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Andrea Levy’s Dislocating Narratives1 
Wendy Knepper 

This special issue on Andrea Levy (1956- ), the first of its kind, considers the author’s 

contribution to contemporary literature by exploring how her narratives represent the 

politics of place2  as well as the dislocations associated with empire, migration, and social 

transformation. Since the 1990s, Levy has published five novels, namely Every Light in 

the House Burnin’ (1994), Never Far from Nowhere (1996), Fruit of the Lemon (1999), 

Small Island (2004), and The Long Song (2010). Slavery and its legacies, migration, and 

quests for belonging are recurring motifs in her work. This is not surprising, given that this 

black British writer’s life and writing have been shaped by histories of migration that 

preceded her birth, notably through her parents’ emigration from Jamaica to England 

during the Windrush era as well as through her genealogical connections to the Middle 

Passage, slavery, and wider circulations throughout the Black Atlantic. Levy came of age 

in a Britain marked by racial tensions and the rise of multiculturalism; directly and 

indirectly, her work reflects the hopes and anxieties associated with this period of 

transition. Internal exile is a recurring theme, especially in her early novels, which tend to 

highlight the ways in which migrants and their children have often been marginalised in 

British society. Many of her novels depict breakdowns in communication or show 

characters who experience difficulties relating to one another—often as a result of 

colonialism or its legacies—even when held together in relations of intimacy, whether 

through sexual partnerships, friendships, or family. Her work as a whole interrogates 

relations to place/space, notably through depictions of the council estate, London, 

metropolitan/colonial relations, the sugar plantation, and routes of migration. Throughout 

her oeuvre, Levy offers an unflinching critique of inequality, especially as evidenced 

through the intersections of race, class, and gender. 

Even as Levy attends to the contested politics of place and identity in material, 

affective, and imaginative terms, her textual strategies of dislocation work to challenge 

prevailing ideologies and foster social transformation. For instance, Small Island remaps 

our understanding of the histories, places, and peoples, before and after Windrush 

migration, in Jamaica and England as well the wider world.3 Maria Helena Lima observes 

that “[a]fter reading Small Island, […] readers will not be able to see ‘home’ and ‘empire’ 

as two separate spaces, leaving unchallenged the fiction of a pre-existing England, 

herself constituted outside and without imperialism.”4 The very structure of the narrative, 

composed of various first-person accounts expressing black and white and male and 

female perspectives, implies the need for equal representation and thus challenges 

colonial hierarchies. As this example from Small Island indicates, Levy’s textual 

dislocations—such as shifts in time and space and juxtapositions of multiple first-person 

testimonial accounts—have the capacity to reorient the socio-cultural imaginary because 

they expose and disrupt the uneven dynamics that underpin hegemonic constructions of 

space, time, and subjectivity. 
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Meena Alexander’s account of a poetics of dislocation can help to shed light on 

Levy’s politicised aesthetic. Alexander suggests that the migrant’s “painful reckoning” with 

the vanishing memories of the place from wh
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of the defining events of British identity in the twentieth century: the arrival of 492 

passengers (in fact, there were more migrants, also from other places, but 492 remains 

the number that dominates the popular imaginary) from the West Indies whose entry 

would mark the rise of what Louise Bennett refers to as “colonizin in reverse.”10 Levy 

explains that her parents, like so many migrants of the Windrush generation, were 

astonished to discover that the ‘Mother Country’ was less than welcoming despite the 

urgent need for additional labourers in the post-war period: 

But they soon found that they were foreigners in England, and this 
shocked them. The things they thought of as quintessentially English—
manners, politeness, rounded vowels from well-spoken people—were not 
in evidence. They suffered bad housing—by no means the plight of black 
people alone in those post-war days: the signs in windows read “no 
niggers, no dogs, no Irish.” My dad faced incredible hostility when looking 
for somewhere to live because of the colour of his skin. He had a job with 
the post office. My mum, a trained teacher in Jamaica, had to sew to 
make a living here. She worked in sweat-shops with other foreigners—
Czechs, Poles, Greeks—all fall-out from the war. She had one 
advantage: she spoke English. And one disadvantage: She was black (or 
coloured, as we were termed then).11 

Levy’s account attests to the various challenges of migration, particularly in terms of 

xenophobia and the troubled quest for housing and employment.12 

Born in 1956, growing up in North London, Levy experienced the transitional years 

when white Britain came to acknowledge its multiracial identity, coinciding with a period of 

racial unrest. About two years after her birth, in 1958, the Notting Hill riots broke out; she 

was on the cusp of adolescence when Enoch Powell gave his infamous “Rivers of Blood 

Speech” in 1968; in Levy’s twenties, the 1981 Brixton riots took place. Lisa Allardice 

notes that Levy only took up writing in 1988 in an effort to represent black British 

experience:  

