] But it says it only in a mode such that it does not 
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truly say it” (Rules 32). Considering the literary text’s capacity to “unveil by veiling,” Bourdieu 

claims that the “putting-into-form operated by the writer functions like a generalized euphemism, 

and the reality de-realized and neutralized by literature that he offers allows him to satisfy a 

desire for knowledge ready to be satisfied by the sublimation offered him by literary alchemy” 

(32). Utilizing this framework, I consider euphemism in The Bigger Light and Moses Ascending 

both in terms of the novels’ form and content. Both Clarke’s novel and Selvon’s confuse yet 

partially satisfy readers’ desire to assume cultural knowledge via their work by veiling social 

truths in a writing style based in excess. This style complements the material excess strived for 

by the main characters of both novels and foregrounds the ways in which characters rely on the 

substitution of an imagined alternative in place of recognizing a harsher reality. By exploring the 

underlying logic of euphemism, both novels critique modes of reading, writing, and living that 

neutralize rather than recognize reality.  
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i. Labour(ed) Relationships in Austin Clarke’s The Meeting Point and Storm of Fortune 

As explained in my second chapter, Selvon and Clarke demonstrate cultural cohesion 

within the Caribbean through private and public relationships that bond Caribbean authors 

despite distinct contexts and different islands of origin. Just as it is necessary to consider the 

simultaneously isolated and connected position of Caribbean immigrant writers, so too my 

analysis in this section is cognizant of the uniqueness of the works of both authors while 

attending to the fluid connectedness inherent to the immigrant experience and its representation. 

Telling the story of the Caribbean in one location involves sifting through the confluence of 

attractive and repulsive forces across multiple geographical sites. In order to understand the 

specifics of the inhabitation of one space, it is necessary to consider the perceptions, 

assumptions, projections, and misunderstandings of other spaces. In reading The Meeting Point 

and Storm of Fortune as a continuation of my discussion of loneliness and w(e)ariness, I uncover 

commonalities in Clarke’s and Selvon’s conceptions of the condition of Caribbean immigrants in 

the second half of the twentieth century while recognizing differences that are due, in part, to 

their distinct settings—that is, recognizably different multicultural environments and polities.  

Undeniably, England, as the perceived Mother Country to (formerly) colonized subjects, 

is unique in the Caribbean imagination of that era; it holds the desires, fears, and anxieties 

proliferated by colonialism and its legacy. Canada has its own intimate relation to England as a 

colony and as a nation that inherited core values of its founders, and Canadian nationalism and 

imperialism offer histories of violence against non-white people both as part of and apart from 

that relation. Both nations exhibit an insecure national identity underpinned by white supremacist 

ideologies and practices that position non-white immigrants as signifying contagion or invasion. 
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The manifest power of these countries as singular entities and as parts of a global, capitalist 

network is apparent in their shifting immigration policies, which depend on artificial, but 

profitable, racial demarcations to police their borders while treating the Caribbean as a labour 

pool to be exploited.  

Canada’s physical proximity to the United States is not to be overlooked, but it does not 

foreclose comparison. For example, in “The Comparative Study of Race” included in the 

collection Comparing Canada (2014), Debra Thompson refers to changing dispositions to race 

in the postwar era, asserting that “the reverberations of the US civil rights movement and its 

legislative successes demonstrated to watchful governments in Canada and Britain the potential 

for violence if circumstances of racial disadvantage went unaddressed” (78).3 More specifically, 

she cites Dominique Clément’s Canada’s Rights Revolution (2008) in explaining that in the 

“1960s and 1970s, Canada had its own ‘rights revolution,’ witnessing the proliferation of human 

rights activists, organizations, and legislation at both provincial and federal levels, culminating in 

the Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms, 1982, and the Employment Equity Act, 1986” 

(81). Comparably, in “Great Britain, the Race Relations Acts of 1965, 1968, and 1976, 

respectively, established institutional bodies to address the socioeconomic discrimination faced 

by the non-white population and prohibited discrimination based on race” (81). Thompson’s 

study of Canada, Great Britain, and the United States in terms of politics and race demonstrates 

the productivity of comparison across national boundaries while remaining cognizant of them.  

If England is the Mother Country to some, how is Canada perceived in this era? 

Arguably, Canada promises to be a place of refuge, if not liberation, in the Caribbean 

imagination. It is a land where Caribbean immigrants may not feel an innate bond to the host 

country but where they nevertheless imagine a chance of achieving some form of financial 
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security and some measure of happiness. In part, this image is due to Canada’s self-conscious 

preening of its reputation. As Myriam J. A. Chancy notes in Searching for Safe Spaces (1997), 

“Canadian society presents itself as a safe harbour from the kinds of alienation suffered both in 

Europe […] and in those nations colonized by European powers” (78).4 She clarifies that the 

“presence of continued dispossession and alienation” in Canada “is thereby obscured by the 

rhetoric of New World civilities, which are said to incorporate rather than annihilate difference” 

(78). Canada’s advertised image elides the long history of oppression faced by Indigenous 

peoples and other cultural and racial groups in this country. It neglects and therefore buttresses 

the systemic racism upon which the country is built. Sarah-Jane Mathieu, in her book North of 

the Color Line (2010), provides a flagrant example of Canada’s racist posture as she explains 

that between “1870 and 1940, every prime minister, whether running on the Liberal or 

Conservative ticket, insisted that the Dominion of Canada would be a white man’s land toiled by 

brawny Europeans and Americans, without elbow room for people of color” (14).5 The 

contradictions inherent to Canada’s history and its projected reputation imply that Canada’s 

appeal is not a straightforward issue.6  

In terms of the Caribbean, Silvera explained in Silenced that the “misconception of 

Canada as the land of milk and honey is reinforced by airline advertisements, domestic agencies, 

[and] weekly dramas on the television” but what is “never talked about, or made clear” to 

Caribbean women planning to immigrate “is the widespread prejudice they will come up against 

in Canada” (5). Given the promoted image of Canada and the lack of opportunities in the 

Caribbean at this time, the promise of betterment through the Domestic Scheme led to 

“[h]undreds of women from Jamaica, Trinidad and Barbados” coming “to Canada annually to 

work as domestic workers” (Silvera 7). These women “had to be between the ages of eighteen 
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and thirty-five, single, with at least a grade eight education, and be able to pass a medical 

examination” (Silvera 7). Chancy adds that these restrictions were meant to “ensure that they 

would not bring family members into Canada who, it was presumed, might become burdens to 

the state” (85).  

In effect, the labour scheme arranged for these women to be alone and vulnerable upon 

entry into Canada. Not only were they companionless, but they worked and lived in a state of 

dependency and subordination that safeguarded against their capacity to disrupt oppressive 

systems. The geography of Canada also affects the relationships available to them in that 

although “many of these women share the same feelings of loneliness, isolation and hope, they 

remain isolated from each other in suburban Canada” (Silvera 13). Isolated, unprotected, and 

without recourse to alternative authorities, these women are intimidated into deferring to the 

powers that be. The circumstances surrounding their recruitment within the Caribbean and their 

existence in Canada suggest that Canadian regulation of the movement of Caribbean bodies and 

the labour performed by these bodies also organizes the emotions, desires, and relationships of 

Caribbean people for the benefit of a dominant majority.   

The Meeting Point and Storm of Fortune are invested in depicting these facets of the 

experience of working and living as a Caribbean domestic in Canada. Gertrude, a marginal 

character in The Meeting Point, serves as a conspicuous example of the loneliness and 

vulnerability of these immigrants. Early in the novel, while working in the Burrmann household, 

the protagonist, Bernice, occasionally “argues aloud, to herself. And sometimes, her voice 

frightens her, as she hears it answering her; and she fears she is hearing the knell of a beginning 

insanity” (23). Bernice, as a live-in domestic, is beholden to the Burrmann family and their home 

to the point that seclusion is more of a norm to her than contact with individuals or communities 
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she deems important. She is sufficiently aware of this situation to worry about its effect on her 

mental health as the “burden and demands of her new life in this country were becoming too 

much for her” (7). In this particular moment of worry, her voice recalls the story of another 

domestic, Gertrude, derisively called Coal Dust, from Grenada, who suffers in isolation in 

Orillia. With no one “she could exchange a word with,” no “chick to visit her,” and “not a thing 

to do with her time” besides go to Church, Gertrude ends up in a mental hospital (23). Absence 

of nourishing connection and concomitant inhibition of communication and self-expression are 

both a manufactured condition of the immigrant domestic experience and a direct cause of 

Gertrude’s suffering. Her blackness, emphasized by her nickname, suggests that she is hyper-

visible and othered in Orillia, and this marginal status is tied to her circumscribed 

communication, particularly at church, the only place where she can hope for belonging. In her 

testimony, she proclaims her salvation by claiming to have been “‘washed whiter than snow,’” 

yet nobody in the all-white congregation “could understand the meaning of her words and 

nobody said amen” (24). Not only has Gertrude acquiesced to understanding her worth in terms 

of whiteness, but even that injurious surrender is unacknowledged, leaving her unrecognized and 

contributing toward her unmaking.  

Recalling from the previous chapter that loneliness involves a form of isolation in which 

one’s value has been undermined in a way that makes one’s connection to the world vulnerable, 

we can surmise that Gertrude’s confinement to a mental hospital is the result of the persistent 

denial of her value, agency, and relation to the world. Bernice’s indictment, “Gertrude let the 

loneliness and hard work go to her head,” is also telling (23). Gertrude’s suffering is 

manufactured, but Bernice’s inner consciousness narrates it as Gertrude’s individual failing. If 

Gertrude’s mental instability is a failure of her fortitude, then Bernice’s anxiety about her own 
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sanity requires her to demonstrate even greater mental fortitude—a requirement that is in fact 

less ameliorative and more demonstrative of her w(e)ariness.  

Clarke’s use of marginal characters and short episodic stories like Gertrude’s is similar to 

Selvon’s. Though Selvon’s episodes are typically more comedic in delivery, they often highlight 

the w(e)ary condition of immigrants. In Moses Ascending, for example, Moses wonders about 

the Caribbean immigrants he once knew but who are now “scattered and lost” (10). Big City, a 

minor character first introduced in The Lonely Londoners, “has gone mad” and wanders the 

streets unable to recognize anyone (10). The narrator explains that it is “as if the whole city of 

London collapse on him, as if the pressures build up until he could stand it no more.” Big City’s 

symbolic fate in the big city of London is presented in a glancing side comment in Moses 

Ascending, but it is akin to an almost equally short comment in Clarke’s Storm of Fortune. A 

minor but recurring character in Clarke’s trilogy, Freeness, who is a male Barbadian immigrant, 

finds Bernice wandering the streets in blood-stained clothes after she had rushed her sister, 

Estelle, to the hospital. Rather than asking about the cause of the situation, Freeness assumes that 

“it was a madness that came with loneliness and by being away from home” (Storm 13). Both of 

these references to madness and the marginal way in which they are presented (through marginal 

characters, in the margins of the plot, and at marginal length) serve to reiterate the precarious 

position of Caribbean immigrants. Not only do these immigrants live under worrying strain that 

could overwhelm them at any time, but if their mental health deteriorates, they are left with little 

hope of finding support. They become just another one of the “scattered and lost” figures who 

remind other immigrants of what awaits them if they do not sustain an almost unsustainable level 

of fortitude.  
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In much the same way, references to death in the works of Selvon and Clarke make 

apparent the underlying despair of major and minor characters who are keenly aware of the 

debilitating nature of interminable helplessness. In The Lonely Londoners, Bart tells Moses of 

the time he “fall sick and he nearly dead” in his room (49). When Moses visits, Bart complains, 

“‘I am dying. I feel as if I will dead right now,’” explaining that he has only survived this long 

because of an English neighbour who brings him soup. Again, this incident appears as a cursory 

aside in the novel, but Bart’s despair is poignant and connects with a subsequent conversation 

between Moses and Galahad. Moses worries about his isolation in London and says, “‘look how 

people does dead and nobody don’t know nothing until the milk bottle start to pile up in front of 

the door’” (126). He wonders, “‘Supposing one day I keel off here in this room? I don’t take 

milk regular.’” The humour is obvious, but at the same time, the ways in which Moses’ situation 

and its attendant worries enervate him cannot be overlooked.  

Like Bart and Moses, Bernice and Dots (a close friend of Bernice and a fellow Barbadian 

domestic) also worry about death. Early in The Meeting Point, Dots informs Bernice of the death 

of Lottie, another Caribbean immigrant, who is accidentally killed at a crosswalk (15). Dots 

remembers Lottie’s death in gory detail later when she is comforting Bernice after her mother’s 

supposed death. Dots is particularly anguished by the lack of concern shown by the onlookers 

who “didn’t even as much as run to the telephone box opposite the drug store, and call a 

ambulance, or a hospital or the police” (172). She goes on to describe Canada as “a heartless, 

cruel place” and connects Lottie’s death to a racist incident a few years earlier when she saw 

policemen beat and arrest an innocent “coloured man” after a vehicular accident (172-173). Dots 

muses on these events, particularly the complicit silence of the onlookers of both injustices, and 

worries about her husband, warning him that “this country ain’t your country. And the police, the 
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white people and the papers reminds you it is not your place of birth nor belonging, neither” 

(173). She makes a corresponding comment in Storm of Fortune, describing Canada as “‘so 

damn rough and hard-hearted that a person is nothing, if one morning he finds himself without 

good health’” (64). Lamenting her lack of healthcare as a domestic, she adds, “‘The moment I 

stop being careful, I am a dead woman. Dead’” (69). Given these immigrants’ marginal positions 

in Canada and England, fear of potential physical and psychic injury as a result of illness, 

accident, outright racism, institutionalized prejudice, or everyday indifference of white people 

weighs heavily on their minds. Both Selvon’s and Clarke’s immigrant characters continually face 

daunting questions indicative of and producing w(e)ariness: How can we take care of ourselves 

and one another while being careful regarding our marginal status and the insidious nature of 

racism? What relationships will enable our survival and our nourishment? How are our pains 

manifested and how can they be healed? 

Bernice mourns Lottie as “‘one o’ we,’” and the narrator notes that the “tragedy came in 

upon [Bernice] with power. She felt lonely all of a sudden; and she felt cruel with the world. 

Immediately, she hated Mrs Burrmann a little more, and blamed her for Lottie’s death. But she 

talked herself out of this heavy judgment” (16). In this response to the loss of a member of the 

small community to which Bernice feels bonded, her loneliness becomes more concentrated. 

Bernice’s feelings toward her loss and Lottie’s fate are intimately tied to the circumscribed 

relationships available to her, particularly her relationship with her employer, Mrs Burrmann. In 

a country that repeatedly shows itself to be inhospitable to women of colour, Bernice’s feelings 

focus on the reality that her life revolves around making the world comfortable for people like 

Mrs Burrmann. 



 

 

124 

 

Their relationship is a key part of the novel as Bernice’s position in that household forces 

her into a relationship with someone she simultaneously seems to love and hate, to need and 

distrust, and to care for and wish ill upon. In other words, Bernice’s relationship with her 

employer involves the “coexistence … of contradictory emotions or attitudes” (“Ambivalence,” 

OED). Bernice is ambivalent towards Mrs Burrmann and all that she stands for, much like how 

Delany is ambivalent towards Canada. I read Bernice’s ambivalence as a disposition in that it is 

part of her habitus, which is “a system of dispositions,” and it “expresses first the result of an 

organizing action, with a meaning close to that of words such as structure; it also designates a 

way of being, a habitual state (especially of the body) and, in particular, a predisposition, 

tendency, propensity, or inclination” (Bourdieu, Outline 214 n.1).To apprehend Bernice’s 

disposition more fully, we need to consider her place in the Burrmann household. This step is 

necessary because the practices produced by a habitus “can be accounted for only by relating the 

objective structure defining the social conditions of the production of the habitus which 

engendered them to the conditions in which the habitus is operating” (Bourdieu, Outline 78). In 

considering Bernice’s position in the Burrmann household and in Canada, I am also attentive to 

the influence of her colonial upbringing in Barbados.    

Within Canada and particularly within the home in which she works, Bernice is defined 

not just in relation to, but as, labour.7 In both The Meeting Point and Storm of Fortune, Mr 

Burrmann’s relationship with Bernice is for the most part perfunctory. While Bernice considers 

him an authority figure whose sensitivities she is sometimes attuned to, she “did not exist for him 

beyond the image and the labour of a domestic” (Storm 93). Mrs Burrmann consistently 

describes Bernice through statements such as “‘Leach, you’re a wonderful worker. Really!’” 

(Meeting 6). Her repeated strategic choice to refer to Bernice by her surname, Leach, reiterates 
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the social structure of the household as understood by Mrs Burrmann: Bernice leeches off the 

Burrmanns and Canada in order to survive. Her reduction of Bernice to a worker, even if in the 

guise of a compliment and especially when read alongside the narrator’s explanation that “it was 

Bernice’s facility for work, long hard work, which knitted her into a glove of affection on to her 

mistress’s hand,” indicates that ownership and utility are the paradigms through which Mrs. 

Burrmann chooses to perceive Bernice (6). Mrs Burrmann is also characterized as capable of 

hard work; Bernice informs Dots, “‘That white woman down there, she could work like a blasted 

horse, herself’” (Meeting 117-118). However, both novels make it clear that Mrs Burrmann’s 

race and class not only allow her to reserve her labour for activities like reading and socializing, 

but they also allow her to appropriate Bernice’s labour unquestioningly.  

Throughout The Meeting Point and Storm of Fortune, the relationship between Bernice 

and Mrs Burrmann appears to be in constant flux. For instance, Bernice shows concern for Mrs 

Burrmann when her husband berates her for not being able to provide him with a son. Bernice 

sympathizes with her employer even though she admits that she does not know why “she was 

crying and feeling sorry for Mrs Burrmann” (154). During these scenes, Bernice exhibits willful 

forgetfulness; “she forgot,” for example, “the hard words Mrs Burrmann had very often used to 

her” (154). However, she remembers more readily whenever “she had a too busy day in the 

kitchen” (154). She periodically thinks about extorting better treatment from Mrs Burrmann by 

threatening to reveal her employer’s moments of indiscretion, and she even nurses more violent 

thoughts: “‘I think I hate that woman so much that […] I could have kill her this afternoon’” 

(29). In Storm of Fortune, in the “thirty-odd months she was employed by her, Bernice had killed 

Mrs Burrmann on seven different occasions, in her mind” (109). Despite her generally 

demeaning attitude toward Bernice, Mrs Burrmann seems to offer affection in some moments. 
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Once, she expresses gratitude, saying “‘Thanks, Bernice, for everything. You’ve been very good, 

really, to all of us—even though things haven’t been easy for you’” (Meeting 158). However, 

given that Bernice does “not believe a word” of this statement and that it is “to her, like a 

greeting from a stranger, on a crowded subway train,” their relationship appears to be 

fundamentally dysfunctional and their interactions are evidently embalmed in superficial 

appearances to the point that “Mrs Burrmann never knew and couldn’t imagine how deep 

Bernice’s hostility was” (Meeting 158, 6).  

What is clear in this relationship is the way in which Bernice is cornered or blackmailed 

into feeling for Mrs Burrmann simply because no alternative is viable, and in this sense, 

Bernice’s relationship with Mrs Burrmann is laboured. Their relationship is always predicated on 

Mrs Burrmann’s inclinations and motives; it is always on her terms. As a result, Bernice 

performs the emotional and psychological labour necessary to respond to Mrs Burrmann in 

acceptable ways so that she does not lose her job. Unsurprisingly, the feelings generated by her 

labour are not sustainable. For example, though Mrs Burrmann was “subject to bouts of great 

affection,” confiding in Bernice her feelings about her husband and children, the narrator 

explains that it “remained a superficial kind of friendliness” (Meeting 5). It is perhaps superficial 

on the part of Mrs Burrmann because to recognize Bernice as more than a worker would make 

her subordination unpalatable. Bernice participates in “these outings with affection” to the extent 

of offering “broad smiles like the sunrise,” yet she never feels “close enough to Mrs Burrmann to 

tell her that she herself had left an illegitimate child back in Barbados” (5). Bernice’s 

performance excludes any honest communication or display of vulnerability; she offers what is 

expected by her employer and reproduces norms of conduct based in hierarchy. Moreover, 

moments like this one do not change “the amount of hard work” Bernice undertakes, “the small 
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wages” she earns, or the distance between her and her loved ones, all of which are conditions 

that ensure that she always sees “herself as a servant” or “a sort of twentieth-century slave” (5). 

The unfairly rewarded physical labour Bernice performs overlaps with her uncompensated 

emotional labour, and they both underlie and distort one of the few relationships available to 

Bernice.  

In this relationship in which Mrs Burrmann overtly dictates both the performance 

required by Bernice and the extent of her financial freedom, Bernice often resorts to silence. The 

narrator explains that Mrs. Burrmann’s “favourite technique when dealing with Bernice” was “to 

remind Bernice who was maid and who mistress,” and in response, “Bernice had always kept 

silent” (Meeting 13). Similarly, Bernice is silent when sent to work without extra compensation 

at the house of Mrs Gasstein, a friend of Mrs Burrmann. Mrs Burrmann justifies this 

appropriation of Bernice’s labour by explaining that Bernice can “do the work of a mule, two 

mules’” and by reiterating that “‘Bernice is my maid’” (Meeting 7). The narrator notes,  

When Bernice raised no objection, this silence was mistaken for surrender, for 

acceptance. Silently, she grew to hate Mrs. Burrmann even more than she hated winter 

and snow. To her, Mrs. Burrmann not only symbolized the snow; she symbolized also, 

the uneasiness and inconvenience of the snow. Her loneliness grew, too; and so did her 

hatred of Mrs. Burrmann: deeper and deeper, the same way as December, January and 

February piled snow on the ground. (7) 

In the context of her relationship with Mrs Burrmann, Bernice’s silence is an extorted response 

because she is constantly made aware of the hierarchy that limits the possibilities available to 

her. She knows she risks losing her job if she explicitly objects to being treated like chattel. Her 

silence functions as part of a “series of moves which are objectively organized as strategies 
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without being the product of a genuine strategic intention” (Bourdieu, Outline 73). This silence 

points to the uniqueness of the experience of the Caribbean domestic in Canada in that the labour 

scheme that brings the women to Canada places them in a predetermined situation that requires 

unexpected, unrewarded performance. This situation offers no protection against exploitation by 

employers who supposedly provide everything necessary for survival in Canada and for the 

realization of the promise of success that Canada propagates. The extraordinary advantage 

employers like Mrs Burrmann possess over immigrants like Bernice is manifest in the manner in 

which Mrs Burrmann can appeal to the hierarchical organization of labour when convenient just 

as easily as she can assume the pretence of friend and benefactor for her comfort. Equally 

demonstrative of this power is Mrs Burrmann’s ability to dismiss Bernice abruptly, as seen near 

the end of Storm of Fortune, leaving her with limited options in unfair circumstances and leading 

her to “an almost complete mental and physical breakdown” (268).  

If it is a mistake to read Bernice’s silence as surrender or acceptance, then how should it 

be read?  In “Exchange, Value, and Affect” (2004), a critique of Bourdieu’s understanding of the 

working-class habitus, Beverley Skeggs argues that “the ubiquitous daily experiences of anger 

and frustration which are carefully contained and not regularly expressed” by the working class 

are “expressive of an alternative value system” not accounted for by Bourdieu (89). Bernice’s 

silence obviously has immediate practical use; it is motivated by necessity rather than 

resignation. Her silence exhibits her understanding of her relationship with Mrs Burrmann as 

based in exploitation. It figures into an alternative value system because it cannot be exchanged 

for or converted into some form of capital, but it allows for self-preservation within a situation 

that aims to leave Bernice overdetermined as possessed capital rather than reflexive subject.  
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Her hate functions in relation to her silence because she cannot escape her relationship 

with Mrs Burrmann. Since she feels too vulnerable to leave the job, hate that is not externally 

expressed is her only option in attempting to resist the overwhelming power Mrs Burrmann 

wields. However, even if hate gives her a temporary sense of control, it reinforces the central 

place Mrs Burrmann occupies in her life. As Sara Ahmed explains in The Cultural Politics of 

Emotion (2004), “To consider hatred as a form of intimacy is to show how hatred is ambivalent; 

it is an investment in an object (of hate) whereby the object becomes part of the life of the 

subject even though (or perhaps because) its threat is perceived as coming from outside” (50). 

Loneliness follows because Bernice’s hate degrades her connection with others and herself. The 

narrator explains this degradation in disclosing that Bernice’s sustained hate leads to her “distrust 

of everybody white” and “her mistrust of almost everybody who was black” (93). As a result, she 

becomes accustomed to “living within the battlements of a friendless circle of ‘friends’” that 

“kept her always on her toes” (Storm 93). Her hate fuels her withdrawal from social connection 

and heightens her sensitivity to injury. Over time, hate warps her sensibility, justifying itself and 

becoming self-perpetuating. Thus, hate contributes to the cyclical logic of loneliness. 

Comparisons of her hate and the objects of her hate to snow—as reproduced in the description, 

“Hate piled up within Bernice’s heart as the eaves of the house piled snow into shapeless mounds 

near the side door” (Meeting 14)—suggest that her hate accumulates and burdens. In the long 

term, her hate along with her silence adds to rather than relieves the burden she feels. It is useful 

here to recall Audre Lorde’s warning against silence in her essay “The Transformation of Silence 

into Language and Action” (1978): “we have been socialized to respect fear more than our own 

needs for language and definition, and while we wait in silence for that final luxury of 

fearlessness, the weight of that silence will choke us” (44). For Bernice, hate and silence have 
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immediate use, but they function as a dangerous default because they offer no meaningful self-

definition or supportive identification with others. 

Lorde’s comment urges consideration of moments in which Bernice breaks her silence 

despite her w(e)ariness. One such moment involves the manifestation of a temporary bond 

between Bernice and Mrs Burrmann after Bernice assumes that her mother has died. Though 

Bernice later learns that her mother is alive, she grieves a death that is, to her, real. Not only is 

her mother “far away in Barbados,” but Bernice laments that “there isn’t one blasted living soul 

in the whole o’Toronto Canada, that [she] could call on for help and assistance’” (166). Suffering 

alone in her room when Mrs Burrmann finds her, Bernice’s wail “‘My Mammy dead!’” displays 

a show of vulnerability otherwise absent in her interaction with her employer. Mrs Burrmann 

comforts her with kisses to her cheeks and is “overcome” as she had also “experienced death 

reported to her and to her family, twice, from Europe; and she had witnessed the physical and 

moral fracture that the news had brought with it” (166-167). Rather than rehearse a superficial 

performance based in hierarchy, both characters actualize a transgressive, healing bond. 

Bourdieu notes that as “a generative spontaneity which asserts itself in an improvised 

confrontation with ever-renewed situations, [habitus] obeys a practical logic, that of vagueness, 

of the more-or-less, which defines one’s ordinary relation to the world” (Other 78). The bond 

between Bernice and Mrs Burrmann in this situation evidences the unexpected, improvised 

possibilities that are uniquely possible in shared moments of vulnerability. As they hold hands 

and pray together, Mrs Burrmann says “a few short things in a language Bernice had heard 

spoken very seldom in the house” (167). The narrator explains that “these two women [were] 

joined together in grief, as they had never been united before, by love” (167). Bernice later 

describes this situation as “Black woman and Jew woman together, in grief and sorrow, feeling 
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the same sorrow and feeling the same grief, experiencing the same emotion, as if I were her 

sister, and she were my sister” (176). This shared moment of grief is premised upon mutual 

recognition of both individuals’ capacity to love and to be hurt by loss. To grieve with Bernice 

and to associate Bernice’s loss with the losses she has felt, Mrs Burrmann has to see her as more 

than simply a worker; she has to acknowledge Bernice’s individuality as well as her investment 

in relationships.  

The sharing of their vulnerability is made possible by multiple factors like proximity, but 

it also depends on Bernice’s and Mrs Burrmann’s already established need for connection. 

Earlier in the novel, Bernice listens to the woeful relationship between Mrs Burrmann and her 

husband and thinks of her as that “poor, lonely, unhappy woman” (90). Bernice’s loneliness is, 

of course, explicitly discussed throughout the novel. In a letter that she writes to Lonnie, the man 

in Barbados with whom she has a child, she explains, “Loneliness, Lonnie, is a thing I did not 

know to exist against a person, as I have come to know it, in this Canada” (183). Perhaps even 

more tellingly, she cannot even bring herself to mail this letter out of fear of sharing too much. 

The emotional and psychological state in which Bernice and Mrs Burrmann exist leads the 

narrator to join both women in the description “Bernice and Mrs Burrmann, two sad women, two 

lonely women, sad and lonely for two different reasons” (90). Their loneliness degrades their 

ability to form the supporting connections they need, yet grief cajoles them into sharing their 

vulnerability and enables the possibility of a bond that temporarily supersedes racial, ethnic, and 

religious affiliation. This assumption of sisterhood recognizes the fundamental human need for 

relationships in order to cope and survive. It is not a bond that is chosen or planned, but one that 

is meaningful. Mrs Burrmann’s utterance of Hebrew prayer and her physical tenderness with 

Bernice in this moment suggest that their intimacy is characterized by sharing—opening oneself 
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up to another to offer what one holds dear and to lend oneself physically and emotionally for the 

performance of mourning. This sharing of emotions contrasts with their other interactions in 

which there is superficial performance of emotion and Bernice’s emotions are appropriated, 

manipulated, or distorted by Mrs Burrmann.  

Bernice’s attitude toward her job in the Burrmann household reflects her attitude toward 

her marginal position in Canada as they both simultaneously limit the possibilities available to 

her while promising her a better future. Many times, Bernice reveals the feelings that erupt out of 

her subordination in Canada and in the Burrmann household: “From the time I come into this 

country, I been working. Working, working, working hard as hell, too. I really don’t know what 

get in me to make me do a damn-fool thing like emigrating to Canada, saying I working as 

servant and maid for somebody like you” (Meeting 13). The organizing role of work in The 

Meeting Point resembles that of The Lonely Londoners. Curdella Forbes explains in From Nation 

to Diaspora (2005), “Whether it is in search of work, escape from work or going to work, work 

represents the highest level of structure” in the lives of Selvon’s immigrant characters (82-83). 

Forbes’ assessment is applicable to Clarke’s immigrant characters. As domestics, they face the 

all-consuming nature of relentless physical labour for others that robs them of time and energy 

for self-expression, self-care, and self-affirmation. While these female characters come to 

Canada already defined and situated as labour, their male counterparts are constantly described 

in terms of their search for work. Henry, for example, is a Barbadian immigrant, who has been in 

Canada for about two decades and was once “Porter of the Year” for the Canadian National 

Railways (Storm 276). Now, he lives off unemployment cheques because as “a man slightly over 

fifty, it was extremely difficult to find a job” (Meeting 206). In reaction to his disempowered 

condition, he routinely engages in an exaggerated façade by writing imaginary balances in his 
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bank books. His fantasy of accumulation is a manifestation of the incapacitating anxiety that 

accompanies prolonged unemployment as he worries that “‘a day is coming when they 

[Canadians] won’t have no more goddamn use for me […] there won’t be no more goddamn 

train to run, no more shoe to shine, no more boot to lick, clean and polish’” (82). He is 

conditioned to understand his worth in terms of the subservient work he may be given the chance 

to perform by and for white people. He remains a pliable resource that the dominant majority 

may exploit when profitable, and when he is deemed no longer fit to work, his sense of worth 

inevitably crumbles. Even if he perceives the constraints placed upon him through adherence to 

such a narrow understanding of his individuality, he feels powerless to offer alternative 

definitions of himself.  

In a moment in which Bernice becomes particularly frustrated that iterations of 

exploitative labour are the only opportunities offered to her she says, “‘Canada, Mississippi, 

Alabama, South Africa…they is the same thing…[a]s far as a black person is concerned’” 

(Meeting 95). Bernice’s equation of the experiences of black people across national boundaries 

expresses her frustration at the inescapability of prejudice and is to be read alongside the 

specificity of Canada anxiously held on to by other characters. Upon her arrival in Canada, for 

example, Estelle hears another passenger exclaim, “‘hope Canada don’t get like Britain!’” 

