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regard it as a frustrating though somehow unavoidable solution to his cultural

dispossession to “live on a raft in the middle of the Atlantic at a point equidistant
between Africa, the Caribbean and Britdimhere he would be left to sink. It is

perhaps an index to Phillips's maturation as a writer that, almost twenty years later, he
views this point in the middle of the Atlantic as his “imaginary home,” as the

satisfying reflection of his multiple identity, since, as he reveals in an as yet
unpublished essay entitled “The ‘High Anxiety’ of Belonging,” he wants the middle

of the ocean to become his “long home,” i.e. the place where, ultimately, his ashes

will be scattered.

The choice of this watery grave is no doubt the expression of his being forever
enmeshed in the complexities triggered off by the Middle Passage and the triangular
trade. It also marks a development from a feeling of being homeless and existentially
“adrift” to a sense of having finally found an anchorage in the ocean, albeit of an
ambiguous kind since the sea implies constant movements and fluctuations. What a
critic recently wrote on “Tidalectics,” i.e. aquatic metaphors, in Caribbean literature
seems to apply to Phillips's arrangements for his posthumous life: “This imaginative
return to the abyss,” she writes, “indicates an aquatic symbology that ‘territorializes’
through history rather than through ethnic or national ‘roots’ and therefore
complicates the limitations of nation-based, terrestrial belonding doubt, this
pelagic mooring is a welcome image at a time when identity construction, and
“home,” are still geographically confined, and viewed by some in simplistic and static

racial or national terms.

My contention is that Phillips's mature, undogmatic, and fluid vision of home

has been achieved through his repeated explorations of the diaspora, which is literally

Bénédicte Ledent: Diasporic Belonging in Caryl PhillipE'g Atlantic Sound 199









EnterText 1.1

him suffer. Unlike the slave, however, Phillips has now achieved freedom of choice
and isin charge of his own existence, asindicated by the recurrent, amost obsessive,

use of the verb “decide” in the first two chapters of this new book.

Quite predictably, this intercontinental journey is also one of self-discovery
for a writer with such a complex background, who has been described as a “citizen of

the world.™

The prologue t@he Atlantic Sound focuses on his voyage from the
Caribbean to England aboard a banana boat, a re-enactment of his own parents'
migration from St. Kitts to the Mother Country when he was just an infant. Free from
the “nervous anticipatiorl® his parents felt when reaching England, Phillips

fleetingly thinks he has found home when he sights the white cliffs of Dover: “For
one brief moment | imagine that a chapter in my own personal narrative has
closed....l have arrived. | imagine - desire — clostif&&t the ensuing unsentimental
exploration of the African diaspora, which ends with a visit to a community of
African-Americans who have “come homto the land of their biblical ancestors in
Israel annihilates this short-lived confidence. Phillips is then led to conclude that
“There is no closuré® and that “It is futile to walk into the face of histoR).”

However central to his own identity construction, then, Britain cannot
unproblematically become his only home, nor can Africa or America for that matter,
for history dictates a different choice, more intricate and less reassuring perhaps, but

the only way for the displaced individual of ever achieving some kind of meaningful

belonging.

One of the driving forces behind this investigative book may be Phillips's
wariness of the diaspora as a blanket concept, and now often hackneyed term, that

could magically solve the identity conundrum of the twentieth-century postcolonial.
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Phillips ever to give a satisfying answer to the problematic question, “Where are you
from?"® But it also promotes an exclusive, as opposed to an inclusive, view of
identity which cannot but be sterile, as symbolised by the setting of the book's last
pages which are also written in an arid prose characterised by fewer verbs and shorter
sentences. The Negev desert where the African-American “Hebrew Israelites” have
settled for good indeed stands in stark contrast to the ocean, a space without borders,
whose unpinnable fluidity accommodates metamorphoses, even though the deep is
not without its own dangers. The desert, on the contrary, crystallises the dry and
disciplinarian life of the new community which claims to have succeeded in
eradicating crime and violence, but also, more ominously, welfare and
homosexuality® Presented by its supporters “as though it were a celestial compound
of heaven here on eartf!,the black Hebrew community is a place from where it is
possible to speak “without doubt. Without anxiety. Without ambigdftg Utopian

society indeed suggestive of a “New World Ord&rjut a ghetto-like one which, for
Phillips, may not be very different from the protracted plantation system the

American settlers wanted to escape, and which does not bode well for the future of

humanity.

How, then, does Phillips respond to the diasporan excesses just described?
Very much as in his fiction, it is mostly through form and characterisation that he
energises the diasporic threatened by the theoretical straitjacket. A central narrative in
three parts framed by a prologue and an epilogue, the juxtaposition of stories that
interweave through similar situations and language, and the wave-like movements of
a text that constantly flows forward and backward, like the sea, are just three of the
formal techniques reminiscent of his novels and their diasporic quality. Another

similarity with his fiction is the focus on several figures who are part of the history of
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sorts,” all the more difficult to unravel because they are most often left unsaid. For
Phillips, then, there is no single, immovable allegiance, but several of them, such as
class, religion, or even sport, which combine and fluctuate over space and time to
make each individual a unique being always in becoming. Phillips's only dedication is
to what has been called “a state of perpetual wandetrepibodied in the ocean,

which, as a repository of history and as a gateway to the unconscious, paradoxically

conveys a form of belonging as well.

Appropriately for a volume of non-fiction, the tone and attitude that Phillips
adopts to communicate his reflections prove to be the most significant strategy in his
attempts to counterbalance the “overstatements” of a simplified diaspora. What strikes
first in his approach is his analytical distance, which several reviewers have compared
to the by now legendary aloofness of V. S. Naipaul. To me the comparison does not
hold, for even if Phillips's humour in this book is sometimes mockingly ironical, even
sardonic (as when he comments on African driving habits and faulty timekeeping), it
never conveys scorn as his Trinidadian peer's does. Rather, while being very critical,
Phillips's rational approach does not prevent him from grasping, as Derek Walcott
does, that “the African revival [can be] an escape to another dighiag, 'shown by
the dance in Charleston of young African women whose “sinewy bodies weave
invisible threads that connect them to the imagined old 4ifBHiillips's intellectual
undertaking is indeed always associated with a profound sympathy for human nature
and its yearning for an elsewhere that can be called home, be it the Western world for

the African, or Africa for the Westernized blacks.

As | have tried to show, in spite of his rejection of the soppiness that is

sometimes the reverse of the diasporan coin, Phillips is aware of “deep wounds that
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