It was only a growing political awareness in her 20s that drew her to 
literature. While working in the wardrobe departments of the BBC and the 
Royal Opera House, she read voraciously; she was “hungry, hungry, 
hungry” for books. She looked to Africa-American writers such as Maya 
Angelou, Toni Morrison and Alice Walker, but searched in vain for any 
British equivalents, or a reflection of herself. She enrolled in a writing 
class [with Alison Fell] and set about writing her own story.13 

Despite the presence of Caribbean writing in Br
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Barbara Smith refers to as a “woman-identified art.”15 Yet, like Toni Morrison, Levy is also 

interested in representing black masculinities. Indeed, she has said that her father’s 

death in 1987 was the inciting incident that led to the writing of her first novel, observing: 

“[...] I think that I just wanted to make him, record something of his life, and also the 

experience that we’d gone through with it.”16 Levy has stated that Selvon’s accounts of 

the migrant experience correspond to those of her father,17 suggesting a wider oral 

tradition of storytelling in Caribbean diaspori
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Charlotte Williams, Leonora Brito, Jackie Kay, Ravinder Randhawa, and Farhana 

Sheikh.23 Looking beyond Britain, Levy’s work belongs to the domain of transnational and 

diasporic fictions, which are inscribed across borders through multiple literary affiliations. 

Levy’s first three novels, from the 1990s, deal primarily with the coming-of-age 

experience for children born of Windrush migrants, offering black British and Caribbean 

diasporic perspectives concerning society and identity formation. These works are 

sometimes read as a trilogy,24 reflecting Levy’s experience from the 1960s through to the 

1980s, but they also belong to a wider tradition of fictions by the children of migrants who 

“are constantly reminded they are ‘not of here’ even though they believe and feel that 

they are.”25 Levy’s first novel, Every Light in the House Burnin' (1994), presents a semi-

autographical, fictionalised account of a Jamaican family living in London in the 1960s. 

Told from the perspective of Angela Jacob, this story explores the family’s experiences 

on council estates and encounters with the National Health Service (NHS), highlighting 

the ways in which institutionalised and everyday racism as well as class distinctions have 

shaped life in Britain. Set during the 1970s, Never Far from Nowhere (1996) shows how 

racial hierarchies inflect the life horizons and 
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Multiple dislocating narrative techniques come together in Small Island. The novel 

subverts the centre-periphery paradigm of empire by bringing the history of one small 

island, Britain, into dialogue with another, Jamaica. Furthermore, Levy complicates a 

sense of history by retelling it through the converging and often incommensurate vantage 

points of white English (Queenie and her husband Bernard Bligh) and Afro-Caribbean 

migrant characters (Hortense Roberts and Gilbert Joseph). Britain, especially London, 

emerges as an uneasy contact zone of exchange, segregation, and intermixture. Levy 

calls attention to World War II as an event that transformed race relations for a short time, 

but also initiated longer term changes. African American authors, such as Walter Mosley, 

have already shown the ways in which World War II led to altered race relations at home 

following demobilisation. Levy follows in this path, but she also explores interrelated 

histories of violence, enabled by various imperialisms, especially through Britain’s post-

WWII military interventions in India. Her novel draws on testimonial accounts, including 

her own family narratives and those of the wider community. The experiences of Michael 

Roberts and Gilbert take inspiration from her uncle’s experiences in the RAF and her 

father’s experiences as a Windrush migrant respectively. Moreover, she incorporates 

insights gained from important oral histories, such as those collated in Mike Phillips and 

Trevor Phillips’s Windrush: The Irresistible Rise of Multi-Racial Britain (1998). Thus, the 

novel reconfigures an understanding of history from many different angles. 

Levy’s keen interests in women’s language and hybrid voicing surface in The Long 

Song, a neo-slave novel, a genre which has played an especially important role in African 

American women’s writing. We might also situate this text in the wider Caribbean and 

Black Atlantic tradition of neo-slave novels, which includes works by Caryl Phillips, David 

Dabydeen, Fred D’Aguiar, Dionne Brand, Nalo Hopkinson, Marlon James, and 

Bernardine Evaristo. The language and voicing of The Long Song are particularly 

noteworthy, marking a turn towards a more stylised use of dialect. This metafictional work 

is presented as a highly self-conscious act of orature: even as the novel brings the voice 

of July to the reader, it also highlights the editorial interventions and mediating efforts of 

her son, Thomas. Levy’s attentiveness to various forms of literacy and language and 

metafictional techniques are in many ways comparable to the narrative strategies of 

Patrick Chamoiseau, an author who frequently combines techniques of metalepsis, vocal 

distancing, and testimonial narration when writing about the slave past. Furthermore, 

Levy’s novel is written in a tragicomic mode: as Ulla Rahbek notes, Levy “has managed 

to tell the gruesome story of slavery and racism in an amusing way.”28 The Long Song 

contributes to the wider Black Atlantic effort to confront the traumatic past of slavery and 

its legacies through an intimate history, which offers a fragmented, partial, and subversive 

view of the oppressions of empire. 