(Meeting 44), and in response to a news report about a march led by Martin Luther King Jr. in 

the United States, Mrs Burrmann expresses her relief that “‘it doesn’t happen here,’” adding 

“‘[w]e’re even better than Britain’” (Meeting 12). Bernice sometimes contradicts herself and 

partakes in this myopic nationalism. Upon seeing a march for equality in Toronto, she exclaims 

to Estelle, “‘these niggers in Canada! Well, they don’t know how lucky they are!’” (Meeting 

220). She adds, “‘this is Canada, dear, not America. You and me, we is West Indians, not 
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American Negroes. We are not in that mess. Leave that damn foolishness to them’” (220). 

Similarly, she makes the declarations “‘I happy as hell in Canada’” and “‘it is Canada that 

liberate me’” (Meeting 95).  

Bernice’s inconstant attitude toward Canada can be read, as Sarah Phillips Casteel does in 

her article “Experiences of Arrival: Jewishness and Caribbean-Canadian Identity in Austin 

Clarke’s The Meeting Point” (2005), in terms of the “performative dimension of Canadian 

blackness and other racialized identities” (249). Casteel rightly faults critics’ reliance on a black 

and white binary in reading The Meeting Point, citing “the critical literature’s tendency to 

conflate Jewishness and whiteness” (235). Adding to Casteel’s reading, I highlight the way in 

which Bernice’s ambivalence toward Canada and blackness can render her impotent. Overly 

optimistic projections of Canada as a uniquely liberative space undercut the potential of 

comparison and unification across geographical divides while also overwhelming her individual 

inclination toward change. Likewise, a generalized understanding of her experience as a black 

person without attention to the specifics of her localized experience encourages resignation.  

The narrator explains that “it was this ambivalence [expressed toward Canada] which 

Bernice entertained even with the Burrmanns: on Monday morning, she hated Mrs Burrmann for 

what she had done to her over the weekend, and by Friday, she was in Mrs Burrmann’s corner” 

(Meeting 95). Again, Bernice exemplifies how ambivalence leaves her fluctuating between 

conflicting emotions without the stability to consider the complexity of the social relations in 

which she is entwined and therefore without the ability to commit to a position that will allow for 

envisioning a change of the status quo. Bernice’s ambivalence toward Mrs Burrmann, Canada, 

and blackness leads to her settling into the least disruptive disposition in that she sees herself “as 

happy on Marina Boulevard, as she could be (as a black woman) anywhere else in North 
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America” (95). In The Promise of Happiness (2010), Sara Ahmed, speaking to the British 

context, argues that happiness is used as a “technology of citizenship, as a way of binding 

migrants to a national ideal. To be bound to happiness is to be bound by what has already been 

established as a good” (133). With the fear of “a Canadian winter without a job” and the belief 

that “the chances of living happily” in Barbados “depended upon the amount of money she could 

save” in Canada, Bernice’s ambivalence enforces her alignment of her happiness with what is 

already established (Meeting 21, 95). Bernice’s ambivalence, therefore, factors into the 

consolidation of her w(e)ary state.  

For the most part, this is an unconfessed or unowned ambivalence as pointed out by Dots’ 

husband, Boysie: 

‘you and Bernice, does say such good things ’bout Mrs Burrmann and Mrs Hunter [Dots’ 

employer] one minute, and gorblummuh! the next moment, both o’ you saying Mrs 

Burrmann is cheap as hell, Mrs Hunter is a bitch; Mrs Burrmann nice, Mrs Burrmann 

bad; Mrs Hunter is a lady, Mrs Hunter is a whore! What I want to know is when you-all 

going stop talking with both sides o’ your mouths! Make up your minds, because, 

gorblummuh, Mrs Burrmann and Mrs Hunter couldn’t be queens today and whores 

tomorrow!’ (Meeting 63) 

Boysie’s indictment of Bernice and Dots’ attitude toward their employers demonstrates that 

consciously or not they refuse to confess to their ambivalence and its ramifications. Bernice’s 

ambivalent disposition, when not reflected upon, contributes to the maintenance of oppressive 

systems as demonstrated in Bernice becoming accustomed to “her triangle of life”—“a life that 

centred round her kitchen, her radio and her princess telephone”— and not “consider[ing] 

changing this world” (Meeting 95). She finds contrived value in this circumscribed life in that it 
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allows “an interesting perspective into the world around her, the world of riches in Forest Hill 

itself” (95). This perspective does not involve critical thought. Rather, it signifies Bernice’s 

unthinking adoption of the rules, norms, and expectations of established authorities even if they 

reinforce the exploitation of her body and mind. In so doing, she relinquishes her understanding 

of her worth in favour of external definition as demonstrated in her feeling “superior to Dots, 

because her ‘people’ [employers] had better table manners than the Hunters of Rosedale” and in 

the fact that she “assumed great pride in defending Mrs Burrmann’s tastes” (Meeting 152, 32). 

The narrator explains that Bernice was “very impressed by the wealth of the Burrmanns” to the 

extent that “you thought it was her wealth” (Meeting 5). Similarly, Bernice displays an 

increasing tendency toward the materialism and conspicuous consumption practiced by the 

Burrmanns. For Bernice, “immigration had worked a substantial change in her dressing habits” 

(121). This change echoes Galahad’s in The Lonely Londoners in that “one of the first things he 

do after he get a work was to stock up with clothes like stupidness” (Meeting 73). In Bernice’s 

case, she literally and figuratively clothes herself in what is passed on to her by her employer. 

 Bernice’s subscription to the prestige of banks is also telling. The Royal Bank of Canada 

“drew her, like a magnet,” because of its “worthiness and durability” (Meeting 96). She is 

impressed by its name and its association with the British lion as well as having her name on her 

cheques: “‘My name, Bernice Leach, Miss Bernice Leach write down in it’” (97). She values 

Canada for facilitating this recognition and validation of her identity, saying “That is what 

Canada have done for me. This is my testimony to this place, called Canada. And Lord, I am 

glad as hell that I come here, that I is a Canadian” (97). However, not much later, after hearing 

about another incident of discrimination, she exclaims, “‘Canada ain’t worth shit’” (97). Bernice 

perceives banks as producing tangible evidence of Canada’s fulfillment of its promise to her of a 



 

 

137 

 

better future. In this sense, banks validate her work and worth, but this validation is not only 

superficial but it also justifies the exploitation of her labour. Bernice subscribes to a value system 

that reinforces her exploitation and when this validation inevitably proves inadequate, the only 

recourse available to Bernice is a private critique of Canada that goes unheard.   

In “Reflexivity: Freedom or Habit of Gender?” in the collection Feminism After Bourdieu 

(2004), Lisa Adkins persuasively critiques Bourdieu’s take on social transformation in that he 

incorrectly places ambivalence outside of practice. She argues—with reference to Homi 

Bhabha’s conception of mimicry as characterized by ambivalence—that “the logic of 

ambivalence at play within mimesis demands an understanding of instability not as external to 

but as internal to the operation of norms themselves” (206). Bernice’s proximity to whiteness 

and wealth combined with her distance from supportive relationships encourages a form of self-

deception; she becomes covetous of the trappings of the majority to the extent that she sees those 

trappings as expressive of her own worth. However, there are moments when the ambivalence at 

play in mimesis allows for the weakening of the authority of the dominant social group. For 

example, readers learn that Bernice and Dots are reluctant to wear shorts in public because they 

have been made sensitive to white people’s perceptions of their bodies and because they have 

never seen a black person wear shorts in Canada in public. In the privacy of Bernice’s room, they 

transform their vulnerability into an expression of power. They break out of their observation of 

white people in shorts outside the window, and Dots “began stepping around the apartment, in a 

parody of Mrs Gasstein, in shorts. ‘Looka me! oh Christ, heh-heh-heeee! Mrs Dotstein!’” 

(Meeting 193). In this moment, Dots in performance and Bernice as audience use mimicry to 

privately parody the identities policing their public behavior. Following Adkins, I read Bernice 

and Dots’ ambivalent disposition as enabling their parody. The inculcation of ambivalence in 
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immigrant characters encourages alignment with the existing social structure, but at the same 

time, ambivalence affords parodic disruption. Having “exhausted the performance,” Dots opines, 

“‘This country could never be home, gal. All the black people here, living in this place, called 

Canada, be we foreign-born black people, or local-born Canadian black people, we are only 

abiding through the tender mercies o’ God and the white man, and […] the landlord’” (193). The 

performance provides temporary relief even if the power hierarchy continues. That relief is 

significant in emphasizing the agency of these immigrants who reflect on their existence and 

offer strategic, reflexive performance that corrodes the ideologies that contain non-white bodies.  

This ability to breach constraining boundaries, even if temporarily, is not to be 

undervalued because in both novels Bernice is shown to be physically, emotionally, and 

psychologically contained. Mrs Burrmann’s definition of Bernice as a worker, for instance, 

reinforces the stereotype upon which Bernice’s position in Canada is based and restricts the ways 

in which she can understand herself and her relationship to the world. Chancy, discussing the 

labour scheme, explains that since “Black women had been forced to take care of white children 

or to clean up after white families for hundreds of years, the Canadian government appeared to 

believe that such jobs were a natural extension of Black women’s lives upon which to capitalize” 

(85). Identities derived from this racialized and gendered division of labour overwhelm any form 

of self-definition offered by women like Bernice. In much the same way, Agatha, a white Jewish 

woman invited into this Caribbean circle, describes Dots and Bernice as “‘born cooks’” in an 

attempt to compliment them (75). Once again, such limited representation of Caribbean women 

denies them psychological depth and emotional complexity, and it hinders their formulation of 

alternative connections to their world.8 
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Bhabha explains in terms of colonial discourse that the stereotype is a “simplification 

because it is an arrested, fixated form of representation that, in denying the play of difference 

(which the negation through the Other permits), constitutes a problem for the representation of 

the subject in significations of psychic and social relations” (75). Anxiously repeated external 

definition affects how characters like Bernice and Dots see themselves and the options available 

to them. More specifically, it affects how Bernice occupies space as demonstrated in her 

discomfort in the subway. Bernice was “always nervous and self-conscious” when travelling 

alone in the subway or streetcar (Meeting 200). She worries that white people “wanted to push 

her under the wheels; that she was unclean; that she was some kind of interloper; that she was 

without rights to sit on their subway” (200). She explains to Estelle how “lonely” she feels in 

that space (205). Routine disenfranchisement, interrupted self-definition, and insidious external 

definition lead Bernice to question the ways in which she is attached to the world. What right 

does she have to public space? What violence will punish her infringement? These questions 

display how psychic and physical containment perverts self-conception to the detriment of one’s 

capacity to form relationships. Bernice exemplifies Bourdieu’s assertion that one’s “relationship 

to the social world and to one’s proper place in it is never more clearly expressed than in the 

space and time one feels entitled to take from others” (Distinction 474). 

One incident in particular haunts Bernice—an incident that is similar to what Galahad 

experiences in The Lonely Londoners when a child points out his blackness in a public space and 

the accumulation of such experiences over time leads him to perverse self-alienation (76-78). In 

The Meeting Point, while on the subway, a child points at Bernice and says, “‘Mummy! Look!’” 

(202). Bernice, having been conditioned by the racialized logic of the country she inhabits, is left 

insecure. The narrator notes the child’s innocent curiosity and says, “Bernice, because she was 
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Bernice, hated everybody in the subway coach, and everybody was white” (202). Once Bernice 

escapes the subway, she locks herself inside the bathroom of a department store and cries. Even 

if the child means no harm (as the narrator points out), Bernice’s feelings when singled out must 

be understood in connection with how her body has been perceived and policed in Canada since 

her arrival. The way she is treated by the Burrmanns’ children and their friends in an earlier 

scene is exemplary of this. A friend of the Burrmann children derides Bernice through racial 

slurs and stereotype. Though Ruthie, one of the Burrmanns’ children, tries to intervene by saying 

“‘she is a person,’” she undercuts Bernice’s individuality by adding, “‘she’s our maid’” (18). 

Like her mother, Ruthie defines Bernice in terms of ownership and utility. At the end of this 

scene, a child calls Bernice a nigger before running off and leaving her hurt and helpless. In 

another instance, while giving Ruthie a bath, Bernice finds her body subjected to the child’s 

exploration because she had been told by another child, who had learnt it from her parents, of 

stereotypes of the bodies of black women (61-63). These children are anxiously trying to confirm 

what they have learnt—that Bernice is different—and in doing so, they contribute to the 

unravelling of Bernice’s understanding of herself. Like Galahad, the many instances of racism 

Bernice experiences produce a state of loneliness in which her rationalization in a moment of 

public exposure can only lead her to embarrassment and self-enforced seclusion. 

As opposed to this form of seclusion, certain moments of congregation prove restorative 

to Bernice. The narrator explains that she views church as “one of the great diversions which was 

able to seep into her life, and disrupt the iron-gloved triangle of her existence” (Meeting 100). At 

this particular church, she bonds with a community of immigrants that she particularly values 

because it allows her recognition on her own terms. She explains, “‘I don’t feel that I am either a 

black person, or a white person. Not on this street. This is like home in Barbados’” (101). In this 
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space and in her relationship with this community, Bernice feels a sense of freedom because her 

identity is not predetermined, allowing for meaningful forms of encounter and coexistence 

otherwise absent in her life.  

Bernice also introduces Estelle into a meeting of Caribbean women in the basement of 

that church, and this meeting is comparable to the ritualized congregations described in The 

Lonely Londoners: “Nearly every Sunday morning, like if they going to church, the boys liming 

in Moses room, coming together for a oldtalk” (134). Like Moses and the boys, the women in 

The Meeting Point commiserate in ways that alleviate their w(e)ariness. They complain about 

their bosses and Canada, reminisce about their home countries, share personal emotions, and 

condemn those whose actions they deem inappropriate or irresponsible. These conversations are 

not to be idealized as they are not always based in mutual support. Bernice recollects, for 

instance, a young Jamaican woman working as a domestic who became pregnant and is 

abandoned by the child’s father. The narrator notes, “the only help that girl got was the gossip 

from the West Indian women….The gossip reached her employer; and then it reached the people 

at the Immigration Office; and then the girl was deported” (Meeting 149). In this case, the 

relationships among Caribbean women and their conversation reinforce the status quo because 

they replicate dominant mores that disenfranchise rather than include. The fact that these 

conversations are often literally housed within the structure of Christianity suggests that though 

they mend some of the fractures among and within individuals, they also rely on and reify 

previously established divisions. This danger of being compromised through sharing one’s life 

with others weighs on Bernice throughout both novels. In Storm of Fortune, her “great fear, her 

terror of having ‘friends’” is that they would “spread [gossip about her] in a hateful and 

compromising manner” (106). Given their capacity to heal and wound, these exchanges among 
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Caribbean immigrant women should not be understood as inherently good or bad but should be 

read as performances responding to particular desires, anxieties, and expectations.  

Like Selvon’s oldtalk, which affords temporary unification and playful freedom, the 

conversations in which these women participate in The Meeting Point function as “a sort of 

madness which gave them strength and moral fortitude to return to their various domestic jobs” 

(102). This madness acts as a counterpoint to the previously mentioned madness that conveys the 

threat of deteriorating mental health. The madness that Gertrude succumbs to is a function of the 

social structure that strains her until she is overwhelmed. The madness these women offer in 

their communion is a productive rather than destructive force because it suggests an attempt to 

throw the current power structure into disorder. As Michael A. Bucknor explains, their meeting 

“facilitates an open forum for women’s protest and support” and through “the tangle of tongues, 

a Caribbean community is invoked, investing the Canadian context with new social codes” 

(163). The shared intimacy of these women allows for unrestrained, healing, creative forces that 

temporarily supersede all that seeks to consume or contain their bodies and minds in most other 

spaces in Canada. Speaking to the need to transform silence into language and action in her 

personal life, Lorde explains, “for every real word spoken, for every attempt I had ever made to 

speak those truths for which I am still seeking, I had made contact with other women while we 

examined the words to fit a world in which we all believed, bridging our differences” (41). 

Likewise, these women in the church basement, as well as the men in Moses’ room, engage in an 

imperfect but restorative and perhaps even transformative effort to move out of silence into 

speech despite w(e)ariness.   

Nevertheless, upon leaving these meetings, many of these women are “still lonely” and 

“would crawl back on their frustrated way into the suburbs of wealth and loneliness, and long 
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hard work” (103). Bernice, before Estelle joined her in Canada, would return to the Burrmanns’ 

house and lock herself in her room “to make herself damn safe and sound from men (she always 

thought of men as Mr Burrmann); and from the nightmares of men, which haunted and hunted 

and raped her during the nights of long tension and insomnia” (103). Like Selvon’s immigrant 

characters, the women in Clarke’s novels form bonds based in vulnerability that in many ways 

prove helpful, yet their meetings are characterized by both potential and futility because of the 

overwhelming, seemingly inescapable nature of the oppression they face. The gender distinction 

between Clarke’s immigrants and Selvon’s is notable in that these female domestics are 

necessarily suspicious of patriarchal predation.  

Estelle’s relationship with Mr Burrmann is the more obvious example relevant to this 

discussion, and it is the relationship in The Meeting Point that has garnered the most critical 

attention. Estelle does not come to Canada as a domestic but stays with her sister, Bernice, in the 

Burrmann household, nursing a desire to remain in Canada. Upon entry, she inhabits a similar 

position to Galahad in The Lonely Londoners in that they are both naïve in some ways and are 

advised by older immigrants like Bernice and Moses. This similarity is demonstrated when they 

explore their respective cities. Galahad experiences “a feeling of loneliness and fright” the first 

time he ventures into London alone despite not wanting to admit it (23). Likewise, during 

Estelle’s excursion in Toronto, she “did not know where she was going” and “was frightened to 

go ahead, and frightened to turn back[…] and frightened by the fear of the stranger who knows 

he is lost but who is too proud to admit it too soon” (Storm 80-81). Though there are 

commonalities between Estelle’s emotions and Galahad’s, their experiences are far from 

identical, and the gender difference between them certainly affects the choices and possibilities 

available to them.  
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Mr Burrmann is “the poor Jew, who had brains, but no social acceptability” (Meeting 5). 

He becomes a lawyer and marries into wealth and respectability but struggles with his past 

proximity to blackness. In his article “Austin Clarke and the New Politics of Recognition” 

(2005), David Chariandy argues that “It is not only that Mr Burrmann consciously dissociates 

himself from black people throughout his life, but also that he apparently, at times, engenders his 

very sense of ethnic selfhood and difference both through and against the scandalous counter-

identity of blackness” (155). These issues are brought to bear in the fraught relationship between 

Mr Burrmann and Estelle in which he asserts his power over her. He is described as “standing 

over her like a landlord and not a lover” before raping her (Meeting 137). Yet during and after 

this encounter they express conflicting emotions for and attitudes toward each other including 

love and violence. When Estelle becomes pregnant and Mr Burrmann subsequently abandons 

her, she attempts an abortion that leads to Bernice and Henry having to attempt to care for her 

before rushing her to the hospital at the end of The Meeting Point. As the trilogy continues, it 

becomes clear that the child, Mbelolo, survives and Mr Burrmann slowly becomes more active in 

their lives. Estelle’s relationship with Mr Burrmann operates in relation to the fact that she is 

often subject to violent advances by men. In Storm of Fortune, having recovered from her 

attempted abortion and in flight from Bernice’s authority, she boards a train to Timmins. While 

on board, she is first molested by a white man who thinks himself entitled to her body having 

bought her a drink, and soon after, she is almost raped by a black Grenadian waiter trying to win 

a bet that he could have sex with her before the train reaches her destination (121-128). Estelle is 

certainly not a perpetual victim as she fights off both men and chooses to abruptly exit the train 

at the nearest stop. The feelings of entitlement that underlie the attempts of these men to use 

Estelle’s body for pleasure as well as to perform their professed manliness to themselves and 
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other males evidence the influence of patriarchy on the relationships available to these female 

Caribbean immigrants. The connections afforded to them are circumscribed by the threat and 

reality of patriarchal violence.  

Rather than examining Estelle’s interaction with these men in isolation, I want to 

juxtapose it with the erotic encounter between Bernice and Dots in Storm of Fortune which is 

described as “an embrace of violence and rape and love” (23). In order to contextualize this 

moment it is necessary to consider their relationship as well as their attitudes toward their 

sexuality and loneliness. It is clear that Bernice’s relationship with Dots significantly eases her 

loneliness. Laughing with Dots “was like therapy” in that it “made her feel better” and “[s]ome 

of her depression left her” even if “this depression would always come back” (Meeting 21). The 

narrator explains that Bernice needed Dots as “there was no other person on whom to lean for 

support” (Meeting 29). This is not to say that their relationship is one of inherent trust and 

honesty. There are secrets, lies, and deception. Nonetheless, Dots sees herself and Bernice as 

bonded through race and gender. She says to Bernice “‘we is womens,’” implying an inherent 

bond between them as black Barbadian women as opposed to someone like Brigitte, a German 

domestic in a neighbour’s home, who, according to Dots, is “‘a stranger’” because she is a 

“‘blasted white woman’” (Storm 8, 21). Though Dots benefits from this relationship in much the 

same manner as does Bernice, her marriage to Boysie affects her circumstances. Dots 

experiences a particular type of loneliness within the context of her marriage as she constantly 

worries about how her husband spends his nights and if he is engaged in extramarital affairs. Her 

statement to Bernice, “‘I tired as hell always having to watch my husband,’” effectively exhibits 

how w(e)ariness takes on an added dimension in the context of marriage for female Caribbean 

immigrants (Meeting 36). Though she often confides in Bernice, she also struggles alone, 
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declaring to Bernice, “‘many things go on between my husband and me that I can’t break to you. 

Them is things I have to keep buried inside” (Meeting 34).  

Boysie’s perspective in The Meeting Point further elucidates the loneliness of both 

husband and wife as he explains that he entered Canada from Barbados through a promise to 

marry Dots. He bemoans these circumstances, explaining to his friend, Henry, “‘I had as much 

choice as a rat in a burning canefield. I either married Dots, gorblummuh in that specified time, 

or out goes me! […] I is not such a blasted fool that I don’t know it is loneliness and not love, 

that signed my passport and turned me into a landed immigrant’” (84). Dots admits her 

motivation in confessing that she brought Boysie to Canada as her husband after having “spent 

the first ten months in Canada in masturbation” and not wishing to experience another “twelve 

months o’ loneliness” (123). Dots’ role in Boysie’s life conflicts with the crushing logic of the 

understanding of masculinity to which he subscribes. The fact that he is unable to secure a job 

adds to his discomfort as it makes his dependence on Dots even more undeniable. Likewise, 

Henry feels emasculated in his relationship with Agatha because her money supports both of 

them. In Storm of Fortune, the narrator explains Henry’s constant bickering with Agatha by 

commenting that Henry was hurt “because he knew (and she knew) that he hadn’t the means (no 

money in the bank, no money in his pockets […] no job) to behave as man. But he needed the 

respect; he needed the shell of respect for his emptiness” (145). This need for a shell, for 

unjustifiable demonstrations of aggression and power over women, and for exaggerated fantasies 

of virility when in front of other men demonstrates the fearful fragility of these immigrant men. 

Boysie and Henry are afraid that without any power in the world in which they live, they are 

without dignity. Unable to dismantle the apparatus of white supremacy and legacy of colonialism 
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that are the main causes of their disempowerment, they respond most directly in their behaviour 

to the women in their lives.  

The strain between male and female Caribbean immigrants is particularly apparent at two 

parties held in Bernice’s apartment. During the celebration of Estelle’s arrival in The Meeting 

Point, Boysie and Henry, the only two men in attendance, choose to dance only with white 

women, snubbing the black women present. 9 Miss Carmeeta Sweet Bushell, a young black 

student, expresses the frustration these women feel: “‘It seems that our lot in this country […] is 

to watch our men dance with white women, take out white women, and spend their money on 

white women’” (69). The background music to this scene is the calypso “Congo Man” by The 

Mighty Sparrow, a song that Gordon Rohlehr interprets as “thinly veiled and corrosive mockery” 

of both the cannibal stereotype and “the most powerful taboo of colonial society, the taboo that 

sought to forbid black and white miscegenation, intercourse or love” (177-178). In contrast to 

this song’s liberative display of black masculinity, in this scene, Boysie’s attitude to white 

women and lack of desire for his wife (and all black women present) serve to reiterate the 

emotional and physical neglect felt by Caribbean immigrant women. The men minimize the very 

women who support them. Yet, the women are not without power. Trying to ease the tension, 

Henry eventually asks Estelle to dance, and she comments, “‘I don’t dance with black men,’” 

effectively casting him as unwanted instead of uniquely desirable with the power to choose his 

partner (111). Her statement demonstrates black women’s power to reframe circumstances 

toward their empowerment.  

Storm of Fortune offers a similar scene when Bernice and Dots organize a party to 

celebrate Henry’s engagement to Agatha. Henry, not wanting “to make the same mistake twice,” 

invites Dots to dance while Sparrow’s “Obeah Wedding” plays (155). Dots shuns him, and 
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Henry, in “defeat and humiliation,” makes a show of dancing with Agatha. Rather than be cowed 

by such a display, Dots surprises everyone by inviting a hesitant Bernice to dance and showcases 

her sensuality and rhythm, climaxing with a move that “flung her dress high over her head.” 

Again, this scene foregrounds a black woman’s capacity, individually or in relationship with 

another woman, to resist scenes of disempowerment. In Tropic Tendencies (2013), Kevin 

Browne offers a rhetorical examination of Earl Lovelace’s The Dragon Can’t Dance, explaining 

that dance is “practiced as an act of both seeing and being seen, and the vernacular reliance on it 

and its inherent element of display result in an ontological leveling, an opening of democratizing 

space and the (re)claiming of an opportunity to disrupt what Wilson Harris calls [in The Carnival 

Trilogy] a ‘tautology of tyranny’” (122). Given this understanding of dance as rhetorical act, 

Dots’ performance notably overwhelms Henry’s attempt at self-display and persuades him into 

being her audience, effectively instilling in him a sense of admiration for her prowess and that of 

black women.     

In Bernice’s case, after a failed relationship with a Jamaican student, she sees herself as 

having limited choice in romantic partners in Canada because, to her, coupling occurs within the 

context of histories. For instance, when Dots jokes about having a relationship with a white man 

in order to get even with her husband, Bernice condemns that would-be relationship as “‘nothing 

but a damn surrender to the past and to the past histories that used to be the way o’ life for my 

great-great grandmother’” (Meeting 34). Her frustration in terms of relationships with men leads 

her to claim, “I old now and retired from man” (73), suggesting that she believes that a 

suppression of the need for intimacy will enable the fortitude necessary to survive her situation. 

Nevertheless, she has a sustained epistolary relationship with Lonnie, the man with whom she 

has a son and who resides in Barbados. Bernice’s letters to Lonnie, written or mentally 
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composed, reveal the extent of her loneliness but also hint at her desire to form an arrangement 

similar to that of Dots and Boysie: “Lonnie was the only person she could trust. It was not an 

honest trust; not an implicit trust, but rather a bargain. Lonnie wanted to emigrate to Canada, and 

he wanted money” (Meeting 183). Canada’s arrangement of the bodies of female Caribbean 

immigrants also pushes them into working within a relationship-as-transaction framework that 

deprioritizes intimacy.  

When Bernice “felt very lonely, with a great urge, a great desire for Lonnie,” she 

fantasizes about sexual intimacy with him but stops suddenly and asks, “‘What sort o’ 

worthlessness is this? Me, Bernice, jerking-off ’pon myself?’” (Meeting 159-160). She 

immediately draws a bath and tries to “wash away the sin of loneliness.” Bernice’s paranoid self-

policing of her sexual desire is based in the social mores that inform Caribbean sexuality. In 

Sexing the Caribbean (2004), Kamala Kempadoo identifies heteropatriarchy as “a structuring 

principle in Caribbean societies that privileges heterosexual, promiscuous masculinity and 

subordinates feminine sexuality” (9).10 Bernice is reluctant to engage in masturbation because, 

according to the narrator, “the meaning of it frightened her” (160). She dismisses the act as sinful 

and the desire to do it as the shameful by-product of her lonely state. Kempadoo notes that 

heteropatriarchy “privileges men’s experiences, definitions, perceptions of sexuality, whereby 

not only are appreciations of female (hetero)sexuality obscured, but homoeroticism and same-

gender sexual relations are denied legitimacy” (9). The brutal promise of enforcement of 

heteropatriarchy is seen in Storm of Fortune when Boysie is so incensed by the thought of 

homosexual relationships between women that he can only react by expressing murderous 

intention: “Boysie couldn’t believe that any woman, so long as she still had an urge, would resort 

to anything but going to bed with a man, any man, if she was thirsty, as he called it” (68). 
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Boysie’s disbelief and propensity for violence in this situation reveals his perception of women 

exploring alternative sexual relationships as a threat. As his path to self-definition is blocked, he 

feels pressed to grasp at the limited model of masculinity offered to him through a vicious, and 

ultimately self-defeating, reassertion of sexual hierarchy.  

In her influential essay “Uses of the Erotic” (1984), Lorde explains that “In order to 

perpetuate itself, every oppression must corrupt or distort those various sources of power within 

the culture of the oppressed that can provide energy for change. For women, this has meant a 

suppression of the erotic as a considered source of power and information” (53). Loneliness, in 

its denial of the possibility of intimate connection with others, stymies the possibility of 

acknowledging and harnessing the power of the erotic. It is not just that the lonely Caribbean 

immigrant is simply unable to have physical connection with another. Rather, using Lorde’s 

conception of the erotic as “rooted in the power of our unexpressed or unrecognized feeling” and 

as “an assertion of the lifeforce of women; of that creative energy empowered” (53, 55), I refer 

to suppressing the erotic through loneliness as suppressing psychic and emotional components 

necessary for discovering potential modes of empowerment. More recently, in Island Bodies 

(2014) Rosamond King builds on Lorde’s work in relation to Caribglobal popular culture and 

literature, claiming that the “notion of erotic autonomy signifies the ability to choose the objects 

of one’s desire and the manner in which to fulfill that desire” (11).11 King imagines desire as 

“not only sexual desire but also a desire to become, to imagine, and to live a life beyond that 

proscribed for them by their society and culture” (11). It seems then that erotic autonomy, if 

realized in the Caribbean immigrant context, would have significant implications.   

In pursuing this line of thought further, I turn to how sexual and erotic relationships in 

The Meeting Point and Storm of Fortune have been read while keeping in mind Lorde’s assertion 
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in her essay “Scratching the Surface” (1978) that black women “have the right and responsibility 

to recognize each other without fear and to love where [they] choose.” In Transnational 

Negotiations (2011), Kezia Page connects George Lamming’s The Emigrants, Selvon’s The 

Lonely Londoners, and Clarke’s The Meeting Point in comparing “the central place they give to 

sexual meetings as the basis of migrant and new/host country relationships” (18). She argues that 

“Throughout all the sexual encounters around which The Meeting Point is structured, Clarke’s 

authorial voice, with almost crude pointedness, supplies textbook type commentary that points to 

sex as a battlefield of colonial intentions and reversals” (19). In an environment where 

supportive relationships are so difficult to come by, where any form of reprieve is valuable, the 

sexual encounter between Dots and Bernice cannot be overlooked. Yet, critics frequently do so. 

In her article “Contagious Im/Possibilities” (2013), Danielle Wong explores “cross-racial 

encounters” as “transmission of contagion” (48), and she notes Bernice’s observation of two 

black homosexual men cleaning up after their dog from her window. With reference to Jasbir 

Puar’s Terrorist Assemblages (2007), Wong argues that Bernice “associates the queer couple’s 

bodies with the filth of excrement—a bodily excess that is seen in North America as dispensable 

and unproductive, paralleling the historical understanding of queer subjects as being synonymous 

with death” (62). Wong describes Bernice and Dots’ sexual encounter in an endnote: “Bernice 

and Dots develop a sexual relationship in Storm of Fortune, but the narrator dismisses this queer 

intimacy as ‘merely a sort of jerking-off of a deep hunger’ (90) that Bernice really has for 

Lonnie, her lover in Barbados” (65 n.4). Wong’s decision to take the narrator’s dismissal at face 

value rather than to explore the enduring logic of heteropatriarchy or the significance of 

Bernice’s erotic intimacy with Dots seems counter-productive. After all, Bernice never acts on 

her desire to be sexually satisfied by Lonnie in that she never brings him to Canada despite often 
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thinking about it. She has to abandon her fantasies of Lonnie after finding out he has gotten 

married in Barbados, but her intimacy with Dots occurs more than once and brings her comfort 

and satisfaction (Storm 138).  