Towards a Poetics of Dislocation: Levy’s Dislocating Narratives 

Despite the importance and growing influence of her oeuvre, Levy’s work has only 

recently begun to receive the kind of critical attention it deserves. Current scholarship 

tends to reflect on Levy’s efforts to represent identity politics and issues of belonging in 

British, postcolonial, and global contexts. Mark Stein’s Novels of Transformation, situates 
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the black British novel in the tradition of the Bildungsroman, arguing that fictions about 

identity formation, such as Levy’s Fruit of the Lemon, are also “about the transformation 

of British society and cultural institutions.”29 Stein shows that Faith’s “location of 

belonging turns out to be location of ‘unbelonging’” and rejection.30 However, when Faith 

journeys from London to Jamaica, she collects stories that enable her to put into 

perspective her relationship to Britain and “conceive of alternate histories—and alternate 

futures as well.”31 Weihsin Gui’s comparative reading of Andrea Levy and V.S. Naipaul 

situates the authors’ work as “post-heritage novels that combine thematic and formal 

characteristics identified by Rebecca Walkowitz in her analysis of the ‘post-consensual 

novel,”32 namely the microgenres of “the novel of minority culture; the novel of 

multiculturalism, and the novel of transnational comparison.”33 Where Gui is primarily 

interested in migrancy and racism as represented in Fruit of the Lemon, it is easy to see 

how this account of microgenres might more generally be applied to Levy’s oeuvre as a 

whole. Gui’s analysis of contesting representations and imbricated histories places 

emphasis on the related inscriptions of
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of the home in Every Light in the House Burnin’ and Never Far from Nowhere. Claudia 

Marquis’s “Crossing Over: Postmemory and the Postcolonial Imaginary in Andrea Levy’s 

Small Island and Fruit of the Lemon” bridges space and time by considering how Black 

Atlantic crossings, imagined and actual, shape literary production. Drawing on trauma 

theory, she takes George Lamming’s In the Castle of My Skin (1953), a work that looks 

back to the colony from Britain, as a point-of-entry for reading Levy’s narratives of 

crossings as acts of memory and imaginative encounter that complicate and enrich our 

understanding of history. 

Levy’s approach to temporality, particularly belatedness, and writing as a process of 

continuous negotiation plays an important role in her oeuvre. Ole Laursen’s “‘Telling Her 

a Story’: Remembering Trauma in Levy’s Writing” addresses the dislocating effects of 

slavery and migration as traumatic events. He argues that Levy resituates British and 

Black Atlantic histories through writing itself as a performative act of postmemorialisation, 

which reclaims “the experience of those who grew up dominated by narratives that 

preceded their birth.”42 Levy’s narratives highlight the ruptures and transformations that 

occur through the repression and recovery of personal and cultural memories. An 

emphasis on the open, ongoing process of cultural transformation also informs Alicia E. 

Ellis’s “Identity as Cultural Production in Andrea Levy’s Small Island.” Through a close 

reading of the “Prologue,” she highlights the ways in which Levy complicates the 

representation of black British presence, Windrush migration, and interracial encounters 

in Britain. The back-and-forth movements of memory and the instabilities of language 

come together in a dislocating poetics. 

Intertextual readings of Levy’s work highlight the ways in which Levy’s fiction 

intervenes in the cultural imaginary in order to highlight forms of marginalisation, 

particularly in terms of race and gender, as well as consider the ways in which writing 

may disrupt and challenge the prevailing cultural imaginary. Sandra Courtman’s “Women 

Writers and the Windrush Generation: A Contextual Reading of Beryl Gilroy’s In Praise of 

Love and Children and Andrea Levy’s Small Island” addresses the marginalisation of 

female authors in the black British literary canon. Re-reading the work of Gilroy in 

dialogue with Levy, she critiques the suppression of women’s writing and offers a 
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Endnotes 

 

1  I would like to thank Charlotte Beyer, Maria Helena Lima, Jago Morrison, and Anshuman 
Mondal for reading the introduction and providing feedback. I would also like to thank Gloria 
Maestripieri for her assistance with copy-editing. The flaws that remain are my own. 

2  Here I am using the term a “politics of place” to refer to the ways in which hegemonic and 
other, often competing, constructions of place (including locales, regions, and nations) work to 
(re)define groups of people or imagined communities, construct boundaries, and negotiate 