In Storm of Fortune, Bernice and Dots “had shared their loneliness together in the form 

of physical love” (67). In a moment of physical confrontation, Bernice and Dots grasp each other 

in “aggression” and “passion” (23). The narrator explains that “the fear changed into a kind of 

madness” (23). Bernice’s “madness took complete possession of her” and she ripped Dot’s dress, 

and Bernice paused before she held Dots “in an embrace of violence and rape and love” before 

kissing her and acting on “the desires in their groins” (23-24). This madness is once again not 

signifying deteriorating mental health but the overhauling of current order and the chaos of 

unexplored, powerful emotions. However, it is complicated by the inclusion of gestures of 

violence and rape. This description refers to the internalized violence done as both women are 

being intimate with an unwilling other who is also willing. This is the contradiction emerging out 

of desire policed by heteropatriarchal logic with desperate need for supporting connection as 

catalyst. In explaining how the erotic depends on “sharing deeply,” Lorde notes that the “sharing 

of joy, whether physical, emotional, psychic, or intellectual, forms a bridge between the sharers 

which can be the basis for understanding much of what is not shared between them, and lessens 

the threat of their difference” (56). In this sense, I posit the intimate sharing between Bernice and 

Dots as comparable to that between Bernice and Mrs Burrmann in their shared grief. Both bonds 

allow for understanding of and across difference while also allowing the women as individuals to 

recognize their capacity for greater feeling.  

In their mutual vulnerability, these two women find solace and power in the erotic as did 

“some West Indian women working as maids and domestics [who] had been resorting to this 
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diversion as an outlet for their frustrations and fears of loneliness” (Storm 68). In the aftermath 

of their shared loneliness, Bernice becomes more affectionate, but Dots remains tentative “now 

that everything about their formerly suppressed love was uncovered. They had spoken nothing 

about it since. They had accepted it as if it was their periodic exasperating flow. But of course, it 

was always very close to the surface in all their subsequent meetings” (67). Dots is particularly 

fearful of her husband’s discovering this intimacy, thinking that “would be the end of her 

happiness” and that Boysie would even “kill her” because “she knew his feelings and attitudes 

towards female homosexuals” (68). 

As the trilogy progresses, there are few references to this first encounter as well as 

subsequent ones. Bernice and Dots have mixed feelings about their bond. It is clear, though, that 

it is significant to both of them. When Bernice mentions it, “Dots shook her head, signifying that 

she hadn’t forgotten, and could never probably forget as long as she lived” (Storm 72). Their 

feelings for each other inform their interaction but so does their internalization of 

heteropatriarchy. The narrator explains, for example, that Dots “used her free time from [Boysie] 

to visit Bernice and talk; and once or twice during this hiatus, she romped and rollicked in bed 

naked with Bernice. They did not make love. They merely kissed, because Bernice insisted that 

‘God would be vexed with the two o’we for doing that’” (Storm 212). Similarly, after Dots 

complains about being catcalled in the street, Bernice comforts her saying, “‘You look good as 

hell these days, woman. If I was a man now…’” (Storm 99). The action lost in the ellipsis 

gestures toward Bernice’s desire for overcoming the stringent barriers of heteropatriarchy 

notwithstanding her acquiescence to its overarching framework.  

In the final novel of the trilogy, The Bigger Light, Dots recollects this intimacy in 

unfavourable terms, describing it as an instance “when the pressures in their lives and those same 
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two factors, closeness and circumstance, had tumbled them, basically against their other sexual 

instincts, into an act of homosexuality” (197). She adds, that they “knew then that their 

loneliness had caused it, just as their boredom and closeness in that boredom had driven them to 

perform an act they both detested” (197). Notably, in this same scene, Bernice brings a magazine 

article to Dots’s attention regarding women’s sexual experiences. They both experience shame, 

guilt, anxiety, and curiosity as they learn about the sexual desires of other women and share their 

own sexual experiences (198-200). Dots admits, “‘Bernice, you know, that women like we, like 

us, woman from where we come from, don’t discuss these things’” (201). She notes, “‘Women 

like us, women like you and like me and like Estelle, have so much inside our hearts that we 

dare not talk!’” (201). Here, it is apparent that Dots’ feelings toward her intimacy with Bernice 

are informed by the restrictions placed on female sexuality. Without the freedom to speak about 

their sexuality, far less to explore and wander sexually without fear or shame, Bernice and Dots 

remain scared. But their sexual intimacy, even if not always remembered fondly, highlights the 

need to break the silence surrounding their sexuality and the constrictions placed upon them. As 

Lorde explains, “as we begin to recognize our deepest feelings, we begin to give up, of necessity, 

being satisfied with suffering and self-negation, and with the numbness which so often seems 

like their only alternative in our society” (“Erotic” 58). Given the ways in which Clarke’s female 

immigrant characters are routinely and systematically circumscribed and pressured into 

becoming numb, the interpersonal intimacies demonstrate how the sharing of vulnerability can 

lead to a rejection of numbness in favour of transformative alternatives.   
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ii. Euphemism in Austin Clarke’s The Bigger Light and Sam Selvon’s Moses Ascending 

To begin this section, I look to Henry’s fate in Clarke’s trilogy. His suicide testifies to the 

cumulative effect of the overwhelming strain and hopelessness felt by some immigrants, and his 

death haunts Boysie throughout The Bigger Light. Having established how Henry’s 

unemployment affects his perception of his worth and mentioned his resentment of his 

dependency on Agatha in the previous section, I now highlight Henry’s reliance on daydreaming 

as a coping mechanism.  

As evident in the illusion he creates with his bank books and in his confession, “‘I 

decided to make my own deposits at home, and have some bread too, ’cause I can’t get a job and 

work for it honest,’” Henry uses fantasies to counteract his reality of having few options in 

Canada as a black man from Barbados (Meeting 208). The narrator explains that Henry “had 

reached a stage in life, at which it was easier to lie in bed all day, and dream” (Meeting 214). 

This stage refers to Henry’s social situation as well as his behaviour in that situation; each factor 

informs the other. In terms of his gambling, for instance, his wagers function as desperate 

attempts to heave himself out of financial helplessness as much as they are an addiction to the 

illusion of easy profit. The beating he receives at the end of The Meeting Point by two white 

policemen reiterates the fact that Henry is left defeated within social systems that violently 

preserve the prevailing order, thereby disempowering him and perpetuating his self-destructive 

tendencies. In the aftermath of the beating at the beginning of Storm of Fortune, he feels 

obligated to exaggerate the number of men involved, telling an imagined version of the event, 

because he feels that it is not the beating that is “a shameful thing” (3). Rather, as Henry 

explains, “‘it is shameful that me, a big strong-arse black man not quite forty, would let three, 

four god-damn white cops put such a licking in my arse’” (3).12 Henry’s feelings of shame, 
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uselessness, and helplessness are tied to his subscription to a particular understanding of 

racialized masculinity. As a black Barbadian man in Canada, Henry demands certain 

performances from himself (as do other men and women around him) in order to consider 

himself worthy of his identity. When these performances come into conflict with overlapping, 

co-constitutive paradigms like white masculinity or African American masculinity, desperate 

acts of retaliation sometimes result: he punches a racist police officer (Meeting 77-78); he paints 

a swastika on the front door of a racist landlord (Storm 282-283); and in response to the 

contemptuous attitude of an African American man, Henry declares “‘I hate them American 

negroes more than I hate white people’” (Storm 176). However, Henry is more frequently 

rendered impotent by his circumstances and is constantly reminded of this powerless state 

through his public and private relationships as seen when Agatha, journalists, and a lawyer all 

advise that “it was best for Henry to admit and acknowledge defeat,” speaking in terms of 

challenging the case of police brutality but also suggesting resignation to a subservient position 

in Canada (Storm 84). 

Though his relationship with Agatha brings him happiness at times, it disempowers him 

in various ways. He is ostracized by those who disapprove of their interracial relationship, 

including landlords and Agatha’s family. Moreover, Henry feels “a great strain on him [in] trying 

to measure up to Agatha’s intellectual level, and up to her social level” (Storm 143). He feels 

suffocated by Agatha’s amassing of knowledge as a postdoctoral student in clinical zoology, 

physically manifest in the shelves of books crowding their apartment. He feels as if he is “‘under 

a fucking microscope twenty-five hours a-fucking-day’” because Agatha “‘knows too much ‘bout 

black people’” (Storm 277). She treats him as proof of her acquisition of cultural knowledge and 

racial diversity; he adorns her life as do the framed pictures of black people on their walls that 
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Agatha cut from magazines because “‘they’re beautiful’” (Storm 277). Her feelings for him are 

overtly based in his blackness; she professes, “‘I love you because you are black. I love your 

black black skin. […] I love you, you big black beautiful black beast’” (Storm 278). Their 

relationship serves to reduce Henry to Agatha’s simplistic, dehumanizing conception of black 

masculinity as she projects her desires and anxieties onto him, counteracting his attempts at self-

definition. For the most part, their relationship provokes rather than eases his feelings of 

inadequacy and uneasiness; it concentrates rather than diffuses his sense of helplessness.   

Understanding these facets of Henry’s life allows for a reading of his self-identification 

as an “‘imaginary man’” in Storm of Fortune (55). He explains to Boysie that he perceives 

himself this way because of his reliance on daydreams and fantasies: “‘I intentionally invented 

these things because something out there is keeping me from getting at these very things, and 

that thing keeping me back isn’t powerful enough to keep back my imagination and 

subconscious and convince me that I don’t already possess them things’” (55). This 

rationalization is premised on an explanation given by Agatha. She reasons that his 

“‘imagination is too powerful for [his] subconscious and for [his] social position at the present 

time’” (55). Her pseudo-academic description of Henry’s situation euphemizes it by 

simultaneously obfuscating and absolving the systems that produce Henry’s state of dependency 

and his neuroses. Her conceptualization of Henry’s situation and his internalization of it 

prioritize imaginary freedom or resigned acquiescence to disempowerment rather than the type 

of critical intervention that would allow him to confront his reality and the so-called “something 

out there.” Yet in producing this neutralized understanding of Henry’s situation within the 

context of their warped relationship, the trilogy offers readers an opportunity to contemplate how 

social systems and Caribbean immigrants affect one another. Having already established that 
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Henry’s relationship with Agatha exacerbates his helplessness, the trilogy presents Agatha’s 

description of his situation as suspect. By priming readers to recognize Agatha’s description as 

complicit with the social systems that disempower Henry, the trilogy facilitates 

acknowledgement of the social truth that an effective system of exploitation of immigrants is one 

that convinces them to be passive and non-disruptive.  

In contrast to Agatha’s explanation and Henry’s internalization of it, Henry demonstrates 

a need to express himself independently near the end of Storm of Fortune. He tells Boysie that  

living with Agatha leaves him constantly thinking and full of feelings he needs to express, so he 

begins writing poetry and becomes invested in this “literary diversion” (288). The poem of his 

that is shared in Storm of Fortune and that Boysie treasures throughout The Bigger Light signals 

his burgeoning capacity to express himself on his own terms. This self-expression, though cut 

short by his death, rivals Agatha’s diminution of Henry’s ability to disrupt the systems keeping 

him in place. 

This struggle for self-expression in the hopes of recognizing oneself and being 

recognized on one’s own terms is a fundamental concern of The Bigger Light and Moses 

Ascending. Both novels deal with an older male Caribbean immigrant in the 1970s, Boysie in 

The Bigger Light and Moses in Moses Ascending, who has been in the host country for many 

years and now attempts to use that time spent in subservient labour to leverage himself into 

better social standing. In The Bigger Light, Boysie explains, “‘I have been working like a slave 

in this country. Hard labour. Now I am reaping the rewards’” (156). In Moses Ascending, Moses 

tells Galahad, “‘I just want to live in peace, and reap the harvest of the years of slavery I put in in 

Brit’n’” (3). Not only do both protagonists express the host country’s exploitation of their labour 

in terms of plantation economics, they both see separation from the collective as desirable 
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because of the illusion that equality at the individual level is attainable. They try and fail to 

realize this claim through physical distance from immigrants, assimilation in terms of language 

and taste, and engaging in writing to prove that they deserve to be recognized as different from 

and better than other Caribbean immigrants. Moses wants to live in an area “without too much 

black people around” but settles for ensconcing himself in the top floor of the house he is able to 

acquire (3). Throughout the novel, he continually finds himself involved in the struggles and 

schemes of newer immigrants, often leading to the weakening of his grasp on his status as 

landlord. By the end of the novel, he is relegated to the basement of the house in an almost 

powerless position once again plotting ways to advance his status. Similarly, Boysie and his 

wife, Dots, aspire to distance themselves from newer, less financially secure immigrants. Dots 

hopes to buy a house in “‘Willowdale, ‘cause they have too much o’ we black people living in 

Scarborough and Don Mills already’” (6). Boysie’s desire to escape association with other 

Caribbean immigrants begins near the end of Storm of Fortune and continues throughout The 

Bigger Light. In Storm of Fortune, having achieved some financial stability with his new job of 

cleaning offices, he stops shopping at certain places because he “‘can’t take on so much black 

people round [him], these days’” (291). By the end of The Bigger Light, Boysie is “well off” to 

the extent that “he had bought four houses within the space of four of five months; and these 

were now rented out” (231). Boysie, like Moses, is a landlord. Boysie and Dots get richer as the 

novel progresses but their relationship deteriorates, and much of the novel involves Boysie’s 

lonely ruminations. At the end of the novel, he leaves almost all of his assets to his wife before 

driving to the United States in search of a more satisfying life. 

 Unlike The Bigger Light, Moses Ascending has received much critical attention. Critics 

have dissected its capacity to critique literary hierarchies, colonialism, racism, classism, and the 
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Black Power movement. They have been especially attuned to the parodic or carnivalesque 

dimension of the novel. In her article “Selvon’s Linguistic Extravaganza” (1982), Maureen 

Warner-Lewis explores the relationship between Moses Ascending and particular Carnival and 

calypso traditions, identifying this novel as “perhaps the first intentional and sustained parody of 

traditional European, as well as contemporary West Indian, literatures in the history of West 

Indian scribal art” (65). She argues that the “sheer verbal virtuousity of Moses Ascending itself 

recalls the extravaganza of a ‘pretty mas’—a costume not merely representing a thematic motif, 

but ‘o’er picturing’ reality by imaginative and decorative excesses, a flattering parody” (60). 

Likewise, in his 1984 introduction to Moses Ascending, Mervyn Morris explains that the novel 

plays with the Prospero-Caliban paradigm and “inverts the Crusoe-Friday model: black Moses 

has a white ‘man Friday’” (xiv). He adds that the “Selvon parody is not merely general; there are 

moments when he seems to have in mind specific passages in Robinson Crusoe” (xiv). In “Sam 

Selvon’s ‘Harlequin Costume’” (1996), Swift Dickinson argues that “it is in reading the 

carnivalesque qualities of Moses Ascending […] that one discovers ethnic masquerade in 

Selvon’s creolization of culture” (70). Referring to Linda Hutcheon’s definition of parody as 

well as Mikhail Bakhtin’s ideas on linguistic consciousness, Dickinson identifies Moses 

Ascending as a “polyglossic parody” that “parodies, through Moses’s literary efforts, a number 

of styles, including archaic British English, contemporary radical discourse in which Black 

Power advocates engage, Trinidadian folk expression, [and] Pakistani immigrant ‘outside’ 

speech” (78).  

 My reading of Moses Ascending concerns its deployment of the logic of euphemism. The 

Oxford English Dictionary defines euphemism as that “figure of speech which consists in the 

substitution of a word or expression of comparatively favourable implication or less unpleasant 
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associations, instead of the harsher or more offensive one that would more precisely designate 

what is intended.” As Edward Baugh points out in his article “Friday in Crusoe’s City” (1980), 

the only published comparison of Moses Ascending and The Bigger Light, euphemisms are at 

play in both novels.13 Baugh explains that Boysie’s “‘business,’ as he calls it grandly, is that of 

office cleaner, which he euphemistically refers to as ‘janitorial service’—and he is the only 

member of his so-called ‘firm’” (242). I would add that Boysie extends this euphemism in 

describing himself as going “‘to work on Bay street’” “‘in the stock market’” (19). 

Correspondingly, Baugh notes that Moses “buys a ramshackle house in Shepherd’s Bush, [and 

he] ensconces himself (to use one of his favourite words) in what he euphemistically calls the 

penthouse” (246). Moses Ascending in fact uses euphemisms more consistently than Baugh 

intimates. For example, when Moses’ man Friday, Bob, is reluctant to co-operate with Moses in 

the illegal scheme of Faizull, a Pakistani tenant, Moses asks, “‘Which would you rather risk, the 

law or being alternatived’” (68), recalling Faizull’s euphemism for murder. Similarly, after 

offering the basement to Brenda—a young black woman involved in the Black Power 

movement—, Moses explains to Galahad, “‘I expect her to earn her keep with certain 

performances,’” referring to his expectation of sexual favours (26). These euphemisms are 

different from, but related to, my earlier reference to Agatha’s statement as euphemizing Henry’s 

situation. In both cases, a harsher reality is disguised and partially denied by more favourable but 

less precise terms. This form of substitution is motivated by the unease and discomfort produced 

by confronting reality as well as the appeal of projecting a more desirable delusion.  

 To develop this exploration of euphemism further, I return to my reference to Bourdieu’s 

use of the term in considering literary form. Reading Bourdieu in his article “Between 

Repression and Anamnesis” (2012), Jeremy F. Lane explains,  
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literary form appears to feature above all as the means whereby such sociological truths 

as may be contained within narrative fiction are concealed or ‘euphemized.’ This process 

of concealment and ‘euphemization’ is seen as being a necessary precondition for any 

sociological truth either to be articulated within a pre-existing field of literary production 

or to be received in its homologous field of reception. Were those truths to be expressed 

in their unvarnished or un-euphemized form, Bourdieu argues, they would not qualify 

and hence would not be received as literature at all. (67) 

Clarke’s “process of concealment and ‘euphemization’” in The Bigger Light and Selvon’s in 

Moses Ascending are both based in excess. What I mean by this is that Clarke’s writing style in 

The Bigger Light is disconcertingly plodding. His pointedly long sentences, his presentation of 

Boysie’s rambling thoughts, and his elongated descriptions of minute details, particularly 

everyday tasks like dressing, draw attention to the subtle but nonetheless destructive layers of 

pressure felt by Boysie and Dots in mind and body, with every added layer being as significant 

as the cumulative effect. In terms of form then, The Bigger Light provides an excess that 

deliberately leaves readers feeling strained rather than satisfied.  

 A similar type of excess is apparent in Moses Ascending in terms of the writing style of 

Moses. As a naïve first-person narrator attempting to exhibit literary sophistication, Moses draws 

from so many stylistic sources that it becomes overwhelming. Mervyn Morris explains in his 

introduction to the novel that it displays a “surprising combination of styles: archaic and modern; 

formal, often stilted, Standard English and casual Trinidad slang, academic phraseology and non-

Standard grammar; pseudo-literary affectations, clichés, foreign expressions, all tumbled 

together with splendid indecorum, and the detail often wrong” (xi). He goes on to note that this 

“literary burlesque is enriched by a range of references as varied as the style: there are allusions 
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to English classics, Greek mythology, Trinidad calypso, international pop songs, Roman history, 

British Empire history, Trinidad carnival, the titles of novels or films” (xi). In Moses Ascending, 

a form based in excess serves to re-present Moses’ unease and confusion in displaying the style 

that would grant him access to higher social standing. It is a form that conveys humour on the 

surface level—at Moses’ expense—as styles clash and seem to fall indecorously, but upon 

further inspection, the form reveals the acute feelings of fear and insecurity that drive Moses into 

such a frenetic exhibition.  

 This excess in form works in tandem with the type of material excess obsessed over by 

main characters in both novels. In The Bigger Light, Boysie’s and Dots’ devotion to the 

accumulation and display of wealth is described as “their respective races after material success” 

(6). Having left her domestic job at the start of Storm of Fortune, Dots works as a nurse’s aide in 

The Bigger Light. In Storm of Fortune, she explains to Bernice that she wants to make changes in 

her life before it is too late. She says, “‘I want to succeed. I want to become something’” (70). In 

The Bigger Light, readers learn of the results of these changes as she is now unabashedly and 

anxiously motivated by material accumulation. This ambition is in concordance with Dots’ 

understanding of Canada as a place where possessions validate an individual’s worth. She 

explains to Bernice in Storm of Fortune that as long as an individual is able to afford material 

comfort then “‘you is people. But in this country, if you don’t possess them material thing, you 

ain’ people. You ain’ nobody’” (74). This statement, couched in Caribbean expression, explains 

her reasoning for assimilation while simultaneously offering the contradictions it creates. The 

everyday threat of disenfranchisement she feels in the first two novels of the trilogy pushes her to 

invest strategically in material accumulation. She believes that if she amasses enough, then she 

will be granted recognition and the ability to participate freely in Canadian society. In 
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subscribing to this logic, she refuses alternative systems of value or routes of validation that 

could potentially liberate her in a more meaningful way. Instead, she accepts that she is inferior 

at the moment until she can accumulate more; she reinforces the power hierarchies in operation 

and diminishes her capacity to challenge those hierarchies. She extricates herself from the 

burdensome labour of being a domestic and achieves some independence. However, she now 

lives according to an “iron routine” of work that is comparable to the “iron-gloved triangle of 

[Bernice’s] existence” as a domestic (Storm 6, Meeting 100). Throughout The Bigger Light she 

declares her exhaustion: “‘I tired as hell’” (19). The narrator reiterates, “Dots was tired. She 

would come home from work and she would always be tired. She working less overtime, these 

days, but there was still this eternal fatigue in her body, all through her bones” (262). If her value 

is based in possessions and if possessions are accumulated through work, then she is condemned 

to maximizing her labour potential at the expense of any restorative or transformative 

endeavours. Her pursuit of material excess matches the excess that structures the novel in 

producing an overpowering straining effect.  

 Assimilation through capitalist logic is also evident in Moses’s justification of his focus 

on material comfort. He recalls growing up in Trinidad and being told “to try and live and 

behave like white people” and he “imagine[d] that white people live in Paradise, and it was so 

nice there that they didn’t want no black people to enter and muddy the water” (80). Striving to 

secure this fantastical life for himself in the purported Mother Country, he informs readers, “I 

had no qualms about my worldly possessions. […] No one should begrudge me a few creature 

comforts, least of all Galahad, who witnessed my days of depression and despair” (80). 

Conditioned by his colonial upbringing in the Caribbean and the difficult conditions of 
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immigration, Moses strives for an unattainable goal—acceptance into the fictional utopia that the 

Mother Country signifies—in the hopes of securing the recognition unjustifiably denied to him.  

To this end, Moses not only becomes a landlord but cultivates the affectations he associates with 

a higher status. He draws from many stylistic sources in speaking and writing, trying to find the 

form of expression that will help him secure the standing he desires. His failure drives the 

parodic dimension of the novel, suggesting the need for an inquiry into why he fails.  

 One reason for his failure is that the stature Moses assumes contrasts with the treatment 

he receives at the hands of the police. Moses explains that “when you are a black man, even 

though you abide by the laws you are always wary of the police” (29). Moses earnestly claims to 

be “a loyal subject to Her Majesty” (99), but he experiences dissonance both when he has to run 

from the police “terror-stricken” despite being innocent as well as when being held in a police 

van makes him feel as if he is “in the hold of a slave ship” (95, 36). He struggles to reconcile his 

claim to a higher social standing with the fact that state sanctioned authorities position him as a 

threat, a criminal, and a slave. Moses wrestles with this incongruity:  

The experience of that policeman coming and knocking at my door and asking all them 

rarse questions had me depress. I don’t know if I can describe it properly, not being a 

man of words, but I had a kind of sad feeling that all black people was doomed to suffer, 

that we would never make any headway in Brit’n. As if it always have a snag, no matter 

how hard we struggle or try to stay out of trouble. After spending the best years of my 

life in the Mother Country it was a dismal conclusion to come to, making you feel that 

one and one make zero. It wasn’t so much depression as sheer terror really, to see your 

life falling to pieces like that. (35) 
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The default attitude of the police toward Moses induces his anxiety, terror, and despair. 

Moreover, his confusion caused by the irrationality of this situation is emphasized by his claim in 

this passage that he is not “a man of words” despite spending most of the novel boasting of his 

literary prowess. He usually proffers himself as a “scribe” working on his “opus” (45). A similar 

discrepancy is apparent when he refuses to share details of his stint in jail despite usually 

yearning to showcase his writing ability. He glosses this experience, saying “I will spare you the 

harrowing details of my brief martyrdom, the disgrace and ignobility and shame of finding 

myself in a cell” (37). In a comparable way, when grabbed by the police at the Black Power 

rally, Moses says, “If I had had time I would of said, ‘Unhand me, knave,’ but instead I say, ‘Let 

me go, man, I ain’t done nothing’” (36). His linguistic pretence and literary ambition falter when 

he is accosted by the police as they embody the state’s overriding of his assumed status of being 

equal to white people or at least better than other black people. These instances demonstrate the 

feelings of fear and insecurity that motivate Moses’ shifting writing styles. The form of the novel 

allows for articulation of this condition in a concealed or euphemized manner. 

In The Bigger Light, Boysie exhibits a similar anxiety about his use of language and his 

taste. He wants to acquire the language he associates with sophistication and success while 

distancing himself from Caribbean forms of expression. He mimics the wealthy white 

stockbrokers whose offices he cleans; he “worshipped their secure movements, and he liked the 

way they could loosen their ties and still command power and respect” (24). The changes in his 

life are clearly aimed at bringing him a greater sense of worth, but in doing so, he legitimates 

classist logic. Distancing himself from Caribbean expression does not mean simply avoiding 

Barbadian English. Rather, as the narrator explains, Boysie “deliberately tried to take the 

sensuality in his background out of his present life” (58). In Tropic Tendencies, an examination 
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of Caribbean rhetorical traditions and processes of meaning-making, Kevin Browne explains that 

there is “a broad range of discourses reflecting the complex consciousness of the people 

connected to the Caribbean region” (6). The practitioners of these discourses, according to 

Browne, “strategically use them in changing contexts to interpret and articulate the world 

continuously,” enabling “the construction of identity” as well as the capacity to have “an impact 

on the societies of which [they] are a part” (6).14 Instead of broadening the range of discourses 

available to him, Boysie creates a binary between “the noise” of Caribbean immigrants and the 

“quiet and intellectual” style of the Canadian elite (14, 58). This dichotomy is evident to Boysie 

in the difference between calypsos or “‘noise as he called them” and music that he describes as 

“more quiet and peaceful” like “Both Sides Now” by Judy Collins, a song that reappears 

throughout the novel (88, 24). In disassociating himself from the ways in which he usually 

creates meaning, understands himself, and participates in the world, Boysie compromises his 

ability to recognize himself and his reality. 

This compromise is apparent in the iterations of a particular phrase that he uses to refer to 

himself. He enjoys when a woman refers to him as “‘A man in your position’” because “it filled 

him with joy and pride, and a bit of power” (130). He adopts it and frequently makes statements 

such as “‘A man in my goddamn position…should be wearing a pocket watch’” (130). When 

watching Caribbean people at the Toronto airport, he differentiates himself from them by 

claiming to be “a man in a certain position, and he could therefore behave like any other 

Canadian citizen” even though he does not possess citizenship in that moment (176). This 

position that he sees himself as inhabiting remains undefined because it is an unspecific delusion. 

He asks, “‘How do people see me, a man in my position?’” just as he wonders “what a man in 

his position could do” (214-215). The phrase functions as euphemism as he loses a specific sense 
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of himself by substituting a generalized aspiration for his reality. Claiming a position as his own 

when it is not leads to further loss of his grasp of his understanding of his actions and 

motivations.    

He reinforces his euphemization of his reality through his writing, an activity that is 

intimately tied to his accumulative disposition. The Bigger Light begins by detailing Boysie’s 

investment in writing letters to the editor about civic matters. This activity “became the biggest 

interest in his life,” having twenty-nine written and three published (4). These letters are 

accumulated and displayed like other material possessions: “When friends came to visit, they had 

to look at Boysie’s very wordy and very formal letters before they saw the photographs of other 

successful West Indian immigrants, relaxing in various poses of exuberance and fat, shining with 

contentment and accumulation” (3). His first letter is a manifestation of “sincere and proscribed 

mourning” for Henry and is salutary for Boysie and his relationship with Dots, demonstrating the 

possibility of agency encoded in writing and self-expression (5). His ability to read and even find 

mistakes in Canadian newspapers nourishes his self-esteem to some extent, yet he is steadfastly 

operating within a system of recognition in which he acquiesces to already established 

authorities. Boysie’s subsequent letters are more concerned with his desire to claim the label of 

“a successful immigrant” (3). Publication in a consecrated medium furthers his self-

aggrandizement as Boysie envisions himself as “a celebrity” (17). These designations that 

Boysie grasps at function in the same way as does the label of “a man in my position” in that 

they are generalized substitutes that euphemize his reality. The content of the letters reflects this 

disposition as he refuses to write about “the racial problem in the city, or about police brutality” 

because those issues affected “other immigrants,” not one as successful as him (3).  
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 In correlation with these letters that manufacture a delusional relation to the Canadian 

elite, Boysie struggles against recognizing and acknowledging his relationship to the Caribbean 

immigrant community and the larger black community in Toronto. Following his discovery of 

Dots’ affair with another man, Boysie forms a relationship with Mrs. James, a woman in his 

apartment building who struggles to support her children. He tries to use his relationship with her 

and her children to counteract “the lack of consideration he got from his wife” and “to get out of 

the cramped boredom which he had been experiencing in his own home” (170). At first, it allows 

Boysie some ease as he begins to feel less restrained. He even begins to re-consider his 

resentment of other Caribbean immigrants because of his “new inner security” (136). However, 

Boysie becomes “no longer sure of himself” and he enjoys Mrs. James and her family less (170). 

He is particularly bothered by the fact that through Mrs. James “he learned every social problem 

in the city, particularly those problems that affected poor people” (170).  

 Mrs. James complicates Boysie’s overly simplified way of seeing himself, insisting to 

him that “‘a man in your position, and with the kind heart you have’” should join a social 

organization (178). When she mentions the needs of “‘our people,’” Boysie wonders “‘who the 

fuck is our people’” (178). Despite lamenting that all he needed when he was struggling in 

Canada five years ago was “‘one kiss-me-arse break,’” Boysie is now a self-declared “‘laissez-

faire type o’ man’” who does not “believe in organizations, particularly black organizations’” 

(179). Like Moses, Boysie does not want anyone “to brand him as a Black Power advocate, or a 

Black Militant. He was a businessman” (180). Mrs. James introduces him to the Home Service 

Association and explains its history and relationship to “the community” (210). Boysie is 

affronted by the idea of being connected to that community: “‘Shit, when I was catching my 

royal arse in this place, there wasn’t anything called a community’” (210). When Mrs. James 
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says, “‘A man should be proud of his community, as a man should be proud of his African 

heritage,’” Boysie ends the conversation (210). Boysie enjoys his interaction with Mrs. James 

and her family when it allows him to act out the fantasy he uses to disguise his reality. Once she 

begins to introduce complications to his image of himself, he is uncomfortable with their 

connection. He does not want to have to contend with alternative definitions of himself or with 

observations that compromise his fantasy. Moments in which his delusion conflicts with the 

reality that racial paradigms organize Canadian society produce a state of dissonance comparable 

to that which Moses feels. Boysie’s relationship to language reflects that of Moses in that Boysie 

“tried never to speak in his Barbadian accent” but frequently fails (25). Like Moses, he “reverted 

back to Barbadian dialect” when “he was close to himself” (56). They both drop their linguistic 

pretence when their delusions are discomfited and they have to begin to recognize their reality 

and themselves more honestly.  

 Delusion through substitution is a constant theme throughout Moses Ascending. For 

instance, Galahad, who is also seduced by the pursuit of materiality, models the rhetoric of the 

Black Power movement in superficial commitment to its ideas in order to secure whatever 

material rewards it garners. As “a rabid disciple” once Black Power came “into vogue,” Galahad 

dons “Black Power glad rags” and spouts the movement’s slogans like “‘Peace, brother. Black is 

beautiful’” (10-12). He cajoles Moses to give to “the struggle” and to “contribute to the cause” 

(11). He substitutes this new rhetoric for his old. Nevertheless, his real motives are clear in his 

clinging to the Mercedes of one of the American leaders of the movement, who himself turns out 

to be a fraud. Their behaviour serve as examples of a point emphasized by Bourdieu that socially 

conditioned individual inclinations, like that of material acquisition, often threaten the potential 

of collective organization or social movements. This type of substitution is apparent in more 
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trivial details as well. The novel begins with Galahad translating coded phrases used to advertise 

properties for sale. The house Moses buys is billed as a “‘[h]ighly desirable mansion’” but 

Galahad more precisely describes it as a house built “with playing cards” (1). Similarly, Moses 

deludes his guests by keeping a “[c]heap unknown brand of gin” in the bottle of a more 

expensive brand (18). Finally, in his elaboration of his observation that “Wigs is in now,” Moses 

muses on other physical alterations that may become commonplace, noting that “the greatest 

invention will be when you can walk in black as midnight and emerge as pure and white as the 

driven snow” (16). The frequency of this type of substitution in Moses Ascending familiarizes 

readers with the logic of euphemism. At the same time, the novel reflects the inherent dangers of 

relying on such delusions by juxtaposing them with ideologies like racism that necessitate 

critical intervention instead of the mass delusions that perpetuate it. 

 This juxtaposition is clear in the observations Moses makes as a writer. From the start of 

Moses Ascending, Moses positions himself as man of leisure who invests his time and energies 

into writing his Memoirs (5). At first, he thinks of this position as a “selfish pleasure” but 

quickly overturns that idea by considering his position as affording him an “objective view of 

this whole business of employment” (5). His objectivity is feigned. His assumption that as a 

writer he is detached from the situation which he observes is flawed, leading to his perverse 

observation that black people in Britain are “lucky,” “fortunate,” and “privileged” to have to 

work before dawn and after sunset preparing for or cleaning up after white people (6). According 

to Moses, the black people cleaning the buildings throughout the city take on the authority and 

prestige of those spaces in those early hours. Moses thinks that instead of “moaning and groaning 

about his sorrows” the black man “should stop and think and count these blessings reserved 

solely for him” (6). Moses’ relatively long contemplation of the comfortable position black 
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people inhabit is described by him as a “dissertation” that evidences “the benefits of [his] 

retirement, for how can such astute observations come to a man unless his mind at peace, and he 

does not have to worry about going to work?” (9). The structural irony on which this passage 

depends allows readers to identify it as a critique of actual labour conditions and social 

hierarchy. Beyond that, the passage demonstrates how easily Moses euphemizes the social 

conditions he describes. By depending on his literary aspiration to assume an imagined distance 

from the communities of which is part, he can project a neutralized understanding of their reality 

onto them in the way that Agatha euphemizes Henry’s situation. 

 In the same way, the observations Moses makes throughout the novel as a writer looking 

for material for his book reflect the ways in which social observations can euphemize the reality 

they describe. At the beginning of the novel, Moses thinks of “literary masterpieces” as “written 

in garrets by candlelight, by men who shut themselves away from the distractions of the world” 

(43). Galahad presses him on this claim, arguing that Moses is ignorant of current social and 

literary matters and therefore unable to write anything of merit. While Moses thinks that 

“‘Memoirs are personal and intimate’” and “‘don’t have to be topical nor deal with any social 

problem,’” Galahad claims that a writer has to “investigate and do research, and take part in what 

is happening” (43). Eventually, Moses adopts Galahad’s perspective, telling Bob, “‘there is a 

vast store of materials just waiting to be tapped by someone like me’” (90). However, as he 

engages with social matters, he begins to adopt observations that disguise rather than reveal 

unfair social conditions. For example, he is questioned by a policeman, who notes his “name 

address, next of kin, birthday, birthmark, birthplace, mother’s maiden name, great grandfather’s 

Christian name, date of arrival in Brit’n, hopeful date of departure, and et cetera, et cetera” (31). 

The novel ridicules the absurd measures taken by state authorities to police the movement and 
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behaviour of non-white people. Yet, in turn, Moses becomes equally anxious about the details of 

his tenants and begins to police his home and its boundaries in a comparable way. He demands 

that Bob keep “a log” that is “a weekly report on everything what happen in my house,” 

including “a list of all the tenants, their nationality, their profession, and criterions [Bob] use 

before accepting them’” (31-32). He later demands “‘a complete dossier on these two Pakis’” 

and “‘an inventory of our stock’” (34). Similarly, after much hesitancy, Moses accepts the use of 

his building in the smuggling of immigrants because of the profit to be made. As an aspiring 

writer, he begins to make observations about these immigrants to include in his book, but these 

observations resemble the type of stereotypes and exoticism used against Caribbean immigrants. 

Before he even speaks to his Pakistani tenant, he projects “drama and intrigue” onto him and 

subsequently perceives new Pakistani immigrants as child-like creatures (45). He sees “this 

cluster of beings as in a blur, unable to distinguish one from the other” (72). In his contemplation 

of how to re-shape his book to include these “Men of mystery and topicality, men in the news 

and views,” Moses mocks the desire for sociological description of minority populations.  

 If in Moses Ascending, readers are sarcastically told of how lucky black workers are to 

have the world to themselves as they work during the night, then The Bigger Light offers a 

representation of the mental and physical burden that such a system of labour produces. Boysie, 

who cleans the offices of stockbrokers at night, undertakes the type of hidden labour that sustains 

a metropolis. He is rewarded financially but he suffers psychologically. The hours he keeps, 

going “‘to work at night, wearing old clothes,’” make him feel as if he is “‘a blasted cockroach!” 

(73). His work schedule leaves him “idle and listless and without enthusiasm” during the day 

(73). Every morning, he feels lonely as he watches people go to work from his apartment as there 

was “no place for him to go: everyone he knew was at work. Dots was at work. He couldn’t call 
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up a friend and talk or drink, or do anything” (73). Though he tries to talk to Dots about this 

loneliness and the possibility of having a child, she overruns his emotions by getting a cat that 

soothes her but makes his loneliness more poignant as he routinely “felt the helplessness of being 

without friends,” a state prolonged by his refusal to befriend Caribbean immigrants (97).  

 Both Dots and Boysie refuse to confront the problems of their relationship. Instead, they 

euphemize it in that they each substitute an imagined placeholder as a way to obscure and deny 

the reality of their problem. As Boysie’s dissatisfaction with his current life is not placated by his 

acquisition of objects of bourgeois taste, he begins to imagine a relationship with a woman in a 

brown coat whom he views from a distance, usually from the window of his apartment, but never 

meets. The “long hours of loneliness in the apartment when he was at home” are punctuated by 

his observation of her (44). He obsesses over looking at this woman but “he did not wish to 

confront her” (9). Instead, he surveils her brief commute outside his apartment building and 

“from this distance and from this height” he “grew to know her” in the sense that he projects his 

desires onto her and uses her figure to substitute for Dots (9). In contrast to knowing this woman, 

or imagining so throughout the novel, Boysie struggles “to know” his wife, and the narrator 

emphasizes her “not recognizing him” (11, 18). Whenever he feels an “upsurge of hatred” for his 

wife, the “only thing he could” do is “replace her with the woman in the brown winter coat” (12). 

Likewise, when he realizes the distance between him and Dots when having a drink together, “he 

would place this woman in the brown winter coat in the chair next to him, between him and 

Dots, and talk to Dots as if he was talking to that distant woman” (18). 

 The only time he mentions the woman to Dots, she dismisses her. In response, “Boysie 

looked at this wife and in his heart he crossed her out, erased her from his mind, and in her place, 

he put the woman with the brown coat” (10). He prefers “this transposition” as opposed to 
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confronting reality because it allows his continued charade. He does not have to come to terms 

with his shortcomings in his relationship with his wife just as he can avoid recognizing his actual 

position in Canada as well as the inequalities and injustices apparent in his surroundings. As a 

result, Dots becomes so insignificant to him that she “was now almost completely wiped out of 

the creative part of his life, and he saw her only as an assumed extra” (212). Though he 

sometimes fantasizes about loving her fully, he begins to see her as “just a living object in his 

life” (217). This substitution is, in part, due to the fact that Boysie is tired like Dots. After a racist 

encounter for example, the narrator explains that Boysie “had spent too much energy, for years, 

exploding, and he was tired” (74). Unsurprisingly, this state is exacerbated by the euphemization 

on which he becomes so reliant. In locking himself in this fantasy, he worsens his lonely state. 

He feels the need “to talk to somebody, soon” because he “feels himself becoming too silent, too 

in-grown, too philosophical, talking to himself too much” (29). Boysie feels “like a person going 

slowly but surely mad” (120). Like Dots, he becomes “always tired; it was not really exhaustion 

from the expenditure of strength” but a “kind of tragic alienation from everything” including, 

perhaps especially, his wife (182, 186).   

 The euphemization evident in their relationships is also evident in Boysie’s worldview. 

Early in the novel, Dots shares with Boysie a news article about the rape of a Caribbean woman 

in a nearby underground garage and another that reports the murder of a Caribbean woman in a 

similar setting (32-36). These articles resonate strongly with both of them as Dots fears for her 

safety and Boysie wonders about encountering a situation like that or even being the attacker. 

This form of violence looms throughout the novel and near its ending, Boysie reads a similar 

article and recalls a conversation he had with a young Canadian man he admires. That man “had 

given all the philosophical reasons why men raped women; and had reminded Boysie that during 
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the Vietnam war, thousands of American GIs had raped millions of Vietnamese women” (267). 

The man adds, “‘It is just the way of life philosophically speaking.’” Boysie tries to apply this 

philosophical thinking to his own life and wonders, “was his waiting for the woman, his 

distribution of all his money to his wife, to a woman he did not love, and did no longer like, was 

not this also a philosophical way of doing thing?” (268). The Canadian man’s statement about 

rape during the Vietnam war euphemizes the situation in the same way that Agatha’s statement 

euphemizes Henry’s situation. The man’s statement normalizes sexual violence and exonerates 

the soldiers. Boysie’s speculation on his life reveals his acute desire to euphemize rather than 

confront his reality. 

Dots is also reluctant to confront her relationship with Boysie. Her aforementioned 

exhaustion that results from her obsessive ambition for material accumulation pervades her 

relationship with her husband. The narrator explains, “she was getting tired and just as frustrated 

as he. She knew he was tired and frustrated with her” (32). They live together but barely interact 

with one another as she “had learned how to stand beside him, or lie beside him at night, and not 

hear one word he was saying” (20). Likewise, she confides in Bernice that she “‘can’t even talk 

to [her] husband’” or “‘utter one sentiment’” to him (162). A factor that contributes to the failure 

of their relationships is the fact that she is stuck in the capitalist logic she has surrendered to, 

which infiltrates her relationship with Boysie in that she “had measured Boysie’s worth by the 

history of his unemployment during the early days he had come to this country. And nothing he 

could do would ever give her a better impression of him” (44). She also laments Boysie’s 

financial independence from her because she is no longer able to use that as the controlling logic 

of their relationship. Dots understands her worth in similar terms as she explains to Bernice, “‘I 

know my duty is to cook and to wash and to clean. You don’t want me to look after my duty? 
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Tha’s all I am worth’” (149). She says this in a moment of vulnerability when she feels as if she 

is without any source of satisfaction or control in her life, and this lack drives her euphemization 

of her reality.   

Dots begins to substitute a fantasy of adopting a child, Jane, who suffers from 

osteogenesis imperfecta, for her relationship with her husband (159). She “lived through the 

dreams of having little Jane in her home […] until those dreams became life itself” (194-195). 

Jane is the figure Dots uses to euphemize her relationship just as Boysie uses the woman in the 

coat. Her fantasies of caring for Jane become obsessive to the extent that “she talked to Little 

Jane” as if she is already part of her family and sleeps with a pillow that signifies Jane’s presence 

(195). She traces similarities between them: “‘She had a lot to bear and I had a lot to bear’” 

(244). Bernice hopes that Dots’ desire for Jane represents her capacity to love something besides 

money. But she learns that Dots only has fantasies left because she is prohibited from adopting 

Jane because of rules against mixed race families. Notably, Dots’ expression of her desire to 

adopt a child contrasts with the attitude she expressed in Storm of Fortune. In that novel, she 

scorned the idea of adoption because she is a “‘strong, healthy, juicy woman’” who can get 

pregnant and even if she could not, according to her, “‘Wessindians, the women, don’t adopt no 

child’” (154). Just as male characters like Boysie and Henry are circumscribed by certain 

paradigms of racialized masculinity, so too Dots’ situation demonstrates how models of 

Caribbean femininity as well as racist social systems in Canada affect the relationships available 

to her.  

 It is significant that Clarke’s trilogy ends in the dissolution of almost all relationships 

except the one between Dots and Bernice. Though Bernice plays a smaller role in The Bigger 

Light than in the other two novels, she is a consistent presence. Bernice is still working as a 
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domestic but is financially stable, and she views her “large savings account […] as the 

measurement of her independence” (46-47). As opposed to the earlier novels, Bernice is more 

socially active and dates younger men. She explains that she is “investing” in a younger man 

because he is her “present insurance ’gainst going stark raving mad in this place. The older you 

get, the more lonely you get’” (152). In Bernice’s case, as in Dots’, capitalist logic infiltrates her 

personal relationships. The relationship between Dots and Bernice is strained at times, but they 

still comfort each other in moments of burden. At the end of the novel, Dots remarks, “‘You and 

me. Right where we started from. Man-less’” (282). Though Dots proclaims her plan “‘to kill 

Boysie tonight with the best loving he’s ever had’” (284), as the night progresses, they remain 

only with one another while Boysie drives to the United States.  

 D. Elliott Parris, in his review of The Bigger Light in 1975 for The Crisis (official 

magazine of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People), dismissed 

Bernice as “an aging lonely-heart reduced to financially supporting a younger lover” and Dots as 

“an unprofound, uninteresting object” because readers see her “primarily through the eyes of her 

husband” (368). In opposition to this reading, I conceive of the ending of this novel and the 

trilogy as the presentation of the failure of relationships based in transaction and the endurance 

of relationship based in vulnerability. To read Dots as just another site in which Boysie fails to 

find solace, much like the space of Canada, is to overlook her individuality. Her relationship with 

Bernice is at times difficult, but it still facilitates the sharing of her emotions. It is the only 

relationship she has that is not structured as a transaction or that further euphemizes her reality. It 

seems then that the trilogy ends with the suggestion that relationships that are based in 

vulnerability and that afford space to be vulnerable are healing, empowering, and necessary. 
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Notes 

1 Isaacs’ reading reproduces a pattern previously noted by Michael A. Bucknor in his article 

“‘Voices Under the Window’ of Representation” (2005) in which he explains that a “review of 

the critical reception of [Clarke’s] 1967 The Meeting Point […] shows that, generally, Clarke’s 

work has been limited to readings addressing the authenticity of representation in it” (141). 

Instead, Bucknor reads The Meeting Point by attending to what he calls body-memory poetics in 

order “to consider the material context of writing and the textual critique of the limits of 

representation” (165).  

2 Another invaluable work in this regard is Dionne Brand’s No Burden to Carry: Narratives of 

Black Working Women in Ontario 1920s-1950s published in 1991 in which she explains that “the 

oral histories were seen by all of us, interviewers and interviewed, as one means in the effort to 

change our condition, but perhaps the most difficult hurdle was to surmount the notion that 

women could not speak as authorities” (34).  

3 In this chapter, Thompson compares census politics in Canada, the United States, and Great 

Britain, exploring “changes to the administration of the race question on the American census in 

the 1970s and the decisions of the British and Canadian governments to implement a similar 

question in 1991 and 1996, respectively” (74).  

4 Searching for Safe Spaces addresses the works of Afro-Caribbean women writers, including 

Joan Riley, Beryl Gilroy, Makeda Silvera, M. Nourbese Philip, Dionne Brand, Audre Lorde, 

Michelle Cliff, Rosa Guy, and Marie Chauvet. Chancy argues that these writers break “the 

silence that surrounds the issue of the sexualization and exploitation of Black women 
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transhistorically” and offer “particularly feminist visions of the plausibility and possibility of 

also breaking the silence of that oppression and its diverse manifestations” (xxi).  

5 In this book, Mathieu charts the migrations of black people to Canada from the United States 

and the Caribbean in relation to the Canadian railway system. She details the struggle against 

racial subjugation through the formation of national and transnational networks of resistance. 

She highlights how black railway workers and “the organizations that they created throughout 

the twentieth century served as the connective tissue between outlying African Canadian 

communities” (188). She adds that the “social and political issues they tackled such as restrictive 

housing covenants, shaped and reinforced African Canadians’ sense of belonging to, and being 

connected by, a shared moral and political economy” (188).  

6 Rinaldo Walcott evidences this complexity in his explanation in Black Like Who? (1997) that 

Martin Robinson Delany, an influential nineteenth-century African American writer and leader, 

represents Canada as “a space of possible liberation” in his novel Blake (1859) though he 

maintained “ambivalence towards Canada” due to his fear of Canada’s annexation by the United 

States (33-37). Walcott, reading Delany’s Blake, notes that Canada functions as “a place of 

sanctuary, but not necessarily a place where black people would actively participate in the public 

sphere” (36). Historically then, Canada’s image involves both potential misgivings as well as 

hope for liberty. Further qualifying this dubious appeal to potential immigrants necessitates a 

more specific approach to what is obviously a heterogeneous population.  

7 Bernice’s labour in a foreign land as a way to better her circumstances is tied generationally to 

the labour of her mother whose “three years spent in the Canal Zone, in Panama, helping the 

Americans to build the Canal” are briefly mentioned in The Meeting Point (165). In Dying to  
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Better Themselves (2014), Olive Senior explains that Caribbean people “provided at least 60 per 

cent of the workforce for the entire construction period” of the Panama Canal (1904-1914), 

joining the already existing Caribbean labour force used by the Panama Railroad Company 

(1850-1855) as well as the failed French effort at constructing the Panama Canal (1881-1889) 

(Senior 4-8). She explains that while “uncounted numbers died or contracted debilitating disease 

or lost limbs, sight or sense in the frenzied atmosphere where the only deity was work, many 

islanders were to use work on the Panama Canal to better themselves” (8). Panama, which 

existed in the Caribbean imagination “as a source of gold” (Senior 8), functions as yet another 

site where profit is generated through the plundered bodies and psyches of Caribbean people and 

their voluntary and involuntary movements. Notably, Senior—like Silvera and Brand—

underscores in her book the importance of letting “the voices of those workers speak for 

themselves alongside the official accounts” (xix). 

8 Storm of Fortune offers a similar stereotype. When Boysie walks into an office seeking 

employment, he is assumed to be applying for a janitorial job, leading Boysie to wonder what 

about him makes white people think that he is “a born cleaner” (59). Black characters are not the 

only ones in this trilogy subject to such prejudice. In The Meeting Point, for instance, the 

narrator describes a Japanese woman as seeming “to carry centuries of mysteries of her race and 

her love in her partly closed eyes,” and Bernice later says to this woman, “‘I know your kind 

likes rice’” (71, 76). While a variety of characters are portrayed as capable of ignorance, 

stereotype, and bias, the novel demonstrates how certain forms of prejudice are institutionalized. 

Inequality in wages offers one such manifestation of institutionalized bias against black people in 

that Dots gets ninety five dollars and ninety five cents a month, but Brigitte, a white woman, gets  
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two hundred and eighty five even though they are both domestics (Meeting 85).  

9 This scene recalls a statement made by the narrator of The Lonely Londoners: “as far as spades 

hitting spades it ain’t have nothing like that for a spade wouldn’t hit a spade when it have so 

much talent on parade” (99).  

10 In Sexing the Caribbean, Kempadoo draws on Bourdieu’s concept of social praxeology to 

consider definitions of sexuality in the Caribbean, particularly those offered by sex workers. She 

focuses on the “[c]ommon, everyday understandings of sexuality and the collective strategies 

that arise from the complexities and contradictions embedded in sexual praxis” (4). 

11 King innovates the term Caribglobal to refer to “the areas, experiences, and individuals within 

both the Caribbean and the Caribbean diaspora,” while recognizing that the Caribbean as a 

region can be differently understood in historical, geographical, political, economic, cultural, 

racial, or linguistic terms (2-3). She argues that the “Caribglobal is not the same as either 

globalization or transnationalism, though these realities facilitate the existence of a Caribglobal 

sphere” (3). She emphasizes that “Caribglobal is an adjective; unlike the nouns Caribbean and 

diaspora, it does not exist alone but is grounded by the object it modifies, as in, for example, the 

‘Caribglobal imagination,’ the ‘Caribglobal public sphere,’ the ‘Caribglobal circulation of 

popular music’” (7).  

12 Note the change in Henry’s age. In The Meeting Point, the narrator identifies him as “a man 

slightly over fifty” (206). In Storm of Fortune, Henry describes himself as “‘not quite turned 

forty’” (3). This inconsistency may be read as another instance of Henry’s misrepresentation of 

his reality in a desperate attempt to forge a fiction that allows him to retain his sense of worth. 

13 One other critical work places these two novels in conversation with each other. In his essay  
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“Philosophize or Indict,” included in Isaacs’ critical collection, Victor J. Ramraj briefly 

juxtaposes Moses Ascending and The Bigger Light in a broader discussion of how Selvon’s 

oeuvre compares to Clarke’s in terms of narrative tone.  

14 Browne surprisingly considers the Caribbean as “people of African descent from the 

Anglophone nations of Jamaica, Trinidad and Tobago, Guyana, Barbados, Grenada, Antigua-

Barbuda, St. Lucia, St. Vincent, Dominica, St. Kitts, Nevis, Anguilla, and Montserrat, including 

those who have spent a significant part of their lives outside the region” as well as “the children 

of Caribbeans who have spent all of the majority of their lives outside the region but who self-

identify as Caribbean” (167 n. 8). His omission of people of other racial and ethnic descent who 

live in the Caribbean region seems unnecessarily exclusionary, but his observations regarding 

Caribbean rhetoric are still applicable to my reading. 
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Chapter 5 

Generational Relationships: Renascent Meaning and the Disruption of 

Propriety in David Chariandy’s Soucouyant and Austin Clarke’s More 

 In Austin Clarke’s The Bigger Light, Boysie reacts strongly to a magazine article that 

characterizes black women in Canada as “very lonely” (75). He usually strives to distance 

himself from the immigrant community and the larger black Canadian community by avoiding 

reading about “police brutality,” “police harassment,” and “discrimination” as if it is possible to 

avoid the implications of race and racism in Canada (75). Nevertheless, this article captures his 

attention, and the words of the interviewee, Olivia, linger in his mind: “‘I’m not a happy woman 

when I am here and he [her son] is there, he is lonely and I am afraid they don’t care for him 

properly back home, I miss him terribly but I don’t know what to do” (75). By tying her 

unhappiness and mental fatigue in Canada to her son’s welfare in the Caribbean, Olivia 

illustrates a configuration of Caribbean bodies, emotions, and subjectivities underpinned by 

capitalist forces, delimited by national boundaries, and dependent on transnational relationships. 

Olivia demonstrates that to begin to understand the lives of women like herself their perspectives 

and lived experiences must figure into dominant narratives and contextualized modes of 

knowledge. Moreover, their children’s absence or presence must be acknowledged as 

meaningful, and attention must be paid to what is at stake in the generational relationships of 

Caribbean immigrants.  

 Boysie, however, denounces the article as a “misleading account of a black woman’s 

loneliness in Canada” and as “‘blasted foolishness’” for multiple reasons (91, 76). He takes issue 

with Olivia because “‘she sure as hell is not talking like a Wessindian’” (75). Ironically, he 
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condemns her deviation from what he deems proper West Indian language while simultaneously 

recognizing “the power in being able to talk as he liked” (75). As described in the previous 

chapter, throughout The Bigger Light, Boysie is anxious about his use of language and his taste, 

striving to mimic the style that matches the social status to which he aspires. He believes 

propriety begets social advancement. Yet in criticizing Olivia, he relishes his capacity to “lick his 

mouth, and refuse to speak the King’s English which he felt he had to do, and did in fact do” (75-

76). His hypocritical but liberating indulgence in colonially and imperially defined linguistic 

impropriety is fleeting as he soon resumes his compromising conformity.  

 Boysie’s disapproval of the interviewer is also ironic. He describes Olivia as “a black 

woman like Dots or like Bernice” and the interviewer as “‘that white woman writ[ing] ’bout we 

women’” (76). Emphasizing a racial and cultural binary, he angrily inquires, “‘What the hell do 

they know about we, ‘bout us?’” (76-77). The narrator reiterates, “What made [Boysie] angry 

about the article was that the woman who wrote it didn’t know anything about black women” 

(91-92). The irony, of course, is that Boysie is woefully ignorant of black women. The Bigger 

Light repeatedly highlights his unwillingness or faltering ability to learn about, or from, his wife. 

Predictably, Boysie projects his fears, anxieties, and internalized misogyny onto Olivia: “Boysie 

knew many Olivias, Olivias who would cry on your shoulders morning, noon and night, and 

when they had you sympathetic in their grasps, they would rip out your balls” (92). He even 

desires meeting Olivia so that he can “beat the living shit out of her for giving all West Indian 

and black Canadian women a bad name, talking a lot of shite” (92). Boysie wants to punish 

Olivia physically for her impropriety. As she does not adhere to his conception of what black 

women should say and how they should say it, he condemns her words (and her) as offensive and 

worthless. Overwriting her reality and for the most part dismissing the significance of her son’s 
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reality, Boysie turns her into a generalized subject who bears his projected insecurities, most of 

which stem from his vulnerable masculinity. Despite the value in his attempt to critique 

uninformed consideration of the lives of black women in Canada, Boysie is comparably 

oppressive in his desire to silence, or at least police, the voices of black women. 

 Boysie’s obsession with this article leads him to write a letter to the editor of the 

magazine, proposing exploration of other narratives of black women in Canada. He calls for 

published stories about “poor black women who get raped,” “black women who work in the 

hospitals,” and “black university students, professors and administrators” (92-93). Though his 

appeal for more narratives of black life in Canada is valid, Boysie’s motivation appears as 

suspect when read alongside his refusal, later in the novel, of Mrs. James’ invitation to engage in 

community organization or political activity that would categorize him as part of or connected to 

the black working class. Boysie is more concerned with appealing for recognition; he condemns 

Olivia’s voice and opinions as improper because he believes his classification of her as such can 

distinguish him as worthy of a higher social position. His participation in such social taxonomies 

is better understood through reference to Bourdieu’s study of taste in Distinction (1979) in which 

he explains that the “classifying subjects who classify the properties and practices of others, or 

their own, are also classifiable objects which classify themselves (in the eyes of others) by 

appropriating practices and properties that are already classified” (482). Boysie’s sense of the 

propriety of properties and practices cannot be separated from his habitus because as Bourdieu 

explains in Outline of a Theory of Practice (1972), “One of the fundamental effects of the 

orchestration of habitus is the production of a commonsense world endowed with objectivity 

secured by consensus on the meaning (sens) of practices and the world” (80). Boysie’s 
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classification of Olivia and himself is synchronized with his socially structured perception of the 

world or, to put it another way, his internalization of what is naturalized as commonsensical.  

 To display his appropriation of the proper practice of characterizing Olivia as improper, 

he has to showcase his judgment in the form of a letter. Bourdieu offers a claim about political 

choices in Distinction that offers insight into Boysie’s motivation in composing this letter: “In 

the political arena, ethical submission to the dominant class and to the ‘values’ it embodies is 

revealed in a limited challenging of the established order which, being based on the sense of not 

occupying one’s proper place in that order, conforms to the proprieties of the target class even 

when challenging that class” (456). Boysie’s letter is less a struggle against injustice than it is a 

manifestation of his desire for social recognition. His hesitancy regarding signing the letter 

“Bertram Cumberbatch. Power to the People!” makes this desire clear as he explicitly hopes that 

his full name and this particular slogan will identify him to the editor as “a powerful man in the 

black community” (93). He admits that “[p]ower was what he was after,” and to this end, he 

wants “an organization he could use when the time became fruitful, not an organization which 

could use him” (94). His tendency toward instrumentalizing broader alliances like community 

organizations accords to capitalist logic in that it prioritizes individual profit. Through his letter 

writing, Boysie strives for the profit of respectability—the only formulation of power he 

conceives as achievable—and submits to established authorities. His letter is “a limited 

challenging of the established order” in that it re-inscribes the gendered and racialized sense of 

order or proprieties maintained by the existing power hierarchy.  

 I introduce this chapter with a reading of this scene because it features simultaneous 

critique of Boysie’s endorsement of propriety as well as reflection on the need for more careful 

attention to the lives of black women and children in Canada. Both are necessary because the 
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policing of the bodies, emotions, and stories of black people ensures the conscious and 

unconscious preservation of a sense of order that appears as self-evident but that reflects specific 

power configurations. As my analysis of David Chariandy’s Soucouyant: A Novel of Forgetting 

(2007) and Clarke’s More (2008) demonstrates, disenfranchised groups routinely encounter the 

imposition of meaning onto their bodies aimed at their alignment with proper or naturalized ways 

of speaking, behaving, and being. 

 My juxtaposition of Chariandy and Clarke is motivated by the fact that their generational 

relationship informs their positioning in the literary field, and the mutual benefit they derive 

from this relationship is reminiscent of Selvon and Clarke’s bond. In order to describe their 

relationship, it is necessary to situate Chariandy more specifically. In “Metamorphoses of a 

Discipline” included in Trans.Can.Lit (2007), Diana Brydon responds to a question posed by 

Chariandy during the “TransCanada One” conference: “Is Canadian Literature an Institution?” 

(3). Brydon answers,  

The writers and dramatists who produce the literature, the media that publicize it, and the 

readers and audiences who enjoy it also operate within their own institutional structures, 

both within and beyond the nation. While individuals often assume a certain autonomy of 

action, paying little overt attention to the unwritten rules and regulations that legislate 

acceptable thinking or behaviour within these institutionalized contexts, these contexts 

influence action within the field. Rather than ignore these contexts, it can be useful to 

study them. (3) 

Given Brydon’s prompt, it is important to note that Chariandy’s status as an Associate Professor 

at Simon Fraser University allows for an accumulation of social capital that affects the 

circulation and reception of his work. For example, Chariandy served as the British Columbia 
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and Northern Territories representative in the Canadian Association for Commonwealth 

Literature and Language Studies (CACLALS) Executive Committee 2007-2008 and was able to 

read from Soucouyant at CACLALS 2008. This opportunity and status afforded him valuable 

exposure to the social agents who choose what is taught in contemporary Canadian literature 

courses.  

His participation in Smaro Kamboureli’s TransCanada project offers further insight into 

this network of influence. Chariandy was one of “the first members” of the organizing committee 

of the “TransCanada One” conference in June 2005 at Simon Fraser University (Trans.Can.Lit 

xiv). Daniel Coleman and Jennifer B. Delisle, who have both published articles on Soucouyant, 

were also at “TransCanada One.” Coleman published an article on Soucouyant in 2008 and 

adapted it into a chapter for Crosstalk (2012). Delisle published her article on Soucouyant in 

2010. McMaster University features prominently in this network as Coleman is a professor there, 

Delisle was a SSHRC Postdoctoral Fellow there between 2010 and 2012, and Allison Mackey, 

who published an article on Soucouyant in 2012, received her PhD from there in 2011. In many 

ways, much of the early critical work on Soucouyant emerged out of a tight-knit, influential 

network that presumably factors into the prestige it has attained, including being longlisted for 

the Scotiabank Giller Prize and shortlisted for the Governor General’s Award and the 

Commonwealth Best First Novel Prize. 

Clarke plays a major role in this network. As explained in my introduction through 

reference to a 2016 CBC article, Clarke has explicitly endorsed Chariandy as a rising star in the 

Canadian literary field who deserves attention. This relationship between an older and younger 

writer in fact involves various forms of co-endorsement. Soucouyant’s back cover, for instance, 

prominently displays a laudatory blurb from Clarke that champions Chariandy as “brilliant” and 



 

 

190 

 

the novel as “magnificent.” Similarly, Chariandy wrote a well-received 2005 article on Clarke’s 

short story “Canadian Experience” and The Meeting Point. Arguing that “[t]he writings of Austin 

Clarke present us with an unusually strong opportunity” “to devote much more critical attention 

to the very recognitions of Canada's racially and ethnically plural citizenry,” Chariandy bolsters 

Clarke’s position as a literary figure vital to conversations about the Canadian identity (142). 

Given the fact that this article was published in the Journal of West Indian Literature, it is fair to 

say that Chariandy’s article simultaneously aims at emphasizing Clarke’s significance in the 

Caribbean.  

It is useful here to return briefly to the Clarke-Selvon correspondence discussed in 

Chapter 2. As I have noted, in the early stages of his career, Clarke was neglected by both 

Caribbean and Canadian critics. He once explained to Selvon “nobody in the Carbean know that 

I is a Wessindian” (March 8th 1983), and on another occasion, he noted how difficult it is “to be 

taken seriously by those people [in Canada] who think they know about writing and literature” 

(September 4th 1979). Selvon’s efforts to use his influence to reinforce Clarke’s position are 

probably best represented in his expressions of ire at Clarke’s exclusion from the CACLALS 

conference in Winnipeg in October 1981. Selvon wrote letters of support to no avail, and now, 

more than three decades later, Chariandy, a recent executive member of CACLALS, continues 

the work of situating Clarke as relevant to both Canada and the Caribbean. If Clarke and Selvon 

depended on their mutually beneficial relationship in their navigation of a literary field in the 

1970s and 1980s, then it is evident that Clarke and Chariandy now share a comparable 

relationship across generations. Having secured a much more stable position in the literary field, 

Clarke now extends his accumulated capital to a younger writer who is readily identifiable as 

Canadian but who also shares Caribbean heritage. Given this dynamic, Chariandy’s decision to 
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extend his thanks to “Austin Clarke for believing in me and for inspiring a whole new 

generation” in the Acknowledgments of Soucouyant appears especially significant. As Bourdieu 

explains in The Rules of Art, “To impose a new producer, a new product and a new system of 

taste on the market at a given moment means to relegate to the past a whole set of producers, 

products and systems of taste, all hierarchized in relation to their degree of legitimacy” (159-

160). By being involved in the consecration of Chariandy, Clarke also aims at reasserting his 

relevance. Chariandy not only strengthens Clarke’s reputation through his scholarly work but 

also through his explicit, public recognition of Clarke’s importance to a new generation of 

Canadian writers.  

Given this relationship and the fact that both Clarke and Chariandy are involved in 

adapting Caribbean traditions to the Canadian context, a consideration of the resonances between 

Soucouyant and More seems worthwhile. Both novels foreground a Caribbean woman who came 

to Canada as a domestic and after many decades now struggles in her relationship with her child 

or children, whose conflicted positioning in Canada results in fraught attempts at self-definition. 

Clarke and Chariandy attend to the potential of both generations as they creatively reimagine 

their space and relationships even if relentless, systemic forms of discrimination attempt to blunt 

their sensibilities. In doing so, both novels acknowledge the necessity of inter-generational 

communication without minimizing its difficulties. In my analysis, I also emphasize how the 

narrator’s brother in Soucouyant bears strong resemblance to BJ of More in that both characters 

remain largely inaccessible to readers, but their silence, paralysis, and uncertainty are crucial 

considerations of these novels. Moreover, I emphasize the importance of referring to Caribbean 

traditions in reading these novels because Soucouyant and More are as attuned to the Caribbean 
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roots of the creative imagination of their characters as they are to the Canadian context in which 

the characters are situated. 
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(i) Imaginative Inheritance and Renascent Meaning in Soucouyant  

Soucouyant tells the story of an immigrant family living in Port Junction, a fictional 

community based in Scarborough, Canada. This family consists of an Afro-Trinidadian mother, 

Adele; an Indo-Trinidadian father, Roger; and their two sons born and raised in Canada who 

remain unnamed. The youngest son is the narrator, and the plot follows his struggle to navigate 

his relationship with his mother. The novel begins in 1989 as the young narrator returns to his 

childhood home, having left two years earlier because of the difficulties of coping with his 

mother’s dementia.1 Before the narrator’s initial departure, he watched his mother’s mental state 

deteriorate as she went from forgetting “ordinary things” to forgetting “in far more creative 

ways” (12). Following his father’s death at the factory in which he worked and his older 

brother’s subsequent departure, the narrator spent two years working menial jobs in Toronto. 

Readers also learn of Adele’s entry into Canada in the early sixties and of Adele’s childhood in 

Trinidad. Different characters tell and retell the official and unofficial histories of the American 

occupation of Chaguaramas, a naval base in Trinidad, and how Adele and her mother were 

expelled during the construction of the base and were forced to move to a village named 

Carenage. The final section of the novel reveals Adele’s mother’s experiences as a sex worker as 

well as her reaction to a soldier’s supposed sexual advances toward Adele. During a confused 

confrontation, the soldiers doused Adele and her mother with flammable chemicals, and Adele 

accidentally set both of them ablaze, but they both survive.  

Throughout the novel, readers and the narrator are often left to grapple with the “scenes 

and secrets … spilling out of [Adele] involuntarily” (136). As the narrator notes, his mother 

“told, but she never explained or deciphered. She never put the stories together. She never could 
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or wanted to do so” (136). Chariandy expands on this narrative strategy in his interview with Kit 

Dobson, explaining that Adele’s dementia enabled him “to explore the fragility and endurance of 

cultural memory, and, most particularly, the challenge of cultural memory for a second-

generation immigrant” (“Spirits” 813). The second generation immigrant characters in 

Soucouyant struggle with the memories and histories of their parents, which do not directly 

involve them but for which they may now feel responsible. In effect, the novel is concerned with 

production and transmission of meaning while in a state of uncertainty.  

The novel’s attention to meaning-making not only involves consideration of explicit rules 

that structure society but also beginning to discover what “is beyond question and which each 

[social] agent tacitly accords by the mere fact of acting in accord with social convention” 

(Bourdieu, Outline 169). Taking arbitrary social principles and classifications for granted factors 

into what Bourdieu terms doxa, “an adherence to relations of order which, because they structure 

inseparably both the real world and the thought world, are accepted as self-evident” (Distinction 

471). Though these unsaid principles that generate common sense and proprieties are insulated 

from critique by being naturalized, they are not immutable. As Bourdieu explains in An 

Invitation to Reflexive Sociology (1992), the “dominated, in any social universe, can always 

exert a certain force, inasmuch as belonging to a field means by definition that one is capable of 

producing effects in it” (80). Stuart Hall and Alan O’Shea share a comparable understanding in 

their article “Common-sense Neoliberalism” (2013) in which they define common sense as “a 

form of ‘everyday thinking’ which offers us frameworks of meaning with which to make sense 

of the world” and argue that it is “constantly being reconstructed and refashioned by external 

pressures and influences” (8, 9). Building on Antonio Gramsci’s writing on the subject and 

referring to British politics, Hall and O’Shea underscore the revolutionary potential of what 
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Gramsci calls “good sense,” the “critical or utopian elements” of common sense that can provide 

“a basis on which the left could develop a popular strategy for radical change” (10). Bourdieu, 

who is more skeptical of the capacity for resistance, argues that “[c]risis is a necessary condition 

for a questioning of doxa but is not in itself a sufficient condition for the production of a critical 

discourse” (Outline 169). Arbitrary social principles only begin to appear as such when social 

conditions shift enough to “destro[y] self-evidence practically” and dominated social agents 

secure the “material and symbolic means of rejecting the definition of the real that is imposed on 

them” (169). The confrontation of competing discourses and the implied choice operate as the 

opposition between orthodoxy, which seeks to reinstitute doxa, and heterodoxy, which threatens 

previous orders but can potentially set up another doxa (169). I rely on Bourdieu’s understanding 

as well as Hall and O’Shea’s as a framework for my argument that in Soucouyant Caribbean 

immigrants in Canada and their children, having incomplete access to multiple cultures and 

communities, demonstrate at times the capacity to detect and oppose arbitrary organizing 

principles. In particular, the children of these immigrants, who uniquely suffer the symbolic 

violence of the established order, are inclined to draw critical elements from multiple traditions 

in contributing to the slow, arduous process of developing the means necessary to reveal what is 

euphemized, to express what is repressed, to say what is unsaid and unsayable, and to conceive 

what is unthinkable.  

Soucouyant’s suggestion of the emancipatory potential of Caribbean traditions and 

folklore must be taken into account in order to analyze the characters’ exploration of meaning-

making. Soucouyant recalls the soucouyant figure from Caribbean folklore in an attempt to 

invoke the conciliatory and revisionary potential of Caribbean traditions within a Canadian 

space. The uncertain social and cultural positioning of first and second generation immigrant 
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characters reveals the inadequacy of ossified epistemologies and ontologies and suggests the 

development of an imaginative capacity that could contend with dispossessions, absences, and 

historical traumas. This capacity involves the imaginative inheritance from, as Chariandy puts it, 

“an elsewhere past” (“Spirits” 813), but it is simultaneously informed by the specificities of the 

Canadian space it inhabits. While critical readings focus on Soucouyant’s many open signifiers 

like the soucouyant figure to consider the disenfranchised condition of Caribbean immigrants in 

Canada, my approach prioritizes the processes that allow for the renewal of meaning. In order to 

uncover this dimension of the novel, I invoke Derek Walcott’s and Wilson Harris’ commentary 

on how traditions mean within the Caribbean region, suggesting that Soucouyant presents a 

continuity between processes of meaning-making in the Caribbean and the development of 

related processes by the Caribbean diaspora in Canada. Walcott’s and Harris’ formulation of the 

dynamic forces of Caribbean traditions enables a reading of Soucouyant that attends to how 

Caribbean immigrants based in Canada and their Canadian children creatively negotiate 

competing cultural imaginations and the possibilities they offer for renewed meaning.  

Chariandy asserts that Soucouyant “uses the word and legend of the soucouyant to 

explore a particular generational condition, a particular state of sensing but not really knowing 

one’s origins” (“Spirits” 811). He does not want his use of this figure to be seen as 

“authoritative” and refers to contemporary “reimaginings” of this figure while distancing his 

novel from such use (“Spirits” 811). Nevertheless, in many ways, his exploration of “a particular 

generational condition” through this figure involves the reimagining he disavows. His use of the 

soucouyant figure and the ways in which it is used by the characters respond to a demand 

described by Walcott in his essay “What the Twilight Says”: “what is needed is not new names 

for old things, or old names for old things, but the faith of using the old names anew” (9). 
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Though Walcott’s comment refers to the Caribbean context, it is also applicable to the Caribbean 

diaspora given immigrants’ relationship to Caribbean traditions and their related positioning in 

global power relations. Walcott’s comment reveals how Soucouyant’s references to Caribbean 

traditions and folklore are inextricably tied to a long history of displaced individuals and groups, 

who understand the necessity of renaming their world through the cultural fragments to which 

they have access, seeking an imaginative capacity applicable to their circumstances. Moreover, I 

reiterate David Scott’s assertion in Refashioning Futures (1999) that tradition is a discursive 

concept. To consider tradition is to consider “the conflict of moral perspectives on the past’s 

place in the present [that tradition] makes possible, invites, even obliges” (Scott 123). Therefore, 

“using the old names anew,” as Walcott puts it, implicitly calls our attention to what Scott 

describes as the “ongoing dispute that is the stuff of a discursive tradition” (Scott 123).  

These assertions can be further clarified by referring to what Harris, in “History, Fable 

and Myth in the Caribbean and Guianas” (1970), described as “perspectives of renascence which 

can bring into play a figurative meaning beyond an apparently real world or prison of history” 

(156). In this lecture, the first of a three-part series given at the National History and Arts 

Council in Guyana, Harris explored the imaginative potential enabled by, and embodied within, 

folk traditions like the limbo dance and Haitian vodun. He investigated the metamorphoses such 

traditions have undergone in shifting from an African context across the Middle Passage to the 

Caribbean. Harris argued that limbo, for example, “is not the total recall of an African 

past….Limbo was rather the renascence of a new corpus of sensibility that could translate and 

accommodate African and other legacies within a new architecture of cultures” (158). Harris’s 

understanding of how traditions change with context and how they respond to cultural need 

reveals Soucouyant’s involvement in using Caribbean traditions anew. The value of this novel’s 
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references to Caribbean traditions and folklore such as the soucouyant figure concerns not only 

what these references mean but how they mean. By becoming less firmly attached to an 

immediate Caribbean context and having been adapted into a Canadian space, such references 

gain a volatility that allows for both a loss of previous meaning as well as the gain of new 

meaning. Their ability to carry new meaning in a new context is important as is the agency that 

makes such metamorphoses possible. 

The implications of context-specific meaning-making have been largely ignored by the 

existing criticism on Soucouyant. In his chapter “Epistemological Crosstalk” in the collection 

Crosstalk (2012), Daniel Coleman responds to the “limits of a familiar theoretical model such as 

that of melancholia” by attending to the “spiritual frameworks” present in Lee Maracle’s 

Daughters Are Forever (2002) and Soucouyant (60, 54).2 Coleman’s reading of Soucouyant is 

valuable because he acknowledges the ways in which readings are motivated by the biases of 

readers. In arguing that “Chariandy treats the spiritual figure of the soucouyant more as a trope 

for the ghosts of history than as part of a more explicitly elaborated cosmology” (61), he 

encourages readers to read “upward” by considering elements of spiritual cosmologies “for their 

trace as descendants from fuller, dynamic spirit worlds” as opposed to reading “downward” by 

making “them comprehensible within our existing secular understandings of reality” (61). By 

reading upward, Coleman reads “the soucouyant as a challenge to, rather than a confirmation of, 

our familiar frameworks for analysis and judgement,” but tempers this interpretation by casting it 

as “more gestural than … fully realized” (63). Even though Coleman acknowledges that 

“spiritual cosmologies are dynamic” and notes the “agency in the hearts and minds of those who 

suffer” (61, 65), he does not attend to how the characters in Soucouyant choose to engage with 

the soucouyant figure in a specifically Canadian space: how do they read it in this space, and 
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perhaps more significantly, how do they rewrite it? This omission foregrounds how a gestural 

upward reading of this novel also needs to consider the creative impulses of the first and second 

generation immigrants who may not be as involved in reclaiming an inaccessible cosmology as 

in generating alternative ways of creating meaning in their present circumstances out of the 

materials available to them. Their creativity often involves contextually defined impropriety, and 

when context is deprioritized, their achievement is not fully understood. 

The significance of Coleman’s omission is further demonstrated by the way in which his 

ideas are invoked in Jennifer B. Delisle’s 2010 article “‘A Bruise Still Tender’: David 

Chariandy’s Soucouyant and Cultural Memory.” Delisle, referring to Coleman’s first article on 

Soucouyant in 2008, argues that Coleman’s “reading affirms that Adele’s trauma and the image 

of the soucouyant operate here as important cultural memories rather than simply aspects of 

Adele’s personal pathology” (4). She establishes the soucouyant as a capacious, flexible 

signifier, but she does not discern how the characters themselves create meaning. Instead, her 

investment of meaning into the soucouyant figure serves as the framework of her reading of the 

entire novel. Delisle claims that “the mother’s trauma” is “represented by the memory of the 

soucouyant,” and a few lines later, she applies the metaphor “the soucouyant of the past” (5). She 

subsequently claims that the soucouyant figure “represents both Adele herself and the ancestral 

traumas from which the protagonist is unable to escape despite his birth in Canada” (6). She 

argues that the “soucouyant simultaneously represents the protagonist’s relationship to his 

mother’s traumatic memories, and the way in which he is marked as different by culture and race 

in a prejudiced society” (14). Given that Soucouyant intervenes in the imposition of meaning on 

immigrant bodies and subjectivities, Delisle, by not attending to individual attempts at 

subversive meaning-making, overlooks an important feature of the novel. In prioritizing those 
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attempts, my approach to the novel recalls Stuart Hall’s declaration in “Thinking the Diaspora” 

(1999) that “culture is not just a voyage of rediscovery, a return journey. It is not an 

‘archeology.’ Culture is a production” (16). “It is therefore,” he asserts,” not a question of what 

our traditions make of us so much as what we make of our traditions.”  

It is necessary then to turn to Adele’s struggle to create meaning. The onset of dementia 

and the lasting effects of her childhood trauma make it difficult to establish any clear argument 

about how her ways of understanding change. Yet, the ways in which unexpected stimuli trigger 

her recollection of broken details of her past encourage readers to perceive the behavior of 

characters as structured by histories of relationships. The novel begins with Adele being unable 

to read her immediate surroundings and the narrator’s presence: “She looks out from the door-

way of her own home but seems puzzled by the scene” (7). In this opening sequence, the narrator 

is able to create meaning on multiple levels because of what he sees and through his use of 

memory to discover what is hidden or not immediately clear. Adele’s attempts at understanding 

and acting, however, repeatedly fail. This incapacity stands in stark contrast to descriptions of 

Adele in the past. When she met Roger in Kensington Market, she “felt alive in this place, 

attuned at once to dozens of different voices and smells” (69). Adele possesses keen methods of 

knowing herself and the world, but multiple factors combine to undermine them. In one scene, 

her perceptive sensibility is apparent in her reaction to Nosferatu; she reads “‘the expression on 

the creature’s face’” not as “‘frightfulness’” but as “‘horrid sorrow’” (74). But in another, she 

loses her capacity to read her husband; she wonders, “Where did he come from? Was he always 

so quiet and reserved?” (78). 

One force that consistently assails Adele’s sensibility is Canada’s reflection of meaning 

onto her. In some ways, she enters Canada already defined: Adele “came [to Canada] as a 
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domestic, through a scheme that offered landed status to single women from the Caribbean after 

a year of household work” (47-48). Apart from this institutional definition, individuals also 

attempt to invest her presence with meaning. Her choice to introduce her non-white body into the 

all-white space of a restaurant elicits attempted subjugation as white men project their 

insecurities and desires onto her: one man asks “if she wants to fuck” while another equates her 

to a prostitute (50). These projections combine with the psychological determination enforced by 

a colonial upbringing, and Adele succumbs to castigating herself for being “too sensitive” (51). 

She reminds herself that she is “living the dream of countless people in her birthplace, stuck back 

there with the running sores of their histories. She’s been given a chance in a new land. She’s 

one of the lucky ones. She must always remember that” (51). Once again, her body and being are 

made to hold the projections of others, in this case, their unfulfilled desires.  

Roger’s engagement with the world also undergoes forceful change. As a young man in 

Kensington Market, he appears graceful and optimistic. Though his cycling involves “peddl[ing] 

recklessly” and “near avoidance of crates and small children,” “his calf muscles” are described 

as “pulsing with liquid energy” (70). The description of his performance on his bike in an 

attempt to court Adele emphasizes his creative energy: “he lifts his hand off the handlebars and 

stands up on the pedals….He glides like this for seconds down the congested street.…A 

tightrope act in the bustle around him” (71). Though he falls, his humour and gracefulness make 

him “a glorious fool” whom Adele loves. Similarly, in these early years in Toronto, Roger is 

described as “intoxicated with possibility,” “throw[ing] himself into the lights and vast energies 

of the city” (73). These descriptions contrast with what years of insalubrious working and living 

conditions transform him into. He becomes “a maniac” on the days he is unexpectedly called to 

work at the factory (14). Roger is no longer a graceful, glorious fool “in the bustle around him” 
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(71). Rather, he is co-opted into the bustle itself. Factories harness his energy and invest his body 

with meaning: “His hand roughed to a glove, his calluses not content to stay there but travelling 

up and down his thighs, a uniform he wore to bed” (78). When not in this frantic state, he often 

becomes paralyzed, as seen when Adele becomes confused in a restaurant and the narrator 

“waited for Father to act but he remained quiet and still” (20).   

Nevertheless, there are instances of creative defiance that remind readers of how Roger 

previously defined himself. When the narrator visits the “inferno” that is Roger’s workplace 

(80), he is unable to pinpoint which worker is his father. He catches “the attention of the man 

behind the gas mask,” who then stops his work to perform a “tightrope act in the bustle around 

him” (81). Roger reproduces the performance he gave in Kensington Market by walking “across 

the narrow surface” of the “assembly line table” with “a serrated blade jutting up at least a foot 

between his ankles” (81). In this rare instance, Roger is able to repossess his agency and 

creativity, however temporarily, in this physically and mentally stifling workplace. This scene 

emphasizes the value of meaning-making, even if uncertain and improper. Here, meaning-

making involves the narrator as much as Roger as the scene begins with the former admitting 

that he “never exactly knew what [his] Father did in that factory” (80). Midway through the 

scene, the narrator acknowledges, “I’m not sure if I saw my father that day.” Finally, after the 

masked man’s performance, the narrator can only say, “He was my father. I’m almost certain of 

it” (81). No final interpretation is granted, but the possibility of determining meaning within this 

state of uncertainty comes across as more valuable than the finality offered by imposed meaning.  

The terms in which Roger’s death is established foreground the relationship between 

capitalist logic and meaning-making. The money the factory representatives give to Roger’s 

family serves as an economic sanction that establishes the meaning of this event: the accident 
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“was indeed the error of the deceased” (26). In a scene marked by misunderstanding, silence, and 

inaction, the supposedly “reasonable out-of-court settlement” is meant “to avoid any potential 

legal misunderstandings or grievances” (26). The meaning that these authorities determine is 

properly established. Similarly, Mrs Christopher, a former domestic of Caribbean origin and 

long-time friend of Adele, translates her lifetime of physical, mental, and emotional labour into 

dollars and cents. In only being able to comprehend herself and her worth in the terms offered to 

her in Canada—money for her labour—she relinquishes alternative ways of understanding 

herself. For her, meticulous calculations and her belief that she “know[s] what [she] deserve[s]” 

make this type of meaning-making “‘right and proper’” (148-149). Her fiscal reckoning is part of 

what Bourdieu describes in Distinction as “deep-rooted respect for the established order,” 

exemplified, for instance, by dominated social agents’ attempting to acquire the cultural or 

material goods preferred by dominant agents (456). Bourdieu clarifies that in terms of the 

“recognition of the dominant ethical or aesthetic values,” “nothing succeeds better than the 

disposition to sell one’s own virtues, one’s own certainties, one’s own values, in a word, the 

certainty of one’s own value, in a sort of ethical snobbery, an assertion of exemplary singularity 

which implies condemnation of all other ways of being and doing” (456). Mrs. Christopher’s 

articulation of her worth in this manner is a product of a larger socializing structure. The 

narrator’s acquiescence to her reasoning in giving her all the money from the sale of the house 

hints at some form of rejection of this dominant logic. If, as Hall and O’Shea argue, the 

naturalization of seeing everything as “a commodity” and society as “a market” will serve as 

“the cornerstone for a new kind of (neoliberal) common sense” (11), then the narrator, in giving 

Mrs. Christopher the money and acting against common sense, rejects property and propriety in 

order to salvage, in Bourdieu’s words, “other ways of being and doing.” It is an action that 
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compromises the narrator’s financial stability and therefore contributes to his further domination, 

yet it creates space that is crucial for struggling over ideas and ideologies.  

Just as the novel positions readers to question what we value, why we value, and how we 

value, the question of what is at stake in propriety is also raised. The second chapter begins with 

the line, “There’s a proper name for Mother’s condition,” before demonstrating that it is not so 

simple (37). Readers learn that during Adele and Mrs. Christopher’s liberating adventure, they 

did not have “proper identification of any sort” (91). Adele forgets “the proper things to do with 

one’s body” (12). When Adele slips into telling the narrator about Douens, another Caribbean 

folkloric figure, she states, “‘…and that’s why child. Why you must always speak the proper 

rites. Why nothing dead can lie still without the proper rites” (184). These considerations of what 

is proper and improper are emphasized by the old woman character. Adele often recalls that there 

was “an old woman who did know. A woman with long memory and the proper name of things” 

(23). The narrator explains that having been “displaced,” Adele, her mother, the old woman, and 

others arrived at Carenage, and “they were offered a temporary place to sleep only out of respect 

and fear for the old woman” (181). He notes this old woman’s knowledge of the meaning of the 

names Chaguaramas and Carenage as well as her healing knowledge, which she had “inherited 

from a long line of knowledgeable women” (181-182). This character is puzzling in that she is 

never named or fully described. The signifier “old woman” recalls the narrator’s description of 

his mother in the first line of the novel: “She has become an old woman” (7). More noticeably, 

she also complements the narrator’s explanation that a soucouyant is disguised “in the skin of an 

old woman” during the day (135). This character’s haunting presence reminds readers and other 

characters in the novel of the role of traditional knowledge and knowledge-keepers in the 
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transmission of meaning as the imaginative capacity sought by the characters can become 

abstract and sterile without recognition of both earlier meaning as well as current circumstances.  

 Meera’s attempts at creating meaning through adaptation of fragments of traditional 

knowledge to current circumstances while in a state of uncertainty illustrate the agency this 

process requires. Repeating the text’s focus on naming, Meera questions her mother, Antoinette, 

about her own name: “‘Why an Indian name?’” (156). Readers then learn that Antoinette “had 

promised herself to name her first daughter Meera” after visiting a rural village in Trinidad 

during her childhood and meeting a young girl named Meera, who sold handmade pottery. 

Antoinette’s conflicted relationship with her cultural inheritance gives rise to her attempt to 

invest her daughter’s name with significance. Meera, however, is more concerned with how her 

name announces, contains, and constrains her being within Canada. She asks Antoinette, “‘Do 

you think I could pass for Indian?’ … ‘People say I can pass for many things. Even, in winter, a 

southern Italian’” (157). Antoinette, dismissing the importance of outer appearance and valuing 

the supposed opportunities of Canada, advises her to “‘Always make sure to distinguish 

yourself.’” Antoinette’s valiant but misguided attempt to brace her daughter against the 

discriminatory realities of the world is not enough to save Meera from being shaped by the 

projections of others. Like Adele and Roger, the assumptions, fears, and desires of those around 

her shape her knowledge of herself. Teachers skew her vision of her future by derisively asking 

if she planned “to be a poet just like” the narrator’s brother and by suggesting that she was 

profiled by the school paper because of “‘political correctness’” (158, 162). Her peers attach her 

to the narrator’s family, asking “Are you sure you’re not related” (157). These verbal assaults 

eventually lead to physical invasion. She recounts that when she was twelve years old, she and 
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the narrator’s brother were encircled by malicious male peers who possessed “a floating notion 

of what a black boy and girl should be willing to do” (159). 

The most conspicuous instance of other individuals and institutions investing Meera’s 

body with unwanted meaning involves the various interpretations of her birthmark. The narrator 

reads it differently based on his own desires and emotions. At first, he describes it as a “puzzle 

against the light brown of her skin” (10). He subsequently describes it as “a bit like one of those 

symbols on a weather map” (34) and as a “comet, maybe. A flare of energy travelling down her 

neck” (54). When he is in petulant mood, he thinks of her as “an inscrutable bitch with a stupid 

smear of a birthmark” (82), but after a moment of intimacy, he labels it “a stormfront….A 

pressure cell. It’s a gale-force warning for all other parts of her body” (118). Antoinette also 

participates in this investment of meaning. She assumes that Meera’s birthmark is the cause of 

Meera’s unease, asking “‘It’s your birthmark, isn’t it, dear?’… ‘People tease you about it’” 

(161). She explains that “‘We’ll get it removed, Meera. You’ll have a fresh start when you 

finally go away.’” These characters project their fears and desires onto Meera’s body, investing 

her birthmark with arbitrary meaning.  

This is not to say that Soucouyant does not use marks on characters’ bodies to 

communicate meaning. For instance, various bruises are noted: the narrator’s “mysterious 

bruise” on his forehead on the day of Adele’s funeral (141), the “tell-tale bruise or mark” left on 

the skin of the soucouyant’s victim, and the indicatory bruises on the skin of an old woman that 

reveal who is the soucouyant that was beaten the night before (135). These somatic bruises 

resonate with many figurative bruises, markings, and stains in the novel. Given the narrator’s 

explanation that “Memory is a bruise still tender” (32), these bruises refer to a form of 

communication through absence rather than presence, which complements the circumlocutionary 



 

 

207 

 

logic of this text: “forget[ting] to forget” and “telling without really telling” (32, 66). 

Nevertheless, it is important to recognize the novel’s critique of the power structures that 

facilitate the projection of meaning onto the bodies of characters and that refuse to recognize the 

agency of these characters as they struggle to create their own meaning.  

A pertinent example is the way in which Antoinette is “profiled in a May 1974 issue of 

Maclean’s devoted to ‘immigrant success stories’” (155). The narrator explains that the “article 

didn’t truly delve into what a black woman like [Antoinette] might have had to 

endure….Certainly, the article didn’t mention any of the truths that Antoinette had decided to 

keep to herself” (156). The magazine insists on a limited, convenient view of Caribbean 

immigrants, and Antoinette, seeking to align herself with Canadian propriety, acquiesces. All the 

more reason then for readers to coax such withheld “truths” from these characters through 

attention to their collaborative creation of meaning.  

For instance, what is the significance of Adele’s neologism, “eyestache”—which she uses 

to describe eyebrows—and Meera’s repetition of it in the last line of the novel (92, 196)? In her 

article “Postnational Coming of Age in Contemporary Anglo-Canadian Fiction,” Allison Mackey 

argues that the “linguistic dominance of English in ostensibly multicultural (geographical or 

imaginative) spaces is belied by this second-generation affirmation of Adele’s alternative 

linguistic framework, unmasking the presumed neutrality of language and exposing it as a site of 

racialization and enculturation” (242). Here, Mackey unfairly stretches the use of one word into 

standing for an “alternative linguistic framework,” and she elides Bodhan’s repetition of the 

neologism (144). Bodhan, though a minor character, also participates in this instance of 

meaning-making. At Adele’s funeral, Bodhan’s mother, in “an accent [the narrator] can’t place, 

maybe Eastern European” explains that other children tease Bodhan, “call[ing] him names” 
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(139). This statement refers to an earlier scene in which Bodhan is “playing the captured in some 

game” but behaving “as though he is immune to the imagination of those around him” (111). His 

peers harass him, calling him “an Indian,” “artistic,” “the boogey man,” and “Booger man” 

(111). The children explain the label “artistic” as meaning that “‘he don’t feel nothing’” (111). 

The narrator also observes that Bodhan is “very white” and wonders if he is an albino, but he 

later clarifies that Bodhan is “not an albino after all, just unusually pale” (110, 112). Bodhan, 

then, is another body upon which othered fears and misunderstandings are projected, a boogey 

man who encapsulates the misreadings and uncertainties of those around him. At Adele’s 

funeral, Bodhan traces the narrator’s eyebrow, and in this rare instance of articulation, he says, 

“‘Eyestache’” (144). Rather than reading Adele’s use of this word as a form of representation of 

an elsewhere culture, readers can recognize Adele’s confused conflation of terms and the word’s 

origin in this form of uncertainty. The fact that this word then becomes a signifier for Meera and 

Bodhan—characters Adele is already bonded to in that they have all been made to hold, and to 

some extent internalize, the unknowings and uncertainties of those around them—evidence these 

characters’ capacity for, and receptivity to, alternative and improper epistemologies. 

These alternatives relate to the songs invoked in this text. After returning home, the 

narrator overhears Meera “singing and Mother joining in without hesitation or flaw” and 

wonders “how Mother can manage to carry any song at all in her condition” (10). Later in the 

novel, the narrator explains that Adele “often forgets the meaning of the most basic words” (41-

42). However, when he begins humming a Nina Simone song, Adele quickly joins in: 

 ‘My name is … Peaches!’ she cries loudly. This is the end of a song entitled 

‘Four Women’ in which the final and most ominously described woman announces her 

sweet name to a frightening orchestral crescendo. Mother still gets the joke. She laughs. 
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 ‘Your name isn’t really Peaches,’ I say a bit later.  

 ‘No, dear. It isn’t.’ 

 Sarcasm? Is she still capable of sarcasm? (42; original ellipsis) 

Simone’s 1966 song describes four black women while affording the singer the possibility of 

nuanced, forceful articulation of each woman’s subtleties. Chariandy’s deliberate invocation of 

this song emphasizes how the singer’s declamation brings cohesion without losing difference, 

reminding readers of the complexities of Adele, a character who defies being read as simply a 

helpless victim of “her condition” (10). Adele’s ability to recall this song confounds any 

assumption of her total helplessness, and her alignment with Peaches reminds readers of the 

creative strength of this character who is simultaneously startling and invigorating. The 

subsequent possibility of Adele’s deployment of sarcasm, a use of language that foregrounds 

situational context and strategic intonation and whose effects depend on active listening, 

reiterates this creative strength. Adele’s singing not only has a salutary effect on her own well-

being, but it also recalls the narrator from his slippage into a confined understanding of his 

mother.  

Similarly, following the narrator’s juxtaposition of the official and unofficial histories of 

the American occupation of Chaguaramas, four lines of Lord Invader’s calypso “Rum and Coca-

Cola” (1943) are shared: 

 Rum and Coca-Cola, 

 Go down Point Cumana, 

 Both mother and daughter, 

 Working for the Yankee Dollar. (179) 
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Adele unconsciously hums along to the narrator’s singing. When she asks the narrator what she 

was singing, he explains and she wonders how he knows “‘such a silly, silly song.’” In Calypso 

& Society in Pre-Independence Trinidad (1990), Gordon Rohlehr details the historical 

background of this song, calling it “undoubtedly the most famous calypso describing the impact 

of the American presence on Trinidad,” particularly “the increase in prostitution that resulted 

from the sudden presence of so many soldiers in the island” (360-361). The song relates how the 

presence of these American soldiers meant a growth in prostitution in certain areas of the 

country, leading to “sexual competition” among “different generations of prostitutes” and radical 

social changes, including “[m]others now willingly encourag[ing] their daughters to enter the 

lucrative skin trade” (361). Rohlehr notes that “[p]lain, descriptive, with a smooth blandness that 

concealed its hurt, Rum and Coca-Cola became a favourite with the very soldiers it criticized” 

(361).  

Aside from the social commentary of the song itself, the song’s copyright history 

supplements Soucouyant’s portrayal of Western exploitation of Caribbean physical and cultural 

labour. Rohlehr explains that Morey Amsterdam, an American visiting Trinidad in 1943, 

“copyrighted the song in his own name” upon his return to America, eventually leading to the 

American group, the Andrews Sisters, recording an unauthorized version of the song in 1944 that 

was stripped of social commentary and that became a huge commercial success.3 As with the 

reference to “Four Women,” this moment of intertextuality emphasizes the necessity of active 

interpretation of content and context while acknowledging the reality of deliberate 

misinterpretation. Reference to “Rum and Coca Cola” highlights the novel’s critique of official 

histories (and readings of them) that refuse to be informed by less recognized or improper 
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sources of cultural record, including sources that may be invested with defiant and contradictory 

forms of historical meaning.  

The importance of creating and transmitting meaning through media like music, song, 

and dance is particularly relevant to this novel given how characters struggle with various forms 

of illiteracy. The narrator’s brother is the most conspicuous example of an illiterate character, yet 

he is depicted as close to words. He wanted “to be a poet” (16), and the narrator fantasizes about 

finding a book written by his brother (127). He thinks he would “recognize an investment in 

naming the world properly and a wariness of those moments when language seems to spill and 

tumble dangerously” (127). As a child, the narrator’s brother gathers dissimilar texts, including a 

Gideon Bible, a book entitled Surviving Menopause, a Finnish cookbook, and an old book 

written in an unfamiliar script. The narrator asks, “And why not? Why shouldn’t a poet know a 

lot and draw from all languages and meanings?” (17). The narrator’s brother is also responsible 

for bringing Meera the eclectic assortment of books she reads throughout the novel.  

Furthermore, in the place of conventional chapter titles, each chapter of this novel begins 

with an aborted or failed attempt to spell the word soucouyant in the unsure script of the 

narrator’s brother. These attempts at re-inscription reiterate how this word haunts the characters, 

but they also demonstrate the signifier’s potential capacity for renewed meaning for the 

narrator’s brother, especially when contrasted with the inaccessible languages surrounding him. 

The words he seeks are not the same words his teachers use. They are not of the “language about 

race and wealth” that his peers use to abuse him (102). They are not of the “Fast food language” 

that he has to memorize for his job at the Happy Chicken restaurant (27). And if the words are in 

what his neighbourhood deems the “language of poverty” of his mother and father—“that 

shameful language”—he is unable to grasp them (155). As a result, while the narrator’s brother 
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once “always knew the right thing to say” (15), as he “came to be ‘known’ by teachers, 

neighbourhood watch volunteers, and police” (28), he gradually loses the agency to create 

meaning and is reduced to silence. 

Readers can easily assume that the narrator’s brother is simple in language, thoughts, and 

identity. We are not privy to the depth of his interiority, only his haunting silence. We witness 

either his paralysis or his faltering, incompetent actions. Yet, Meera explains to the narrator that 

he was “‘trying his best in circumstances that neither of us had chosen. All things considered, he 

really could be someone to look up to’” (169). What are readers to make of this character and the 

integrity he seems to inspire when all they have to work with are the perspectives of others and 

his incomprehensible scribbles? In suggesting a refusal of Mackey’s convenient suggestion that 

the brother has a “learning disability” (245), I do not romanticize his enervating condition. 

Rather, I emphasize that easy disposal of this character seems representative of his treatment by 

oppressive forces within the novel that use his body and labour to fulfill their desires. In 

“Tradition and the West Indian Novel” (1964), Harris characterizes the Caribbean and the 

Americas as a place “where the life of situation and person has an inarticulacy one must 

genuinely suffer with and experience if one is to acquire the capacity for a new relationship and 

understanding” (147). Given the hopeful effects of the presence of the narrator’s brother and his 

undetermined future, this character represents the inarticulacy and suffering that Harris mentions 

without necessarily succumbing to a defined destiny of hopelessness. 

The narrator’s brother’s scribbles resonate with Meera’s attempts to make meaning 

through her sculptures. Her creations mimic what Antoinette had witnessed when she visited 

“clay pits” in Trinidad as a child, where “red earth was dug up and then kneaded by foot” (156). 

However, Meera works without “the skill and judgment passed on through word and mouth 
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alone. Peasant knowledge that had endured the trip, generations ago, across the Black Water 

from India” (156). She is inspired by this tradition but is also aware that “‘[c]lay is alive,’” 

possessing a “subtle life, specific to each place’” (96). Her incomplete, novel attempts to blend 

the knowledge derived from an “elsewhere past” with the landscape of her present surroundings 

represent her need to determine meaning on her own terms. In his essay “The Music of Living 

Landscapes,” Harris notes that “the landscape, for me, is like an open book, and the alphabet 

with which one worked was all around me. But it takes some time to really grasp what this 

alphabet is, and what the book of the living landscape is” (40). Meera works with the landscape 

of Scarborough to try to find an alphabet to articulate her own identity. While this is an 

unpredictable work in progress, it successfully shuns both blind faith in tradition and wilful 

cultural amnesia. She demonstrates an imaginative capacity in which tradition is, as Walcott puts 

it in “The Muse of History,” “alert, alive, [and] simultaneous” (42). Meera’s crude sculptures are 

noteworthy because they illustrate how her disposition—in the Bourdieusian sense—accords 

with what Walcott identifies as particularly valuable in the work of New World poets like Jorge 

Luis Borges: “not the jaded cynicism which sees nothing new under the sun” but “an elation 

which sees everything as renewed” (“Muse” 38).  

Like Meera, the narrator also struggles to combine elsewhere tradition with the specifics 

of his Scarborough location. He explains that he “might never have even learned to read were it 

not for the inspiration offered by my brother the poet. But also Miss Cameron” (102). Miss 

Cameron is a local librarian with “a passion for local history, something that she desperately 

hoped to pass on to others” (105). She helps the narrator discover the history of the house his 

family lives in as well as the history of Scarborough, Toronto, and Trinidad. In each case, she 

highlights the value of “interesting old things lurking about” (104). The narrator explains that 
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“she offered [him] meanings when they were lacking, though sometimes these meanings became 

riddles unto themselves” (136). The narrator therefore has to invoke his own imagination and 

agency in forming meaning. 

Miss Cameron points the narrator to a book of poetry called Our Place, Our Heart, an 

anonymously edited collection of local poems and songs, including a poem entitled “The 

Scarborough Settler’s Lament.”4 This text survives because of the knowledge and care of Miss 

Cameron, and when she dies, she passes on this book to the narrator, inscribing the words “‘To a 

trusted custodian’” (107). In “The Scarborough Settler’s Lament,” the speaker reminisces about 

the “auld country” while lamenting that Canada is not his (105). Miss Cameron asserts that she 

showed the narrator the poem because, like the narrator, the speaker of the poem “‘saw himself 

as a stranger here. He longed deeply for his homeland’” (105). However, this is not what the 

narrator enjoys in the poem. Instead, he explains that he “‘like[s] the weirdness of the words. 

Purlin’ burn craggy linn’” (105). Miss Cameron misinterprets the narrator’s feelings toward 

Canada and Trinidad, but she nevertheless introduces him to a language simultaneously 

unfamiliar and compelling. Much like the words of his parents, these words offer an incomplete 

tradition with which he can engage with his Canadian context. Rather than being alienating and 

constraining, they are emboldening because of the possibility of creating meaning by drawing 

from multiple traditions.  

In an imagined encounter with his brother, the narrator explains that he understands “the 

need for poetry because language can never be trusted and what the world doesn’t need is 

another long story and all the real stories have become untellable anyway” (129). Given that the 

potential of poetry lies, in part, in its capacity to hold multiple, simultaneous, competing 

meanings, Soucouyant critiques the enforcement or expectation of known and proper meanings 
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in favour of shifting, improper meanings that are imagined within a state of uncertainty. 

Moreover, as with poetry, arriving at these meanings is an arduous process that necessitates 

close, not closed, relationship with content and context. Soucouyant, in contemplating such 

relationships, invites its readers and critics to attend to it in ways that renew rather than repeat 

meanings and exceed rather than evoke established conditions. 
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(ii) Generational Relationships and Propriety in More  

Finding the capacity to resist enforced external definitions in order to find the space to 

begin to develop one’s own meaning has been and continues to be a focus of Clarke’s. For 

example, in his 1992 pamphlet Public Enemies: Police Violence and Black Youth, Clarke cites 

“improvisation” as the reason for his survival in Canada as a black man (9). “Were it not so,” he 

says, “either through the efficacy of slavery, or through the lack of creative response to the 

insurmountable circumstances and conditions of my existence in history, I would have been 

wiped out” (9). This pamphlet responds to the demonstrations in Toronto on May 4th 1992 that 

followed the acquittal of two Canadian police officers who killed a black teenager, Michael 

Wade Lawson, as well as the acquittal of the American police officers who assaulted Rodney 

King. Clarke identifies a generational distinction among black Canadians in that the older 

generation, of which he is part, “understand improvisation,” referring to “that ethic ingrained into 

us; that antenna that cautions; that ‘spirit’ that warns; that emotionalism which, to us, is as 

important as, and equal to, intellectualism: the ethic that permits us passage through any 

minefield of racism” (8). Clarke is in effect speaking to the habitus of his generation and implies 

that the ethic of improvisation functions as a system of dispositions that allows for survival of the 

pressures and brutalities of racism in Canada. He highlights how improvisation enables self-

definition as he believes that if the ways in which the people of his generation were defined by 

others “became the definition of themselves by themselves, they would all be dead: by suicide or 

broken hearts” (8). These imposed definitions, even when not overtly aimed at denying or 

monopolizing one’s humanity, can only offer partial understanding of oneself as they cannot 

replace the enabling and sustaining powers of striving for self-examination, self-expression, and 
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self-definition. According to Clarke, the younger generation, many of whom were born in 

Canada and “therefore have a constitutional right more sacred than the moral accommodation 

that bound the ‘immigrant,’” displays “a new bone-bred anger” (3, 9). Clarke readily admits that 

their “anger is justified,” but he positions the “ethic of improvisation, that patience of their 

forefathers,” as also necessary (9).  

In continuing my discussion of how Caribbean immigrants and their children resist and 

disrupt enforced propriety, I read More as furthering Clarke’s exploration of generational 

dispositions. In Bourdieu’s terms, Clarke portrays generational conflicts as not the result of “age-

classes separated by natural properties” but by habituses “which have been produced by different 

modes of generation, that is, by conditions of existence which, in imposing different definitions 

of the impossible, the possible, and the probable, cause one group to experience as natural or 

reasonable practices or aspirations which another group finds unthinkable” (Outline 78). More, 

in depicting the violent imposition of predetermined meaning on Caribbean immigrants in 

Canada and their children, seeks the “good sense” in the dispositions of each generation. Given 

the palpable strain and emphasized need for generational relationships in the context depicted, 

More prioritizes the renascent effect of religiously informed, reinvigorating forms of love that 

reject bitterness and avoid paralysis in the face of overwhelming, prolonged suffering.  

More features Idora Morrison, a Barbadian immigrant who has lived in Canada for thirty 

years. The novel spans four days, during which time Idora secludes herself in her basement 

apartment near Moss Park, eventually leaving on Sunday to deliver a sermon at church and 

returning home to discover that her son, Barrington James or BJ, has been murdered. In many 

ways, this novel serves as a continuation of Clarke’s concern with the fate of Caribbean 

domestics in Canada. Like Adele in Soucouyant, Idora came to Canada “as an indentured 
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servant, a ‘domestic’ as she was known to the Governments of her Island and of Canada” (3). 

While the domestic scheme sought to contain her within this defined form of exploitable labour, 

she knew herself to be a “bright young black woman” and hoped to eventually “go to university 

and make a life for herself” (65). As years passed, however, Idora never escaped working-class 

jobs. She now holds the title of Assistant Manager at the kitchen of Trinity College, and while 

she registered for night school at George Brown Community College, she only attends one class 

because she is “too damn tired” after her job (19-20). The limited possibilities open to her are 

inherently connected to the manner in which her present and previous jobs sap her physical, 

mental, and emotional energies. Idora’s situation recalls the submissive postures into which 

Bernice and Dots are bent by social, economic, and political forces in Clarke’s Toronto trilogy. 

Though she is no longer a domestic and she now has her own apartment, Idora 

periodically recalls the overt racism of her first few years in Canada, leaving the house she 

worked at only one day of the week and having to avoid “‘those places we were not welcomed’” 

(57). She explains that getting “‘to know which stores served black people and who didn’t’” is 

“‘the first thing you learned as a coloured person in Toronto’” (58). This demand placed on Idora 

reveals how racism in Canada not only implies geographic boundaries that constrict and define 

Idora’s experience, but it also requires Idora’s devotion of her limited time and energy to 

learning this racist cartography for fear of being hurt, humiliated, and having her sense of worth 

questioned.  

The effects of such demands are apparent in her susceptibility to the internalization of the 

denial of her value, agency, and relation to the world. Alone in the subway, for instance, she 

thinks to herself,  
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‘This feeling of being in the minority…of inferiority…not that I am inferior…this feeling 

of segregation runs through my mind, each time I travel on public transportation. And I 

should know better, an educated woman like me. But it…this thing…takes away your 

better judgment, and makes you believe you’re what they paint you and define you to be.’ 

(69) 

In Blackening Canada (2015), Paul Barrett offers insight into Idora’s reference to “being in the 

minority.” 5 Barrett rightly argues that the application of labels like “visible minority” or “Negro-

Canadian” to Idora “condemns her blackness as being forever incompatible with Canadianness 

while strengthening her desire to belong on her own terms” (8). The ellipses and mid-sentence 

qualifications in Idora’s above statement reflect the fact that Idora is struggling against but is 

overwhelmed by the unrelenting denial of her self-definition in favour of imposed meaning. Her 

reference to “they” implicates the white people in the subway and the larger white majority in 

Canada but also calls attention to the social, economic, and political forces that govern the sense 

of order—“this feeling of segregation” actualized in the subway—that positions her as different 

and inferior.  

In Distinction, Bourdieu more precisely describes the operation of these forces. In 

scrutinizing the logic and efficacy of conformity, he analyzes how normative standards of 

behaviour ensure “the conservation of the social order”: 

Dominated social agents, who assess the value of their position and their characteristics 

by applying a system of schemes of perception and appreciation which is the embodiment 

of the objective laws whereby their value is objectively constituted, tend to attribute to 

themselves what the distribution attributes to them, refusing what they are refused 

(‘That’s not for the likes of us’), adjusting their expectations to their chances, defining 
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themselves as the established order defines them, reproducing in their verdict on 

themselves the verdict the economy pronounces on them. (471) 

Bourdieu’s analysis reveals how and why Idora is susceptible to internalizing a rationalization of 

her subordinate position in the social order. It also implies the importance and the difficulty of 

disrupting what is established as proper for dominated social agents since proprieties appear as 

incontrovertible but often ensure the replication of their disenfranchised position. Just as 

dominated social agents may unconsciously reproduce the conditions of their domination, 

legitimized enforcers of this hierarchy internalize prejudices that rationalize their reinforcement 

of proprieties. More, like Public Enemies, is fundamentally concerned with these dynamics: the 

forces that impose subordinating definitions onto dominated social agents, the ways in which 

these definitions are internalized and the malignant effects, and the conditions necessary for 

repudiation of harmful projections in favour of the renewal of meaning necessary for self-

definition. 

In Idora’s case, supportive relationships or the lack thereof are an important factor in the 

determination of her capacity to fend off imposed meaning. Having been abandoned by her 

husband, Bertram, with her son infrequently home, and with very few friends, Idora is isolated. 

She contemplates her helplessness one night, thinking that there is “not a living soul on this 

street that she could call, at this hour of the night, if she was in an emergency, and ask for help” 

(17). She keenly feels her vulnerability in these four days of the novel as “sadness descends upon 

her spirit” and she “feels lonely” (16). Nevertheless, there are a few relationships Idora has 

forged in her time in Canada that have nourished her resilience and prompted moments of 

pleasure. For example, her relationship with her coworker Missis Proposki features their 

discovery and donning of “an academic hood and gown” forgotten in the dining room where they 
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work (18-20). Their performance of dressing like a professor, looking “[l]ike one of them,’” 

before bonding over their unsuccessful attempts to go to night school facilitates simultaneous 

enjoyment of this improper act of interrupting the strict binary of us/them as well as recognition 

of how their socioeconomic position confounds their pursuit of self-betterment.  

Similarly, Idora shares what the narrator describes as a “happy, relaxed friendship” with 

Josephine, a white Canadian graduate student (120). Their relationship allows Idora to discover 

possible routes of empowerment. For instance, they journey to New York together, enabling 

Idora’s delight in “an adventure” and the “opening up of a new world” (131). Though it is 

complicated by her aborted search for Bertram who is supposedly in Brooklyn as well as her 

troubling conversation with Josephine regarding her ex-husband’s racism, this trip broadens 

Idora’s experience of North America while also foregrounding her physical and mental 

vulnerabilities. This adventure matches the aforementioned trip taken by Adele and Mrs 

Christopher in Soucouyant as they have a “reckless adventure” before they were landed 

immigrants that involved driving across a stretch of Canada and eventually finding themselves at 

a customs checkpoint “in a car that wasn’t theirs, without driver’s licenses or proper 

identification” (88-91). In both novels, these relationships between women afford the satisfaction 

and pleasure of liberating acts that temporarily defy the social forces that seek to ensure 

conformity.  

Idora also relies on fantasies and her imagination to cope with being without much power 

in a social system that does not value her. On her first day of seclusion, for example, she 

“transform[s]” her apartment into “a catwalk with men and women, artists and designers, 

crowded on both sides of her” (31). This transformation conceivably counteracts the fact that she 

typically feels “vulnerable” and “exposed” in her basement apartment as she knows that “a man 
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[on the sidewalk] could spit and it would land on one of her front windows” (53). Instead of 

inhabiting a marginal and subordinate space, she positions herself as the centre of attention in her 

fantasy with the capacity to embody Canadianness as she imagines herself to be “‘The Canadian 

Naomi Campbell’” (31). Similarly, the narrator explains that Idora has the habit of 

“populating…her basement apartment with invisible, but talkative, people,” but she begins to 

worry that “this schizophrenic act is a new, more dangerous psychological matter” that means 

she is “mad, stark crazy” (27). Her fantasies therefore involve tension between ameliorative 

envisioning of alternative possibilities and injurious detachment from reality.  

This tension is evident as she walks through downtown Toronto, looking into shop 

windows, and in “her mind, like the striking of a wand, she had turned the mannequins into real 

people” (88). As they walk together, she became “sure, from talking with these mannequins, that 

it was not her imagination that was making her happy,” even confiding to one mannequin “‘I am 

a free woman!’” (88). Readers are left to wonder on what are her freedom and happiness based. 

Do her fantasies offer temporary release or are they delusions that distract from the possibility of 

confronting reality? This question can be further explored through her relationship with her son. 

She often imagines or “pretends” that he is in his room though she “knows he is not,” and she 

must therefore wrestle with the “sadness of self-deception” (33).  

Before discussing BJ’s role in Idora’s life, however, a consideration of Idora’s husband, 

is necessary. Bertram bears some resemblance to Boysie (whose full name is also Bertram) from 

the Toronto trilogy. Idora brought Bertram to Canada “to soothe her loneliness” just as Dots 

brought Boysie to end her “‘twelve months o’ loneliness’” (More 66, Meeting Point 123). Both 

Bertram and Boysie are financially supported by their wives for an extended period of time, and 

both characters eventually flee to the United States because of their disillusionment with Canada 
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and their domestic situation. An important difference is that Bertram in More never achieves 

financial success and in fact takes all of Idora’s money before abandoning her. Idora “never 

recovered” from this act, but she is otherwise relieved by Bertram’s departure (63). Though she 

misses him at times, he is a burden she is glad she no longer bears. The dissolution of some 

relationships in Clarke’s novels are in this sense as important as their formation.  

The novel’s presentation of Bertram foregrounds his gambling and the ironies of this 

habit. Bertram feels an “unquenchable thirst for racehorses” because betting promises him 

wealth, but since he almost always loses, he inevitably becomes even less financially secure and 

the desire to win—and therefore to bet—is heightened (158). As with Henry’s gambling in the 

Toronto trilogy, Bertram becomes a gambler partly in response to the limited options he has in 

Canada as a black man from Barbados. As the narrator explains, Bertram was an apprentice 

mechanic in Barbados, where he is discriminated against because, according to Idora’s mother, 

“‘He’s a touch too black!’” (65). In Canada, discrimination continues as he is deemed unskilled, 

and despite searching for work “with a comb of fine-toothed diligence and determination,” all 

the jobs “he ever had in Toronto were casual, unskilled, part-time jobs” (67, 23). Bertram’s 

gambling is partially a manifestation of his desperate search for some way to enrich himself.  

The compulsive nature of his gambling habit is evident in his attitude toward his family’s 

overdue bills: “‘I am not so careless or thoughtless not to know the realities of my financial 

obligations but suppose, as I say to myself, suppose I get lucky’” (158). He, in fact, demonstrates 

much care and thought when it comes to his bets but his perspective is warped. When he 

enthusiastically gives Idora coupons that offer the chance to win a free bed at the start of the 

novel, he demonstrates “the same excitement as if he was placing a bet on a horse” because of 

the opportunity “‘To win!’” (23). The exhilaration of perceiving himself as close to winning or 
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gaining anything in a context defined by loss and lack motivates his overinvestment in luck and 

de-emphasis of risk. The irony of this habit is underscored by the behavior of Bertram and his 

friend, Paul, at the racetrack. Bertram “dressed like a racing steward, or a horse owner” because 

“it was, after all, the Sport of Kings,” and he is intent on proving “his equine expertise” (85, 

159). Paul declares himself “‘the West Indian expert on horse racing’” and repeats the phrase 

“‘Cayn lose!’” or can’t lose (85). Yet Bertram, like Paul, “‘spends all his time, losing every 

penny’” (86). The contrast between their reality and fantasy is clear. These men desperately 

perform their delusions of being kings and experts all the while confirming their deprived, 

disempowered state.6  

In the case of More, Clarke’s modelling of this approach is valuable given BJ’s 

disadvantaged position in a social system that offers him limited opportunities yet readies social 

agents to denounce his choices and criminalize his behaviour. BJ is a seemingly inaccessible 

character, much like the older brother in Soucouyant, in that he utters few words, and readers 

mostly learn about him through Idora’s recollections as well as her present concern for him. 

Though readers do not hear BJ’s perspective, they have the opportunity to struggle to understand 

his complexity and that of his circumstances. Janice Kennedy, in her review of the novel, 

demonstrated how easy it is to prejudge BJ as she identified him as one of those “young men in 

their baggy pants and do-rags and ungainly running shoes—these guys you’d cross the street to 

avoid because they’re so darned threatening” and positioned More as concerned with “why they 

are what they are” (n. pag.). The menace she perceived and her myopic perception of BJ rely on 

race-based stereotypes. She projected predetermined meaning onto these bodies, and she made 

no attempt to discover the particularities of BJ’s character. Her reading is symptomatic of a 
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broader attitude toward young black men in Canada and elsewhere—an attitude that More 

actively seeks to disrupt.  

Paul Gilroy’s article “The Myth of Black Criminality” (1982) aids contemplation of how 

images like the one Kennedy evokes are tied to racist public policy and police behaviour. Gilroy, 

considering the British context, explains that “images of crime and law-breaking” have “a special 

ideological importance” (47). He asserts that the “potent imagery of youthful black criminals 

stalking derelict inner-city streets where the law-abiding are afraid to walk after sunset has been 

fundamental to the popularisation of increasingly repressive criminal justice and welfare state 

policies” (47). Idora reflects on the dissemination of such images by Canadian media as she 

laments that the “‘only people like myself, black people like me, who I see on television are 

young men, boys BJ’s age, whose views, and character and attitudes the newspapers write about, 

are in terms of violence’” (161). She disapproves of this static, decontextualized portrayal of 

black people, especially teenagers like BJ, because it distorts reality, affecting how he sees 

himself, her relationship with him, and how representatives of power like policymakers, 

politicians, and police officers see him.  

In connecting such portrayal to police behaviour, the novel repeatedly foregrounds 

instances of police brutality motivated by conscious and unconscious forms of prejudice. The 

most prominent example is Idora’s habitual recollection of Albert Johnson, a black Jamaican 

immigrant in Toronto murdered by the police in his home in 1979. In Blackening Canada, 

Barrett, analyzing the figure of Johnson in More and Dionne Brand’s thirsty, persuasively argues 

that “Writing Johnson’s body through figures of absence enables Brand and Clarke to resist the 

depiction of Johnson as a ‘known socially deviant black body,’ revealing, instead, how that 

deviance and that ‘knowing’ is produced” (21).7 In much the same way, More also foregrounds 
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Idora’s memory of “another Jamaican, who the police shot one afternoon as he was walking 

down the middle of Bathurst Street” (96) and a black man killed by police because they assumed 

he stole the car that he was driving but in fact owned (255). In uncovering why these bodies are 

perceived as threatening social order, More seeks to disrupt indifference to the injustice their 

deaths exemplify.  

The portrayal of black men in the media and the behaviour of the police force toward the 

black community inform each other, just as they inform Idora’s attitude to police officers. For 

instance, walking along a street and seeing a policeman, she is overcome by the desire to kill him 

in order to enact “‘revenge for all the things…the beatings and the killings and the singling out in 

profiles’” (102). In the same way, these factors also shape how Idora sees black men and herself. 

She “becomes ashamed to be a black woman” when a newspaper headline asks, “WHERE ARE 

THE MEN?” (40), furthering the media’s portrayal of black fathers as absent and irresponsible. 

Idora is also rendered anxious and frightened because “the media says” that “these missing black 

men” are “killers of other black men; that they are gangsters; that they call their own women 

‘hos’; that they are violent; that they sell and use drugs” (40-41). Similarly, Missis Proposki 

routinely warns Idora about “‘these rapists and molestors’” wandering the city (14). As a result, 

Idora becomes so scared of being attacked by “a murderer, or a rapist, or a crook, or a man” that 

she “imagine[s] that every man on the street is one o’them’” (107).  

Such extreme dread is manufactured and presumably informs her apprehension of her son 

as dangerous. It is evident that Idora struggles with her perception of her son throughout the 

novel as she seeks to negotiate her lived experience, popular representations of black people, and 

her relationships with the people around her. This struggle manifests in her dream at the start of 

the novel in which a line of captured black soldiers march through a field “bent in fear and in 
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fatigue” (22-24). They are bound with rope, and their right hands are cut off. In this “tableau of 

frightened black bodies” she perceives her husband at the front of the line and BJ at the end. This 

dream offers insight into Idora’s worry that her son’s fate is inextricably tied to her husband’s 

and that they are condemned to exist within historically defined systems of violence that target 

black men and boys. She is anxious that they (like her) are susceptible to immutable, maimed 

conceptions of themselves in face of a larger, unperceived authority that locks them into this 

perspective.  

Idora’s worries are in fact a crucial dimension of the novel because most of More 

presents Idora alone in her apartment, worrying about her son. She “feels surrounded by her 

worries, quarried like an animal being hunted down,” and “[h]er biggest worry is her son” (23, 

29). The role of her worries cannot be minimized as they actively prey on her as she struggles in 

a weakened state in her apartment cut off from the relationships that offer her some semblance of 

comfort. Her worries for her son are connected to her fear that he is involved in criminal activity 

and her steadfast belief that he will inevitably be killed because “‘the black boys, are always the 

targets of the blasted system’” and “‘when that isn’t the case, our black sons are killing-off one 

another’” (219). Her worries are therefore informed by her experience of a racially biased social 

system, the reality that they live in an impoverished area where disenfranchised young people 

often engage in criminal activity, and her physical and emotional distance from her son whose 

perspective seems inaccessible to her.  

These factors strain their relationship. She is “disgusted” with him at times (23). She even 

declares to herself, “‘sometimes I feel I could kill you!’” (25). She “wishes she had the nerve and 

the hardness of heart to throw him out of her apartment” (29). She confesses “‘by-God, 

sometimes I wish he was dead,’” but “immediately she begged God’s forgiveness for having 
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these thoughts about her son” (29). She wrestles with contradictory insecurities, desires, and 

feelings of love. Barrett, while arguing that the “thematics of crossing pervade [Clarke’s] work” 

(67), repeatedly cites Idora’s “complicity in viewing black males bodies as criminal” (76). This 

reading risks obscuring the symbolic domination that generates Idora’s predisposition to seeing 

her son in certain ways. To ignore the symbolic domination involved is to miss the novel’s 

emphasis on Idora’s inner turmoil as she slowly slips into but also desperately resists viewing her 

son in the manner in which he has been defined by a society that does not value him. Barrett 

oversimplifies the violence experienced by different characters in claiming that “One of the 

limitations of Clarke’s texts is the attention he pays to the vulnerability of black male bodies at 

the expense of the vulnerability of black women’s bodies” (211 n.7). He asserts, “Idora imagines 

herself as trapped by the forces of class, spatial configurations of race, and structural racism, but 

she worries that her son will be the victim of a far more explicit and corporeal form of violence 

by the police or other black men” (211 n.7). While Barrett attempts the important work of 

exploring the gendered nature of domination by distinguishing between the violence enacted 

against Idora and against BJ, readers should not miss More’s insistence that these examples of 

violence and suffering all arise out of the same social structures and are co-constitutive. The 

violence inflicted upon Idora functions as part of the violence perpetrated on her son: what is 

inflicted upon her son simultaneously acts to socialize Idora to concede to a particular social 

order. Rather than reiterating the distance between Idora and BJ by distinguishing between types 

of violence, I highlight the novel’s demonstration that such distance is only perceptible because 

of the symbolic domination of mother and son.  

The novel seems intent on discouraging readings that overemphasize dominated social 

actors as having uninterrupted agency through its deployment of ambiguity. Bertram, for 
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example, is referred to as “that man” throughout most of the novel. This preference is explicitly 

tied to the fact that Idora “has put her husband completely out of her life” and he has therefore 

“become ‘that man’” (29). At the same time, however, it fits into a larger pattern of ambiguity. 

Idora’s former home is often referred to as “the Island,” and readers are only informed that it is 

more specifically Barbados twenty pages into the novel. Again, this choice reflects Idora’s 

attitude toward Barbados, but the protagonist is also not named until nineteen pages into the 

novel. This strategy of withholding specific details seems meaningful given that the form of the 

novel also involves ambiguity. While Idora’s life is frequently filtered through a third-person 

narrator, large chunks of the novel appear as Idora’s conversation with someone who remains 

unidentified. She could be speaking to herself, but she also punctuates her telling with apologies 

such as “‘I am sorry to be running ahead of the story’” (64). She could be speaking to the people 

she imagines in her apartment or the dolls on her bed since readers are told that “any time, she 

can talk with [the dolls], and give them her side of the story’” (64). Alternatively, given the 

aside, “‘As a woman yourself, you would know what I mean’” (111), readers may surmise that 

she is speaking to her friend, Josephine. Nevertheless, the overall impression remains one of 

ambiguity. One cannot be sure whom Idora is addressing when she asks, “‘You think you can 

understand what I mean? You think you have the understanding to see what I’m saying? I won’t 

blame you if you don’t’” (164).  

The most conspicuous iteration of ambiguity is the fact that readers do not learn who kills 

BJ at the end of the novel. It could be police officers or the young men Idora encounters in the 

subway as both groups are depicted as plotting their next acts of violence. He could have also 

been an innocent victim of random violence. This strategic ambiguity that involves the 

downplaying of details like proper nouns and specific names as well as the denial of final 
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answers encourages readers to focus on larger social systems and historicized forms of violence 

at work rather than simply upon individual social agents. It suggests not the jettisoning of 

specifics but emphasis on the need for looking at specifics within a larger context.  

An appreciation of this larger context can be supplemented through reference to a 

personal essay in Toronto Life by Desmond Cole entitled “The Skin I’m In” (2015). Cole offers 

further explanation of how young black men are perceived in Canada and how that perception in 

turn affects how they see themselves. Cole reflects on the discrimination he faces, particularly at 

the hands of the police, in Canadian cities, including Oshawa, Kingston, and Toronto. Offering a 

counter-perspective to Kennedy’s stereotype, he states, “In Kingston, I was used to women 

crossing the street when they saw me approaching, but until I moved to Toronto, I’d never seen 

them run” (n. pag.). He specifically cites the Toronto Police Service’s reliance on carding, which 

Cole explains as “a controversial practice that disproportionately targets young black men and 

documents our activities across the city.” This policy allows police officers to stop people on the 

street, demand identification, question them, and record personal information. Cole explains that 

the “police have never provided any evidence to show how carding reduces or solves crime,” and 

they have also “failed to justify carding’s excessive focus on black men.” Cole reflects on how 

this type of discriminatory treatment affects his view of himself: “After years of being stopped 

by police, I’ve started to internalize their scrutiny. I’ve doubted myself, wondered if I’ve actually 

done something to provoke them.” Cole’s statement reiterates the relevance of More’s 

exploration of how the imposition of meaning onto the bodies of black men and boys can affect 

the way in which they see themselves.  

While readers are not privy to the precise ways in which BJ may “internalize their 

scrutiny,” they are aware of the ways in which Idora tries to police BJ’s behaviour in order to 
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guide him into behaviour she thinks of as more acceptable and promising. She disapproves of the 

way he walks, his practice of wearing his pants “below his backside,” and his way of “[l]ooking 

so aggressive in this rap-culture fashion” (25). Instead, she prefers to imagine him as one of the 

students at Trinity College where she works “‘taking dinner as a gentleman’” (6). She “drew her 

son’s face onto” the faces of different students at the college, hoping that BJ “would wear a 

proper uniform to his school” and that he would become one of the “‘nice-talking young men’” 

she idolizes who “‘walk erect and nice, and talk nice’” (24). Her distinction between what is nice 

and proper as opposed to aggressive reveals her internalization of social judgments legitimated 

by the dominant majority and predicated on class and race. Though her attitude is informed by 

multiple factors, her display of respectability politics is clearly connected to the question, “‘what 

kind o’ image are we reflecting back to the white people?’” (52). Extending her fantasy of what 

BJ should be, Idora creates “a statue of a little boy” as “her replica of BJ” and as an “image of 

the role model BJ should follow” (35). While this creation gives her “short bursts of joy,” 

“sometimes she cannot see, and does not wish to see, any difference between the doll-baby and 

her son” (35). Her accordance to social proprieties seems to involve, if not require, distance from 

or dismissal of the perspective of her son and his lived experience. This distance makes it more 

difficult for her to apprehend his reality and easier to become convinced of the external 

definitions imposed upon him. 

BJ contends with these imposed definitions from birth. He is labelled and categorized as 

“A black Canadian baby,” “An African Canadian,” and as “‘a nice little Barbadian Canadian’” 

(66). Just as the protagonist of Soucouyant, his brother, and Meera need to struggle against 

imposed definitions in order to discover their capacity for self-definition, so too More implies 

that BJ is engaged in determining how and where he belongs. BJ’s identity is complicated by the 
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fact that at five years old, he was sent to Barbados to be raised by his grandmother, returning 

when he was sixteen years old after his grandmother died (67). Readers do not hear much from 

him directly, but they glimpse BJ’s personality through his bedroom—a room with black 

wallpaper and windows drawn onto it. This setting offers insight into his outlook as one that 

desires more than his bleak circumstances provide. To Idora, however, given her susceptibility to 

seeing her son as aggressive, the room looks “like a cave in which she expects a monster to 

emerge with a club in his hand, raised to drive the studs into her head” (36).  

BJ also keeps framed photos of John Coltrane, Marcus Garvey, Eldridge Cleaver, and 

Malcolm X in his room, suggesting his exploration of African-American and Pan-African 

traditions of resistance and his leaning toward the male figures in those traditions. He has also 

recently converted to Islam and changed his name to Rashan Rashanan. Idora condemns his 

conversion, especially because of “‘all the turmoil in the world, and with everybody hating 

Muslims,’” thinking that he is behaving as “‘if he is from India. Or born in Iran. Or Iraq. Or if he 

come from Afghanistan’” (64). Again, Idora’s perception of BJ and his behaviour depends on her 

fears and socialized prejudice. Her association of Islam with particular countries and as affecting 

the way people will treat him serves to reiterate the dynamics of prejudice as involving fearful 

people unjustifiably projecting their anxieties onto othered bodies.  

The projection of criminality onto BJ’s body reflects those dynamics. Readers learn that 

as an eight-year-old, BJ spent five hours in a jail cell for the theft of a bicycle.8 He was innocent, 

but the crime was “not alleged, but proven through profiling” (70). The motivation for and 

harmful effects of such treatment by state-sanctioned authorities can be elucidated through 

reference to James Baldwin’s The Fire Next Time (1963), a text that Clarke invokes in Public 

Enemies as he shares Baldwin’s concern with the “immorality of silence” (15). In “My Dungeon 
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Shook: Letter to My Nephew,” Baldwin reveals to his nephew how racism functions in the 

United States. Though he identifies the uniqueness of the United States context, some of his 

revelations map onto BJ’s Canadian circumstances. Relating More to Baldwin’s ideas reiterates 

the usefulness of appealing to transnational influences when attending to Caribbean diasporic 

texts as seen in the previous section with my reference to Walcott and Harris in reading 

Soucouyant.   

In More, the armed police officers attend to “this ghetto delinquency” of a stolen bicycle 

“armed with revolvers drawn” (72). Their unambiguous attitude to this stigmatized geographical 

space and the people within it come across in the words directed at BJ: “‘you little nigger,’” 

“‘you little bastard,’” and “‘you piece of shit’” (72). The police officers’ abuse of BJ illustrates 

how his position resembles that of Baldwin’s nephew for as Baldwin warns, “You were born into 

a society which spelled out with brutal clarity, and in as many ways as possible, that you were a 

worthless human being” (21). Not only do police officers assume BJ’s guilt simply because he is 

black, but they are also intent on forcing a definition of worthlessness upon him, showing this 

child that he is hated for the very fact of who he is. BJ’s protestations of innocence do not matter 

because, as he is told in school, he does “not even speak English like white Canadians spoke 

English” (72). He is confined to a police cruiser and then a jail cell. Though the theft is later 

resolved and BJ is freed, he is left to “panic at his isolation” for five hours “with thoughts he 

could not understand entering his head” (70). He is prejudged and abused despite his innocence, 

and the resulting dissonance pressures him into seeing himself as different from and subordinate 

to people who are not treated in this manner. Two years later, two policemen treat him in much 

the same manner, verbally abusing him and unjustifiably confining him to a cell without 
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charging him (73). The intimidation he consistently faces teaches him that he is unsafe, subject 

to arbitrary acts of bigotry, and without alternative authorities to plea.  

Baldwin persistently counsels his nephew against the danger of internalizing imposed 

definitions of oneself. He tells his nephew that his grandfather “was defeated long before he died 

because, at the bottom of his heart, he really believed what white people said about him” (18). 

He reiterates, “You can only be destroyed by believing that you really are what the white world 

calls a nigger” (18). In BJ’s case, given the routinized abuse he faces at the hands of the police 

and the fact that he is helpless against this treatment, how is he to resist believing what white 

people say about him? Baldwin makes a point of ending his letter to his nephew by asserting that 

“in the teeth of the most terrifying odds” generations of their family “achieved an unassailable 

and monumental dignity” (24). Furthermore, statements such as “I tell you this because I love 

you” (18) and “if we had not loved each other none of us would have survived” (21) reveal the 

motivation of Baldwin’s letter as robust, honest love based in integrity and benevolence. 

Applying these lessons to BJ’s life, it would seem that in order to survive the brutalities of 

racism he faces in Canada he needs to share in this type of love aimed at reinstilling both his 

sense of worth and his knowledge that he is a part of nourishing relationships from which he can 

draw strength.  

Likewise, given Baldwin’s statement that “we, with love, shall force our [white] brothers 

to see themselves as they are, to cease fleeing reality and begin to change it” (24), this love must 

also reach dominant social actors who have to come to terms with their participation in systems 

of oppression. Before considering this love more rigorously, it is necessary to acknowledge how 

More situates white perpetrators of racism. Clarke appears invested in illustrating Baldwin’s 

claim that “what [white people] believe, as well as what they do and cause you to endure, does 
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not testify to your inferiority but to their inhumanity and fear” (22). In investigating this 

inhumanity and fear, More features an indictment of toxic dimensions of white Canadian 

masculinity.  

Brandon, introduced as Josephine’s ex-husband, is a white police officer who habitually 

terrorizes and abuses young black men. Importantly, he is portrayed not as a social deviant but as 

a product of his environment. Canadian society shapes his prejudices and facilitates his abuse of 

power. Idora learns of his trajectory through Josephine’s recollection of his increasingly abusive 

nature. Hailing from a small town, Brandon starts college but soon drops out because of 

“something to do with visible minorities […] or multiculturalism” (209). Brandon claims that he 

cannot get into community college because of “‘[t]oo many of these people from Pakistan and 

black America, and other coloured places, blocking up the system” (210). He resents those who 

are admitted, and when a black man tops the class, Brandon inscribes a racial epithet on his 

locker (210). The gradual progression of his frustration and violence stems from the 

contradiction between his reality and the sense of entitlement he has internalized as a white man 

in a nation underpinned by white supremacist ideologies and practices. As Baldwin explains to 

his nephew white people “have had to believe for many years, and for innumerable reasons, that 

black men are inferior to white men,” and when reality challenges that fiction it acts as an 

“upheaval in the universe [that] is terrifying because it so profoundly attacks one’s sense of one’s 

own reality” (22-23). Brandon’s experiences leave him frightened and insecure because his 

prejudiced understanding of the world is defied. His narcissism does not allow for the 

broadening of his perspective; instead, he more urgently clutches to his skewed, callous 

worldview.  
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Brandon is not the only abusive police officer as Josephine tells of another incident 

recalled by Brandon in which his partner suggests attacking a black man because “‘It’s a quiet 

night’” (211). Brandon explains to Josephine how their training informs their racist practices: 

“‘We’re trained to understand how they will behave, and anticipate their reaction. ‘To Foretell 

and to Anticipate’ is my personal motto for the fucking Force’” (212). Brandon’s rationalization 

of racial profiling through reference to their training suggests that the abuse of young black men 

by police officers is predicated upon systemic bias. George Elliott Clarke, in a 2015 article for 

the National Post entitled “White Cops, Black Corpses,” elaborates on this situation. In 

meditating on the extrajudicial killing of Walter Scott by a police officer in South Carolina, G.E. 

Clarke reflects on the relationship between the black community and the police force in Canada. 

He cites numerous instances of controversial police shootings across Canada over the span of 

many decades, including the murder of Albert Johnson, as well as ensuing protests and 

movements. He argues that the situation in Canada is similar to that of the United States because 

in both places “the default position of police, generally, is ‘everyone’s a suspect’; but that in 

respect to black citizens, it becomes ‘all are suspects all the time’” (n. pag.). Brandon’s 

behaviour accords with G.E. Clarke’s reading of the Canadian context, evidencing why he 

cannot be read as an individual deviant but as reproducing a normalized bias that has broader 

implications.  

Martin Thomas, in Violence and Colonial Order (2012), offers a productive approach to 

colonial policing that can be adapted to understand Brandon’s choices within the context of the 

contemporary Canadian police force. Citing a variety of case studies, Thomas argues that “rather 

than distinctive national traditions of colonial police practice, the most salient factor in state 

repression was local economic structure….As a result, there were distinct political economies of 
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empire protest and police repression” (5).9 Thomas draws on Bourdieu’s conception of symbolic 

violence to explain that for colonial police forces, upholding the colonial hierarchy was “a reflex 

reaction based on their presumptions about what was socially correct in the colonial society” (7). 

As “dominant social actors,” they “legitimized their own prevailing standards and expectations 

about individuals’ behavior and deference to colonial authority as the normal way of things, as 

the way the world should be” (7). Colonial police, as part of a larger colonial system, 

internalized and sought to reproduce a sense of order that was not individually decided but 

inculcated by political, economic, and sociocultural forces.  

Building on Thomas’ understanding and returning to G.E. Clarke’s article, we can 

consider how the Canadian police force’s attitude to the black community relies on a 

contextualized sense of propriety. G.E. Clarke identifies the carding policy as a “racial profiling 

tool that goes all the way back to slavery” in that “almost any white felt privileged to demand 

that any black produce his or her papers.” He concludes, “Whether police forces across North 

America know it consciously or not, they continue to uphold prejudices against folks of African 

heritage that go all the way back to white masters pursuing runaway slaves.” G.E. Clarke 

demonstrates how contemporary police violence in Canada is in part a manifestation of past 

racist systems that have not been successfully dismantled. The motivations and decisions of 

Canadian police officers fit into a larger system as the sense of order they try to preserve may 

appear as self-evident but in fact reflects and reinforces configurations of power that are 

determined over long spans of time and by multiple forces.  

G.E. Clarke’s conclusion offers insight into Brandon’s rationalization of his choice to 

harass and beat an innocent black man: “‘the moment he seen the cruiser, he start acting guilty as 

hell. And I believe, from my training, that he is goddamn guilty’” (212). It does not occur to 
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Brandon that his is the criminal behaviour because he perceives blackness as inherently criminal 

and whiteness as automatically wielding righteous authority. Brandon, recalling the 

dehumanizing perspective appealed to during slavery, explains to Josephine, “‘You look at a kid 

like that, and you know he’s a nanimal’” (213). He justifies violating this innocent man’s 

freedom because he assumes that it is only a matter of time before he is “‘robbing a convenience 

store or shooting innocent teenage girls out shopping. Or, raping your daughter’” (213). While 

Brandon brings his previous experiences, attitudes, and prejudices to his position in the police 

force, his behavior is also informed by the tacit assumptions, perceptions, and practices 

perpetuated by white supremacy and used to police and violate black bodies for centuries. The 

sense of order he internalizes and his anxiety regarding the basis of his socialized sense of 

superiority—that black men are less than human—culminate in his terrorizing of black people. 

Given that BJ is subject to targeted attacks by powerful people like Brandon, that his 

school ostracizes him for the way he speaks, that he is disfranchised because his family is poor 

and from a neighborhood that is deemed a ghetto, and that the media only portrays teenagers like 

him as violent criminals, what options does Idora have as a mother seeking to protect and 

understand her child? For most of the novel, during her seclusion in her apartment, she is at a 

loss and is paralyzed. The narrator explains that she “drops into her shell, a carapace, protecting 

herself from tragedy and misfortune, wiping them from her mind. But the fear remains there, 

unedited, bare, raw and naked” (17). The forms of violence inflicted on her as well as the 

violence directed at her son reduce Idora to a state of vulnerability that precludes action.  

In the past, she tried a form of resistance encouraged by Josephine. Josephine posits 

shoplifting as “‘ripping off the exploiting international corporations,’” and she tells Idora, “‘it is 

your duty as a person from the Developing Third World to rip them off’” (113). Idora 
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contemplates this act because she is struggling to feed her family despite how many hours she 

works. She disagrees with Josephine’s rationale but attempts it in vain with BJ as her accomplice 

(116). Josephine also engages in shoplifting because she identifies as a “‘revolutionary 

intellectual’” and “‘[r]ipping off is a revolutionary act’” (133). Josephine’s facile logic is a 

“limited challenging of the established order” much like Boysie’s letter discussed at the start of 

this chapter (Distinction 456). She does it as a way to situate herself as a moral person who is 

against racism and exploitative practices even if there is no hope of changing systemic problems 

through this action. As a white woman, she continues to benefit from a system that does not 

criminalize her based on the colour of her skin. If anything, given how the police perceive black 

bodies as opposed to those of white women, she is encouraging an action that further endangers 

Idora and BJ.  

Idora’s relationship to religion seems to be her only recourse. She explains, “‘I am a 

religious person.…Churches and cathedrals are bound to be in my blood’” (62). She is torn, 

however, between her affiliation with two different churches. Idora nurses a special reverence for 

the St. James’s Cathedral near her home with a mostly white congregation that she goes to the 

first Sunday of the month. She is enamored with the Dean of the Cathedral, who is also 

Barbadian. However, she notes, “‘I am the poorest in this congregation’” (78). She lacks a sense 

of belonging in this church because of the difference she perceives between herself and everyone 

else there.  

She is also the Assistant Deaconess at the Apostolical Holiness Church of Spiritualism in 

Christ, attending revivals and prayer meetings there for twenty five years (27-28). This church is 

“‘in a rundown section of a neighborhood the newspapers love to call a ghetto,’” and the 

congregation comprises black, working class, Caribbean immigrants (63, 28). Clarke’s 
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characterization of this church seems to draw from multiple existing traditions in the Caribbean. 

In Caribbean Religious History (2010), Ennis B. Edmonds and Michelle A Gonzalez explain that 

in the Caribbean the “meeting and cross-fertilization of various religious traditions have both 

given old traditions new inflections and created new, indigenous traditions” (13). Walcott offers 

historical context in “The Muse of History,” explaining that the religion that was forced onto 

slaves was took on new meaning: “the tribe in bondage learned to fortify itself by cunning 

assimilation of the religion of the Old World. What seemed to be surrender was redemption. 

What seemed the loss of tradition was its renewal” (43). Such renewed traditions continue in the 

Caribbean, and when brought to Canada by immigrants, undergo further adaptation to match a 

new context. 

To understand how Caribbean religious traditions operate within a Canadian context, we 

must consider their roots. The Apostolic Church is a Pentecostal Christian denomination, and 

Edmonds and Gonzalez explain that the “foundation of Pentecostalism is the Holiness and 

Revival traditions, which emphasize rebirth in the Holy Spirit and living within a community 

that counteracts the corruption of this world” (168). In Barbados specifically, it is useful to note 

the Spiritual Baptist faith, which spread from Trinidad and Tobago to Barbados and was brought 

by Caribbean immigrants to North America (145). Edmonds and Gonzalez explain that “unlike 

their more ‘orthodox’ Christian counterparts in the Caribbean, Revival Zion and Spiritual 

Baptists do not emphasize a rational-ethical orientation to their Christianity that stresses correct 

belief and correct behavior” (122). Rather, traditions like those upheld by Spiritual Baptists are 

“more oriented to having experiences of the divine in the body and marshalling spiritual 

resources to deal with aspects of everyday existence” (122). In More, the Apostolical Holiness 

Church of Spiritualism in Christ evokes these traditions that do not emphasize proper ways of 
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worshipping and contrasts with the more formal St. James Cathedral. Idora’s devotion to and in 

this church highlights the need for such impropriety when stifled by a sense of order that 

positions her as subordinate.  

This church is named Apostolical rather than Apostolic first in error, but it remains 

unchanged because, as the Pastor explains, “‘I like how Apostolical sound. It sound more 

Biblical’” (29). Though the unconventional nature of the name Apostolical “offended” Idora, she 

and other members in the congregation eventually adopted it (28). The Pastor’s rationalization 

and the congregation’s acceptance are noteworthy because they formulate a response to the 

media’s use of the label “ghetto” to impose meaning onto the neighborhood and its inhabitants 

(63). Favouring Apostolical is a choice that embraces the socioeconomic and cultural difference 

attributed to this church as well as its religious intent. This church’s capacity for difference is 

important to Idora because “in this community of West Indians, she was free” (80). Her freedom 

is evident to her in the fact that “she could express herself as if she was at a dance,” which she 

does one evening at a “Pre-Sunday Friday Night of Preparation” (80). As Idora hears a song 

outside, she begins to play her tambourine “with such vigour and feeling” that everyone else 

“started to dance and sing, mimicking and inventing words, striking hands and palms on the 

padded bottoms of chairs” (81). After hours of this form of worship, Idora “was breathing joy 

and religious excitement” (82). She describes the music they produce as “enlivening” and as 

“dangerous freedom-giving music” (82).  

Rex Nettleford’s Inward Stretch Outward Reach (1993) helps unpack the nature of this 

form of worship based in dance and music. Nettleford characterizes “a people’s capacity for 

inward stretch and outward reach” as “the cause, occasion and result of a certain life-tension that 

is potentially creative even while it threatens to be destructively disintegrative” (vi). He situates 
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dance and religious rituals familiar to Jamaica and other Caribbean islands within this 

framework, explaining that “cunning survival strategies may be well-concealed in religious rites 

reserved for the initiated, but they are no less effective when exercised openly in dance-filled 

jonkonnu masquerades, burru, dinkimini, bruckin party, or pre-Lenten Carnival” (99). For Idora 

and other members of the congregation, the energies released, circulated, and renewed in their 

dancing, singing, and creation of music are based in and are valuable because of their liberating 

dynamism. Idora displays a spiritual outpouring that serves as a release of her worries and 

suffering, and she draws strength from the compassion and joy expressed in this communal 

activity that is based in Caribbean traditions but adapted to its Canadian context. Nettleford adds 

that such “seemingly harmless merrymaking activities” “involve energies that are released 

through otherwise forbidden behavior, especially in what may appear to be uninhibited and 

suggestive movements” (99). For Idora, the ability to express herself freely and in connection 

with others who share her religious sensibility allows for the strengthening of her capacity to 

withstand the pressures of her reality and therefore functions as a manifestation of the ethic of 

improvisation Clarke notes in Public Enemies.  

This meeting presents one form of spiritual expression, but in the four days of the novel, 

Idora is also preoccupied with giving a sermon. She contemplates the biblical story of Jonah and 

the Whale and “the close connection it seems to have to her own life” (83). The novel ends with 

Idora breaking out of her seclusion to offer a sermon about this story at the Apostolical Church. 

In preparation, she is keen “to find the proper words in which to clothe her prayers” (261). This 

linguistic propriety is not that which is appealed to by Boysie in The Bigger Light as discussed at 

the start of this chapter. Idora demonstrates an attitude to language that is similar to what is 

described by Kevin Browne in Tropic Tendencies. Reading Fanon’s commentary on the 
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significance of language, Browne asserts that “strategic choices lie behind the decision to speak a 

particular language in a given situation and with a given audience” (35). He clarifies that those 

choices are not just about “the problematic inculcation of the binary distinction between the 

‘proper’ and ‘improper’” (35). In More, Idora is seeking the “words that will change the 

gnawing, nagging anxieties that persist” and that will “raise her, in body and soul” (146). She is 

not worried about adhering to a standardized form of English as she decides that the 

congregation “will understand this kind of liberty with words and meanings” (261). This liberty 

refers to offering “the Word of God” to them via her “common,” “everyday,” or “vulgar” 

interpretation, and she thinks of this liberty as warranted if “this license were used to portray 

their known misery and troubles” (261). Her sermon exemplifies what Bourdieu describes as 

heretical power in “offering the means of expressing experiences usually repressed,” and Idora 

resembles “the prophet or the political leader who mobilizes the group by announcing to them 

what they want to hear” through “the dialectical relationship between authorized, authorizing 

language and the group which authorizes it and acts of its authority” (Outline 171). The propriety 

that Idora seeks and defines is one that is attuned to the degradation the congregation knows and 

is based in a sense of compassion and truthfulness aimed at cultivating mutual healing and uplift. 

It not only exemplifies the type of self-examination Brandon forgoes, but it requires the 

commitment to attend to the suffering of others while honestly interrogating one’s own suffering.  

Clarke, in an interview with the Canadian Broadcasting Corporation following the 

publication of More, described Idora’s sermon in the church as “a triumph” and “a release,” 

noting that she is “expressing in the church what she though [sic] she would have been able to 

express on the streets, in her apartment, in the circle of her friends” (n. pag.). The salutary effects 

of the sermon are certainly clear as the narrator explains that after the sermon Idora “is happy 
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and joyful. Jonah has enlivened her” (274). As she goes home after talking to the Pastor, she 

says, “‘I felt I was a new woman’” (283). The opportunity to engage in this form of sharing with 

people she cares for and in a space that is meaningful to her allows her to find the renewal she 

seeks.  

To fully understand the significance of the sermon, however, it is necessary to consider 

its indebtedness to Caribbean oral traditions. Though Idora’s sermon uses a Biblical story as its 

raw material, she is invested in adapting this narrative into a form that is specific to its context. 

In Tropic Tendencies, Browne identifies the sermonic as one of the rhetorical modes that 

facilitates “the successful transformation of everyday experience into shared meaning” (32).10 

This mode is relevant to Idora because she is striving for an interpretation and a delivery that can 

transform the worries, anxieties, pressures that prey on people like herself into a renewed 

capacity to challenge the overwhelming oppression they face. Referring to Earl Lovelace’s The 

Wine of Astonishment (1982), Browne explains that the sermonic tradition in the Caribbean may 

include “a confession, the expression of a jeremiadic thesis, a series of appeals, and a concluding 

meditation” (55). Interpreting the story of Jonah and the Whale, Idora articulates the appeal that 

follows the tempest, “‘Something, brothers, must have happen; something sisters, that never 

happen before’” (269). She relays Jonah’s confession, in response to the storm, “‘The fault lies in 

me’” (270). Another appeal appears in the form of Idora saying her son’s Muslim name in the 

middle of the sermon, which is taken by the congregation to be Idora speaking in tongues. The 

thesis, “‘Jonah was running for his life’” is responded to by the congregation: “‘We’re all 

running for our lives, Sister!’” (272-273). The meditation that ends the sermon is Idora’s 

explanation that Jonah says, “‘The Lord hath given unto me, another chance! I am going to pray! 

[…] maybe, the Lord will hear my prayer’” (273). Situating herself within a larger tradition in 
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order to break out of the torment of her individual seclusion and to connect with others familiar 

with this tradition, Idora searches for spiritual counseling in relationship with the congregation. 

Together, they reflect on both personal shortcomings as well as on narratives and contexts that 

are grander than the individual but within which one always operates. 

Browne explains that the sermon as a rhetorical performance “must not only aid in the 

encounter with and understanding of the world but also increase probabilities for improved 

circumstances” (59). For Idora, those improved circumstances are related to her renewed 

capacity for love and joy. In planning to give the sermon, Idora anticipates that the resulting 

“joy, and sisterly love, and brotherly closeness, and brotherhood, and spiritual satisfaction would 

fill her body and her soul” (187). As she arrives at the church to give the sermon, she explains, 

“‘My heart is filled with joy, and with the excitement that the church holds out to me this Sunday 

morning; and my heart is filled with love: brotherly love; and Christian love’” (263). After the 

sermon on her way home, she thinks, “‘I just realize that I have to find time to sit down and talk 

to that boy. […] My heart is still connected to that boy. And suppose I was to lose that mother’s 

love?’” (284). Just as Baldwin’s letter to his nephew foregrounds robust, honest love, More 

presents Idora’s capacity to love herself, her son, and the people around her as central to their 

survival.  

The potential of such love is described by Baldwin in “Down at the Cross,” the second 

section of The Fire Next Time, in which he reflects on his experience in the church and as a 

young preacher. He decries the failures of organized religion but asserts, “If the concept of God 

has any validity or any use, it can only be to make us larger, freer, and more loving,” and he 

defines love “as a state of being, or a state of grace […] in the tough and universal sense of quest 

and daring and growth” (61, 109). Given this assertion, Idora’s faith promises her an otherwise 
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inaccessible sense of freedom and provides her with a source of reinvigoration so that she is able 

to find the will and reason to continue to hope and love. This love is necessary in her relationship 

with BJ as it can potentially bridge the gap between their individual sensibilities. As seen with 

Baldwin’s words to his nephew, if love maintains pathways of communication between Idora 

and BJ, then they can learn from each other’s realities and perspectives. Love may enable Idora 

not to see her son as he has been defined by others but as he tries to define himself. 

Idora’s capacity for love is also tied to her definition of herself within the context of 

Canada. Early in the novel, a connection is made between the feelings evoked by her relationship 

to her church and her (dis)comfort with her identity in Canada as the narrator explains that when 

Idora is “glad to be living in Canada,” she “would think of going to the Apostolical” (80). After 

her sermon at the church, she says, “‘I was born again. I was in a new frame of love. Confident. 

Loving the fact that today, Sunday, I was living in Toronto’” (283). Looking at her passport, she 

says, “‘this makes me a Canadian. I am not any damn visible minority; or immigrant!’” (283). 

The joyous renewal Idora feels after giving the sermon enables her internal refusal of the 

definitions foisted onto her.  

Notably, More also depicts the church’s fallibility as suggested by the Pastor telling Idora 

to make her sermon one “‘that going-’plenish the collection box’” as well as by the implication 

that the Pastor may use his sway over his congregation to make sexual advances on women like 

Idora (266). It is important then that the novel shows that religious experience is not the only 

source of renewal of one’s capacity for love. Love also comes across in this novel through 

consistent reference to the album A Love Supreme (1964), recorded by John Coltrane and his 

quartet. For example, Idora compares the “dangerous freedom-giving” nature of the music they 

generate at the Apostolical meeting to that of Bob Marley, James Brown, and John Coltrane. 
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This nature seems to involve music’s generation of psychic comfort and spiritual nourishment. 

Similarly, Idora gains from Bertram “the pleasure of listening” to Coltrane’s album as she plays 

it regularly (174). In considering the resonance of this album, I refer to Cornel West’s “Black 

Strivings in a Twilight Civilization” (1996) in which he identifies A Love Supreme as an ideal 

example of “resistance predicated on a deep and abiding black love” that takes “the shape of 

prophetic thought and action: bold, fearless, courageous attempts to tell the truth about and bear 

witness to black suffering and to keep faith with a vision of black redemption” (106-107). Olly 

Wilson, preeminent composer and musicologist, describes Coltrane as “the creator of a new 

paradigm of improvisation” in a 2006 interview with Anthony Brown included in the collection 

John Coltrane and Black America’s Quest for Freedom (2010). Wilson explains that A Love 

Supreme has an “overall extended structure [that] is preconceived although most of the music is 

improvised” and that its “overall harmonic structure is not dependent upon Western functional 

harmony” (188). He adds, “the basic reason for this work’s existence is firmly rooted in 

[Coltrane’s] personal spiritual quest” (188).  

This understanding of A Love Supreme applies to BJ’s reliance on it when he is confined 

to a jail cell yet again. In his imprisonment and drawing from his new relationship to Islam, he 

contemplates what awaits him. Deciding “not to worry,” he becomes defiant, repeating “‘Let 

them come and get me’” (74). He is aware, though, that he is not only confined by the cell he is 

in but also “By his history. By his fate. By his colour. And by his rap sheet” (74). With so many 

limitations placed on his individuality and awaiting the abuse that he foresees, he imagines 

playing A Love Supreme in his cell. He chants the phrase “a love supreme” as Coltrane does 

vocally and instrumentally on the album. He basks in the “religious intent” of the music, 

sounding “like a soft imploration to a new god,” and he even imagines Coltrane physically in the 
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cell with him before being interrupted by policemen. Before ending with an ominous indication 

of impending violence, this scene depicts BJ’s rejection of vengefulness and violent defiance in 

striving for the inspired resistance that is modelled by A Love Supreme. He does not deny the 

unfairness of his circumstances or his suffering, but his relationship with A Love Supreme offers 

him composure in a moment defined by vulnerability and in which debilitation is a real threat. In 

the face of such overwhelming odds, BJ draws upon a type of love that helps him escape his 

feeling of abandonment and that presents alternative ways of seeing himself in relation to the 

world.   

Ultimately, however, More indicates that Idora and BJ’s individual capacities for love, 

joy, hope, and strength are inadequate to ensure their survival. Though it is important that Idora 

avoids the internalization of imposed definitions, she is still defined economically, politically, 

and socially in limiting ways. Though she finds the capacity to potentially renew her relationship 

with her son and BJ finds the courage to withstand his imprisonment momentarily, he is still 

subject to acts of violence, and the novel ends with his murder. More concludes by framing the 

urgency of the need to confront broader systems of oppression in Canada. In the final scene, 

Idora plans the funeral procession for BJ, hoping that it will “look like a demonstration” and will 

include “the ladies of the night and the sex-workers and all the homeless men” (298-299). This 

planned procession embodies a form of social momentum that contrasts with the paralysis Idora 

feels for most of the novel. Idora is undoubtedly traumatized and grieving as she utters these 

words, but it is significant that her response to BJ’s death is not internal retreat but the promise 

of outward movement underpinned by inclusive love that remembers those unjustly killed and 

invites those who are condemned to unjust circumstances while still alive. This envisioned but 

not executed movement signifies the need for change at multiple levels without any guarantee of 
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it. Such change includes reform of the police force as an institution and revamping of social 

structures so that there are better opportunities for disenfranchised young people, but More 

suggests that these changes cannot happen without human relationships that inculcate and 

evidence the robust, honest forms of love that could recognize and challenge the sense of order 

that perpetuates injustice.   
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Notes 

1 As critics like Allison Mackey and Jennifer B. Delisle have noted, the timing of this two year 

absence is significant as Canada’s Multiculturalism Act was passed in 1988. 

2 Coleman’s chapter is an adaptation of his 2008 article. 

3 A lawsuit by Lord Invader and M.H. Khan (manager of the venue where Invader performed) as 

well as one by Lionel Belasco (composer of the melody of the song) challenged Amsterdam’s 

bogus claims of ownership. Amsterdam countered with his own lawsuit. In 1947, the courts ruled 

in favour of Invader and Khan (Rohlehr 362). 

4 “The Scarborough Settler’s Lament” is based on Alexander Glendinning’s poem “Awa wi’ 

Scarboro’s Muddy Creeks” from his collection Rhymes (1871). M. Jane Fairburn quotes sections 

of it in Along the Shore (2013), an exploration of the history of the Toronto waterfront. Fairburn 

also explains that though Glendinning’s original book of poems is rare, the “Scarborough’s 

Settler’s Lament” had been previously highlighted by T.B Higginson, a known collector of 

Canadiana, and was “later set to music by legendary folk singer Stan Rogers. (Rogers’s version 

replaces the word ‘Scarboro’ in the first two lines of the poem with the word ‘Canada.’)” (51). 

Chariandy’s quotation of it follows the Rogers’s version in using Canada instead of Scarboro. He 

also omits a few stanzas, rearranges some lines, and alters some words.  

5 In Blackening Canada, Barrett looks at writing by Clarke, Dionne Brand, and Tessa McWatt. 

He argues that these authors “render the nation diasporic, articulating the fiction of the nation 

from its margins in order to imagine different conceptions of national and individual identity and 

belonging” (12). 
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6 Clarke’s portrayal of gambling in More is comparable to Selvon’s portrayal in his short story 

“Ralphie at the Races” (1982), one of the few works Selvon published after his move to Calgary 

from England in 1978 and the only one set in Canada. This short story was originally published 

in ARIEL: A Review of International English Literature as a Work in Progress in 1982. It was 

subsequently included with two minor edits in a 1989 collection of his works entitled Foreday 

Morning: Selected Prose 1946-1986, edited by Susheila Nasta and Kenneth Ramchand. Selvon’s 

story depends on a series of ironical twists or as the narrator puts it “an unusual chain of 

circumstances” (190). Ralphie, a landed immigrant from Trinidad now living in Calgary, resorts 

to gambling at the racetrack for the first time because of financial need and after being persuaded 

by his friend Angus, another immigrant from Trinidad who is now a Canadian citizen. The story 

opens with Ralphie musing on the irony that “it was so hot that he was sunburnt for the first time 

in his life, and itching with mosquito bites” “in Calgary, in the ‘frozen north’” (190). Despite 

being a novice at the racetrack, Ralphie guesses the winners of the first and second races as well 

as the quinella but rues his decision not to place any bets. In the final race, he bets and wins, but 

he loses his ticket before he can collect his earnings because of Angus’ congratulatory slap on his 

sunburn.  

The story is replete with telling inconsistencies that add to the underlying irony of the 

plot. Like Bertram and Paul, Angus repeatedly cites himself as “‘an expert’” in horseracing even 

though he does not win a bet over the course of the story (194, 196). Ralphie tries gambling 

partly because of his “grudging admiration for [Angus’] carefree style,” but as he observes at the 

racetrack Angus behaves “like a man tortured by indecisions” (194, 196). While Ralphie plans to 

be “careful and hold on tight to his money” at the racetrack, by the end of the story, he is  
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“scrambling about hopelessly in the litter of betting tokens and muttering to himself like a 

madman” (195, 201). These ironic moments, when inconsistencies encourage a shift of 

perspective and when context destabilizes apparent meaning, allow for an exploration of why 

gambling is appealing and addictive, especially to those in financial need. Gambling offers the 

false sense of choice in a system designed to exploit players by stacking the odds against them 

all the while dangling the fiction that with enough skill, luck, and determination one can achieve 

the success one has been led to conceive of as easily achievable and deserved. In this way, 

Clarke and Selvon share a strategy in depicting gambling without moralism or didacticism, 

preferring an engagement with a larger system through the contextualization of what appears as 

straightforward matters of individual choice. 

7 The third chapter of Blackening Canada offers a thorough consideration of the representation 

of Albert Johnson in the work of Clarke, Brand, Neil Bissoondath, and in newspaper coverage.  

8 This scene reveals an inconsistency in the novel as readers are previously told that BJ left 

Canada at age five and that “[t]en or eleven years later, BJ was back in Canada” (67). 

9 Thomas moves from general discussion of colonial policing to specific considerations of 

French, British, and Belgian colonial rule in parts of Africa, the Caribbean, and Southeast Asia.  

10 The rhetorical modes Browne identifies are “code-switching, wordplay, circumlocution, call 

and response, boasting/shaming, proverbs, the sermonic, and nonverbal/visual semantics” (32). 
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Coda 

In reflecting on this project as a whole, I return to Clarke’s A Passage (1994), with which 

I began my introduction, in order to highlight one incident. Clarke recalls visiting London in 

1986 for the publication of Proud Empires and to attend a conference at the Commonwealth 

Institute. Selvon, as an invited guest of the conference, was slated to do a reading for an audience 

that included many prominent Caribbean writers. Though Clarke missed it, he offers in A 

Passage his understanding of an assault that took place. While Selvon read an excerpt from 

Moses Ascending (1975), a black Guyanese woman, who Clarke calls Dancer, left her seat, 

walked onto the stage, and slapped Selvon’s face twice. Clarke explains that he knew the woman 

and that he subsequently heard her perspective. He quotes her as saying “‘I don’t have anything 

against Sam. I just hate these damn black men getting up in public and talking about white 

‘omen, and white ‘omen pussies…’” (127). 

Clarke notes that Selvon never shared much about the assault aside from a note in a letter 

to him: “‘Boy, I not businessing with black people, no more, you know! You is the only black I 

does talk to now!’” (130). Clarke reads this statement as evidencing Selvon’s intention to dismiss 

the incident and move on, an action that characterizes Selvon, according to Clarke, as a “patient 

man,” who is “a nobler, more humane person, than any of us” (132). I read Selvon’s declaration 

as characteristic of their epistolary rhetoric in that he mocks racist generalizations, using humour 

to reinforce their relationship. Notably, Selvon penned a public response in the form of a preface 

to the United States edition of Moses Migrating in 1991, following the novel’s initial publication 

in England in 1983. This preface is also reproduced in Tiger’s Triumph (1995), a critical 

collection edited by Susheila Nasta and Anna Rutherford. In an afterword, Nasta explains that 

the assault occurred while Selvon was reading from “a moment in the novel where the would-be 
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writer/narrator Moses is commenting with irony on the new generation of ‘Black Britons’ that 

were threatening to take over the city” (128). Nasta quotes a paragraph from Moses Ascending, 

identifying it as the “offending passage” (128). I would counter, however, that this is at best 

speculation on Nasta’s part as the motives of the woman are not readily known. Likewise, 

Clarke’s reproduction of the woman’s words cannot be received as definitively accurate, 

especially given his overt desire to preserve a particular image of Selvon. Without overwriting 

this woman’s experience, I acknowledge my limited access to the specifics of this situation while 

paying close attention to Selvon’s published response in all its subtleties.  

Unsurprisingly, Selvon plays with form and identity in this preface, identifying the 

narrator as Moses Aloetta in the first line and in the title: “A Special Preface by Moses Aloetta 

Esq.” Yet this preface frequently slips into Selvon’s point of view or into an ambiguous 

perspective that cannot be easily pinned down. The narrator, supposedly Moses, addresses the 

assault as if it happened to him: “whilst I was reading a bawdy passage from one of my tomes in 

front of a big audience that included Whites a black Guyanese bitch walked up to the microphone 

and slap me bam bam in the face. I wouldn’t of minded if Blacks alone was present, but to slap 

me in front of White people really hurt” (126). The identification of his books as “tomes” recalls 

Moses’ inclination toward exaggeration when it comes to his literary ambition and prowess. The 

reference to the presence of white people is also aligned with Moses’ desperate need to please 

that dominant group. However, Selvon’s typical sarcastic tone undercuts the speaker’s self-

presentation in this preface just as it does in his fiction. Selvon effectively mocks Moses’ self-

consciousness in the presence of white people in order to reveal how Moses has been molded by 

white supremacy. Similarly, Selvon mocks Moses’ macho bravado in trying to dismiss the 

woman as a “bitch” whose subjectivity and actions are irrelevant. In effect, Selvon reveals 
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Moses’ attitude as self-defeating because he shows that Moses subscribes to the racialized, 

gendered social hierarchy that marginalizes him and that pressures him to believe that he can 

raise himself to the status of white men if he performs properly. However, if this preface is 

misread and its irony is missed, then Selvon can be inaccurately described as dismissing the 

incident and the woman involved. Selvon is obviously aware of this danger in addressing this 

assault and decidedly doubles down on this strategy in this preface by invoking Moses while 

switching between points of view in order to highlight how an attack on him in response to 

offence created by one of his characters is to misunderstand the nature of his work.  

What is interesting about Nasta’s afterword is her note that in the many retellings of the 

assault people often identified Selvon as reading from The Lonely Londoners instead of Moses 

Ascending. Nasta notes and corrects this “slippage” but immediately dismisses it as “not 

important” because “Selvon’s black Londoners live on and have been immortalized in the 

imaginations of several generations of readers and writers” (129). I disagree with Nasta here 

because how Selvon and his characters are remembered matters. The slippage she identifies 

shows how easily Selvon’s readers misinterpret not just one of his works but his fiction in 

general. For this reason, readers often cast Selvon and his works as inept, reductive, or 

unabashedly misogynistic when it comes to discussions of gender and sexuality.  

Clarke is similarly positioned. In her biography Austin C. Clarke (1994), for example, 

Stella Algoo-Baksh explains that “Taken outside the context of his corpus, Clarke’s derogatory 

and opprobrious depiction of women and of the dangers they represent to men may well tempt 

the reader to see him as a misogynist” (162). Equally telling are the stories that constitute 

Clarke’s public reputation. In his portrait of Clarke for the Toronto Star in 1997, Philip 

Marchand offers a glimpse into some of these stories. Marchand feels compelled to include 
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“lover of women” in his overview of Clarke’s multifaceted career alongside titles such as 

“politician, journalist, [and] academic.” As the article continues, Marchand quotes Norman 

Mailer’s description of Clarke’s popularity while at various universities in the United States: 

“How could the admiration of faculty wives be restrained?” Marchand also quotes Colin 

Vaughan, a journalist and Clarke’s friend, as saying “His love life has been very spectacular.” 

Whatever Marchand’s intentions may have been in this article, he exemplifies how elements of 

Clarke’s life are often magnified or misrepresented to the extent that readers of his fiction are 

primed to cast him as crass or unsympathetic in his portrayal of women and gender relations. 

In this dissertation, I have shown that such characterizations of Clarke and Selvon as well 

as of their work are not just misleading; they evidence and propagate misreading. My analysis in 

this project asserts that both authors are sensitively attuned to issues such as racialized macho 

performativity, the (re)production of heteropatriarchy, and naturalized social boundaries that 

police gender and gender relations. They present remarkably nuanced depictions of gender 

construction as informed by and informing racial tensions, economic realities, and sociopolitical 

contexts. Furthermore, my relational approach serves as model for avoiding misinterpretation of 

how these authors handle these issues. It is clear that both Clarke and Selvon consider the stakes 

and implications of transnational relationships, constrained relationships, (im)proper 

relationships, and generational relationships. They showcase the individual’s relationship to 

himself/herself, to larger communities, and to social structures. It makes sense, then, to engage 

with these relationships in order to interpret how these authors approach more specific subjects. 

My dissertation makes the unique and indispensable point that it is through relationships that 

both Clarke and Selvon allow for attention to how the individual and the social produce each 



 

257 

 

other in sometimes undetectable ways, highlighting how inequities are repeatedly confirmed 

when social processes remain euphemized and uninterrupted.  

Clarke and Selvon do this important work but require readers to suspend convenient 

judgment of characters and authors in order to detect how and why sexism, racism, classism, and 

other forms of domination function. Though critics have begun the recuperation needed in terms 

of more careful investigation of both of these authors, it is important to recognize that gender is 

just one of the submerged dimensions of the work of these authors. I was struck by and have 

been compelled to show the number of instances in which Clarke focuses on women as 

protagonists, desiring agents, labourers and focalizers, the tenderness that underlies Selvon’s 

raucous humour and merciless skewering of masculine pretension, and the significance of 

Chariandy’s transformation of his male protagonist into the spirit-medium in and through which 

his mother lives, remembers, and suffers. Lack of attention to the relationships at play in their 

fiction leads to reductive readings of their work as primarily sociological. As I have shown, the 

tendency to read Clarke and Selvon as translating the lived reality of Caribbean immigrants into 

easily navigable cultural landscapes for white readers is flawed. To read their works in this way 

is to miss the opportunities Clarke and Selvon create for readers to engage with the overlapping 

forms of violence encountered by their characters as well as with the strategies of resistance that 

can be extrapolated from their social practices. Both authors provide insight into why dominated 

individuals and groups are susceptible to being coopted into self-policing, and they expose the 

damage done by artificial limits both in terms of physiological consequences as well as in the 

denial of alternative ways of speaking, doing, and being. At the same time, their works display 

comparable interest in communal bonds based in vulnerability and their potential to disrupt what 
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is established as commonsensical, making possible, but not guaranteeing, perception of the 

constraints maintained by naturalized social and cognitive structures. 

To emphasize this point, I return to Bourdieu’s comment about euphemization, which I 

invoked in Chapter 4. In The Rules of Art, Bourdieu explains that the “putting-into-form operated 

by the writer functions like a generalized euphemism, and the reality de-realized and neutralized 

by literature that he offers allows him to satisfy a desire for knowledge ready to be satisfied by 

the sublimation offered him by literary alchemy” (32). The foregrounded yet understated 

condition of loneliness in the works of both Clarke and Selvon serves as an example of the 

sublimation involved in their fiction. My analysis uncovers how loneliness is related to 

dominated individuals’ misrecognition of their conditions of domination. Readings that miss or 

minimize this dynamic misunderstand the vulnerability of these immigrant characters. Similarly, 

readings that valorize the humour and cheer sometimes generated by these characters are skewed 

if they do not interpret these strategies as inextricably intertwined with the suffering naturalized 

by symbolic domination. My study of loneliness reveals how these characters adopt submissive 

postures, exaggerated façades, or absurd braggadocio in order to cope with their feelings of fear, 

frustration, and desperation. My formulation of w(e)ariness can be understood as having the 

alchemical effect of rendering Clarke’s and Selvon’s portrayals of masculinity as much more 

self-aware, ironic, and poignant than readers may readily confess. Rather than understanding 

Clarke and Selvon as writers who are valuable for their discussions of race but who have to be 

excused for their conceptions of gender and sexuality, I have shown both writers to be rigorously 

interrogating the intersections of race, gender, and class in ways that remain poignantly relevant 

today. 
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This contemporary relevance is not a flippant rationale for my project offered in 

hindsight. I am deeply invested in why and how these authors are read and misread because they 

are components of the cultural resources that provide me, as a young male Caribbean immigrant, 

with roots and routes. If I began this project with a discussion of archived documents that reveal 

ignored dimensions of writers like Clarke and Selvon, then in the chapters that followed, I have 

presented their fictional works as offering an archive of their own that needs to be preserved and 

read just as carefully. Their works present a palimpsest of meaning, much like the cutlass I 

discussed in the introduction, in that they present to me and other readers of the contemporary 

moment an invaluable repository of creative forces that facilitate engagement with the discursive 

space that is Caribbean tradition. The works of these authors and others like them serve as my 

cutlass in my struggle to perceive naturalized understandings of the world and the need for 

alternatives. The indomitable humour and illuminating observations of Selvon as well as the 

unapologetically abrasive but revealing ruminations of Clarke present contemporary readers with 

an ethic of living that is not moralizing from above or appropriation from below but 

communication of what they have viscerally lived and unflinchingly perceived. Placing their 

works in conversation with each other as well as in conversation with more recent authors like 

Chariandy, who shows impossible courage in delving into personal and collective traumas in 

order to renew meaning, allows for perception of the mechanisms and institutions that 

systematically reproduce and naturalize inequities as well as for the hope to imagine possibilities 

beyond those permitted by the status quo.   

I end this project with a brief consideration of Clarke’s recently published long poem 

Where the Sun Shines Best (2013) in order to indicate that both his rage and his relevance are 

alive and well. I chose this work because writing this dissertation has led me to speculate on 
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what can spur recognition of and action against systems of domination. If naturalized perceptions 

of the world and legitimized systems are compromising our ability to imagine and construct 

alternatives, then one crucial step is to develop frameworks capable of persuasively linking 

discernible consequences of domination that capture popular social attention to the larger 

systems that are harder to perceive and more reluctantly acknowledged. This approach, if 

possible, would allow for confrontation of what Clarke, quoting James Baldwin, refers to as 

“‘the immorality of silence’” (‘Membering 294). Clarke cites this term in describing how racism 

debases both the abuser and abused. He shows that the “convenient silence” of members of the 

dominant group who see themselves as uninvolved is indictable as immoral because their assent 

is implied (294). This power of silence extends to other forms of domination as well. As 

Bourdieu explains in Outline of a Theory of Practice, the “most successful ideological effects are 

those which have no need for words, and ask no more than complicitous silence” (188). He 

asserts that insidious types of social silence that often arise from social conformity and 

naturalized assumptions guarantee the reproduction of relations of domination without requiring 

identifiable, culpable agents.  

Clarke’s poem, which memorializes Paul Croutch who was murdered in Moss Park in 

2005, furthers this attention to silence. Croutch was killed by three inebriated Canadian soldiers 

who were incensed by the fact that he was sleeping near the Moss Park Armouries. Just as More 

broods on the murder of Albert Johnson and other men killed by state-sanctioned authorities 

because of the projection of criminality onto their bodies, Where the Sun Shines Best critiques 

the processes of domination that facilitate the perception of Croutch as a body out of place. 

Ostensibly, the speaker of this long poem seeks to ensure that Croutch is not forgotten, yet this 

poem is less an identification of the facts of his life and murder than it is an attempt to 
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contextualize the act of violence. In considering how colonial and imperial legacies lend 

themselves to the social production of space and by critiquing the silence that surrounds 

contiguous acts of violence, Clarke foregrounds the responsibilities of readers in responding to 

uninterrupted systems of domination. 

The speaker, who is an immigrant from Barbados, feels close to the murder because it 

occurred within view of his home. The juxtaposition of the vulnerability of Croutch’s body in 

this public space and the security of the speaker’s in his private home leads into his consideration 

of a range of contemporary issues, spanning poverty, ostracism of sex workers and people who 

are precariously housed, and Canada’s role in international wars. He also implies a connection to 

the historical resonance of slavery and the Holocaust. It is useful here to refer to Michel-Rolph 

Trouillot’s Silencing the Past (1995) in which he uses Bourdieu’s conception of the unthinkable 

in The Logic of Practice to describe the Haitian Revolution: “The events that shook up Saint-

Domingue from 1791 to 1804 constituted a sequence for which not even the extreme political left 

in France or in England had a conceptual frame of reference. They were ‘unthinkable’ facts in 

the framework of Western thought” (82). Trouillot explains the unthinkable as “that which one 

cannot conceive within the range of possible alternatives, that which perverts all answers because 

it defies the terms under which the questions were phrased” (82). He continues by considering 

how the Haitian Revolution is treated in written history, highlighting the application of “formulas 

of erasure” and “formulas of banalization,” which are both “formulas of silence” (96). He argues 

that the “literature on slavery in the Americas and on the Holocaust suggests that there may be 

structural similarities in global silences or, at the very least, that erasure and banalization are not 

unique to the Haitian Revolution” (96).  
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This work of silence is of central interest to Where the Sun Shines Best, as multiple acts 

of violence across time and space are connected through a form of paralipsis in which the 

speaker of the poem constantly mentions the silence surrounding injustice, yet in doing so, he 

breaks that silence. For instance, referring to Croutch, the speaker laments that there is “no one 

to sing / his praise, to write a poem on his own violence” (44). This poem paradoxically 

remembers Croutch by pointing out how he is not remembered. This paradox is necessary 

because even though readers learn that Croutch was “an editor, a man of words,” they also learn 

he would have remained “nameless” if the murder had not caught public attention (43). 

Croutch’s anonymity in the final years of his life as he is pushed to the margins of society is not 

to be dismissed in the speaker’s reclamation of his identity. The speaker projects a similar 

vacillation between silence and articulated meaning throughout the poem. When he iterates “the 

silence of witnesses, the silence of guilt, the silence / of ignorance, the silence of the immorality 

that surrounds / the park,” he is disturbing these silences while also emphasizing them (56). If, as 

Trouillot shows, formulas of silence work within historical and literary representations to further 

obscure that which is beyond the dominant conceptual framework, then how do we discover the 

materials necessary to broaden our “range of possible alternatives”?  

Trouillot explains that “not all silences are equal” when it comes to the process of 

historical production and that “they cannot be addressed—or redressed—in the same manner” 

(26-27). He asserts, “any historical narrative is a particular bundle of silences, the result of a 

unique process, and the operation required to deconstruct these silences will vary accordingly” 

(27). In what way then can readers approach the bundle of silences offered in this poem? The 

speaker does not foreground silence so that readers can immediately dismiss it by assuming 

immediate understanding of this particular act of violence. Likewise, the poem itself is 
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understood as not capable of counterbalancing the effects of these silences; they remain despite 

the poem. Yet if this singular incident is explicitly linked to broader systems, then readers are 

encouraged to consider their own contextualized silences as modelled by the speaker who 

struggles with his response to the loss of Croutch, the motivation of the murderers, and the 

broader systems of domination made evident by this murder. His admittance, “I stand in this 

silence,” implicitly asks readers where they stand (28).  

This call for self-awareness also acts as an indictment of the logic of geographic propriety 

that leads to Croutch’s murder. The soldiers attack him out of a desire to claim and defend the 

space as their own. They cite his “‘Trepassing on our Armouries!’” as reason to punish him, and 

they declare, “‘this homeless bugger / is sleeping on our property? You don’t belong here, 

fucker’” (19, 61). If he is trespassing, he is a body out of place. He has transgressed the defined 

space he is supposed to inhabit, and readers are left to wonder about the rationale behind such 

spatial organization and the human toll of such dispossession. Croutch loses his life as the 

soldiers inflicting the violence malign their humanity. The Armouries itself is described as a 

policed space as the speaker explains that it is fenced with “blackened iron to protect the 

Armouries from invading whores” (20). Whores, a word that slips into hordes, signify the 

ostracized, marginalized individuals who are expected not to disrupt naturalized boundaries. The 

poem suggests deliberate comparison of how this production of space—who belongs where—is 

inherently tied to the “silent audience” or the “witnesses of the spectacle” who remain within 

their homes pretending not to be complicit in the violence and injustice of the world as “they 

fence themselves behind wrought iron” “in carbon copy” of the fences surrounding the 

Armouries (27). Given the injustice facilitated by understandings of space as claimable and the 

consequence of displaced people being denied their humanity, the poem seems to indict the silent 
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majority as complicit in the violence being perpetrated. They malign their humanity just like the 

soldiers do.  

In Demonic Grounds (2006), Katherine McKittrick explains that “the idea that space ‘just 

is,’ and that space and place are merely containers for human complexities and social relations, is 

terribly seductive,” but “we produce space, we produce its meanings, and we work very hard to 

make geography what it is” (xi). Focussing on black women’s geographies, she argues that if 

“space and place appear to be safely secure and unwavering, then what space and place make 

possible, outside and beyond tangible stabilities, and from the perspective of struggle, can 

potentially fade away” (xi). Where the Sun Shines Best shares this understanding of the 

production of space and emphasizes the need to think about geography differently in order to 

recuperate and produce alternative possibilities. One of the ways in which it asks readers to think 

of space differently is by modeling different, unexpected forms of relationships.  

To this end, the poem involves readers in the creation of a map of violence. In the midst 

of describing the brutal assault of Croutch, the speaker of the poem connects this act to the 

violent death of a sixteen-year-old black child a few streets away: “It was a shooting / on Shuter. 

A black man. Gang-related. Related / It was a gangster sixteen years old” (22). Here, the speaker 

connects these particular acts of violence in order to graph a larger context in which vulnerable 

bodies are repeatedly violated. This is a consistent strategy in the poem as the speaker refers 

specifically to sex workers in and around Moss Park and explains that there are “cheaper rates 

now that they are east of Jarvis, east of Church / and McGill, the prices lower the farther east you 

go” (9). In connecting these “related” acts of violence, the speaker is not simply creating a map 

of violence through which readers can perceive the city. The speaker is also drawing readers into 

the practice of tracing relationships that may not be immediately apparent.  
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The poem also ties understandings of space as claimable and to be protected through 

violence to the Canadian military’s involvement in foreign conflict and in imperialism. The 

speaker criticizes the capacity of Canada’s military industrial complex to co-opt young men into 

systems of domination. These soldiers are described as “members of the same cult and secret 

society, / a brigade of violence, tied to obedience in the same drills of precision” (24). This 

imposed sense of relationship acts in tandem with the speaker’s observation that “the soldier 

could not find on a map of the world” the “foreign countries” in which he will be sent to fight 

wars because he is young, uneducated, and has “no geography in his head” (26). The 

enforcement of certain types of relationships functions within certain understandings or lack of 

understanding of space.  

As a counterpoint to this dynamic, the poem connects individuals to larger collectives 

across time and space. One of the soldiers is singled out by the speaker as an immigrant and “the 

descendant of slaves” (52). He is included in the poem’s unification of spaces like “Brooklyn and 

Harlem, N’Orleans and Halifax, London’s / Notting Hill, Toronto’s Moss Park, the suburban 

ghetto / of Malvern in the east, and Jane-Finch in the west,” which are all connected through 

voluntary and involuntary migrations and as spaces “bearing the blame for all iniquities of 

colour” (49). Space is constituted through histories of movement organized by race. Geographic 

arrangements emerging out of the colonial era persevere as do relationships that arose out of 

those arrangements. Likewise, the speaker identifies the soldier’s mother as “recent from Africa, 

survivor of the crossing,” positioning this individual as standing in for those who survived the 

Middle Passage (48). The speaker also portrays himself as bonded to this particular soldier 

because of their racial positioning within the space of Canada, explaining “we who wear the 

same uniform of brotherhood / are left to mourn for your cowardice” (50). These forms of 
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implied relationships illustrate the speaker’s encouragement of contemplating one’s position 

through broader frameworks. While this soldier is grounded in the present through his 

positioning within institutions like the Canadian military, he is also implicated in relationships 

that complicate that positioning. 

The poem’s discussion of race, however, is filled with ambiguity. Croutch is connected to 

racialized oppression across multiple contexts, and the black soldier is connected to the white 

supremacist ideologies enacted by military policy. At one point, the speaker asks, “did you, in 

silence, become / merely white, thick, glue?” (55). In order to explore the poem’s take on the 

instability of racial categories it is important to understand that the title of the poem is taken from 

Al Jolson’s song, “Mammy,” which he sang in blackface in the movie The Jazz Singer (1927), 

one of the first talking pictures that ended the silent era of movies. As Joel Rosenberg explains in 

his article “The Languages of the Jazz Singer” (2002), “It is a well-known fact that The Jazz 

Singer was the first American feature-length film to display utterance of the English language. 

But, it is less well appreciated that it was also the first to display utterance in Yiddish and in 

Aramaic” (14). This movie is a cultural text that vacillates between languages as it does between 

silence and sound as well as between music and captioned speech. In The Jazz Singer, Al Jolson 

plays Jakie Rabinowitz who wants to be a jazz singer rather than continue the family’s tradition 

by becoming a cantor in the synagogue. Shunned by his father, he changes his name to Jack 

Robin and eventually finds success, but when he is about to open on Broadway, he is told that his 

father is dying and his mother pleads for him to sing for his father one last time at the Yom 

Kippur Service. He leaves the show and sings at the synagogue before his father dies, but in the 

final scene, he is back on the stage singing the song “My Mammy” in black face with his mother 

cheering in the audience.  
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The Jazz Singer depicts the complications of an immigrant community negotiating old 

and new traditions in the face of assimilation, paralleling in some respects the situation of the 

immigrants in Where the Sun Shines Best. In the movie, the derogatory caricature that is 

blackface allows the protagonist to switch between identities in finding routes to satisfy all 

demands while black people and their realities are omitted. As Michael Rogin explains in 

Blackface, White Noise, “as immigration and technological innovations were creating American 

mass culture, [The Jazz Singer] announced Old World, patriarchal defeat to obfuscate New 

World power. It appropriated an imaginary blackness to Americanize the immigrant son” (80). In 

Clarke’s poem, the speaker compares the black soldier to Jolson’s character in The Jazz Singer. 

The speaker of the poem describes him as “resembling / Al Jolson” but his “face is indelible, and 

no eraser nor soap / can lighten the darkness of your bed” (61). The speaker critiques Jolson’s 

superficial performance of blackness while recognizing cultural products as tethered to the 

silences and articulations that preserve or erase histories and identities. He acknowledges the 

power of cultural products to articulate alternative conceptions of belonging, but he indicts those 

efforts that reinforce systems of domination for the benefit of some.  

Where the Sun Shines Best shows certain conceptions of space and relationship to be 

manufactured and complicit in larger schemes of domination. By being mindful of silence, 

violence, and context, the speaker of the poem models his own attempt at attending to specific 

acts of injustice that are close to him but that are also situated within larger geographical, 

historical, and sociocultural contexts. In doing so, he creates a space for readers to consider their 

responses as well. By foregrounding an awareness of context and relationship, this poem reveals 

how individuals can claim their responsibility in collectively maintained systems of domination, 

even if one’s complicity is simply silence. I end with this poem as it is aligned with an assertion 
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made by Bourdieu in In Other Words (1987): “Freedom is not something given: it is something 

you conquer—collectively” (15). He and Clarke are arguing, in their own ways, that by 

becoming more aware of the social determinants that structure our perception of the world we 

can think and act in ways that are freer from constraint. This is a collective endeavour because 

we have to draw from multiple traditions to push against prevailing forces and develop renewed 

understandings apart from the colonially derived, market-driven perspective. This is not to say 

that there will be a mutually agreed alternative, but the space needed for competing ideas is what 

is indispensable. This ambitious goal is aided by modelled possibilities presented by writers like 

Clarke and Selvon. They do not aim for the complete overthrow of systems of domination in 

their works, but they manage to point to dispositions, conditions, and forms of relationships that 

anticipate collectively constructed change. They allow for contemplation of the collective’s 

responsibility for the individual and the individual’s responsibility for the collective, rattling 

rigid understandings of the world in the hope of finding alternative ways of sustaining each 

other.  
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