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Abstract

This essay offers a reading of Andrea Levy’s 2004 novel, Small Island, through the lens
of James Baldwin’s classic 1953 essay, “Stranger in the Village.” Although Baldwin and
Levy address similar themes and issues—notably, both contest prevailing discourses of
race and citizenship—their works diverge in significant ways, which merit close
consideration. Baldwin's essay offers an African-American perspective on race and
identity in the mid-1950s while Levy’'s novel presents a fictionalised account—uwritten
more than 50 years later—of the Windrush generation and the experiences of black
British people at roughly the same time Baldwin was writing. Baldwin wrote his essay
while living abroad, at a moment when African American claims upon full citizenship,
intensifying in the changed racial climate following the second World War, would launch
the Civil Rights Movement. Indeed the book version of the 1953 essay was published in
1955, the same year Rosa Parks refused to move her seat on the bus and became the
emblem of that Movement. In his essay Baldwin speculates on the power differences
between a white person arriving in Africa and a Black person arriving in Europe. Levy’s
novel describes, in hindsight, the experiences of the Windrush immigrants, arriving as
colonial subjects in the ‘Mother Country,” and explores the intersecting experiences of
Afro-Caribbean immigrants from British colonies and white, working-class and lower-
middle class Londoners during and after World War 1l. A comparison of these two very
different texts about arrival and interracial contact reveals the dishearteningly common
and persistent dynamics of imperialism, power, and racism.
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Joyce is right about history being a nightmare—but it may be the
nightmare from which no one can awaken. People are trapped in history
and history is trapped in them.

—James Baldwin®

In 1953, James Baldwin first published an essay, “Stranger in the Village,” which offers
an incisive, painful, and enduring examination of racism and American identity. In the
opening to the essay, the expatriate Baldwin describes his visit to a small Swiss village
whose residents have never before seen a person of African descent. He describes his
experience as follows:

Everyone in the village knows my name, though they scarcely ever use it,

knows that | came from America though this, apparently, they will never

really believe: black men come from Africa—and everyone knows that |

am the friend of the son of a woman who was born here, and that | am

staying in their chalet. But | remain as much a stranger today as | was

the first day | arrived, and the children shout Neger! Neger! as | walk

along the streets.... there was no suggestion that | was human: | was

simply a living wonder.”

The thrust of Baldwin’s argument concerns what he regarded, in 1953, as the
quintessentially American struggle of peoples of European ancestry to acknowledge the
humanity and shared citizenship of people of African ancestry or, in Baldwin’s words, the
“necessity of the American white man to find a way of living with the Negro in order to be
able to live with himself.” In the course of this complicated essay Baldwin speculates on
the differences between a European arriving for the first time in Africa and an African
arriving for the first time in Europe.

Baldwin describes these experiences imaginatively, indeed novelistically, using the
description of differences to make rhetorical and political points about race relations in the
United States. His insights into the varying power dynamics of each encounter may
elucidate many of the experiences of people of African descent who were, at that
historical moment, arriving in Europe in unprecedented numbers in the post-war counter-
migration from former colonies to Europe (though these people were not, of course,
encountering white Europeans for the first time). Baldwin's essay thus offers us a
perspective through which we can begin to examine Andrea Levy’s fictionalised account
of the arrival of the Windrush generation of West Indians in Britain, in her novel, Small
Island.

At the same time, Baldwin's essay is equally revealing for what it does not say,
especially about the sexual dimensions of the colonial and post-colonial encounter. In
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discussing the Western imperial movement into Africa and Asia, for example, Anne
McClintock refers to the “long tradition of male travel as an erotics of ravishment,” and
the “persistent gendering of the imperial unknown,”s while Stuart Hall, discussing the
counter-migration of West Indians and others to Britain, describes “the problem of the
problem, so to speak—the core issue: [as] miscegenation.”® Baldwin, however, in this
essay does not directly address the subject of interracial sexuality so essential to the
encounter between races; indeed he scarcely mentions women at all. Nor does he
address the different ways that race and power intersect for women on each side of the
encounter. Yet both of these questions are central to Small Island.

Consequently, a comparison of the two texts is as intriguing for the thematic
connections between them as for the ways they diverge. Baldwin’'s essay, of course, is a
primary document, recounting the perspective of an African-American man living in
France in the mid 1950s, while Levy’s is a novel, a fictionalised account written more than
a generation later, of the Windrush generation and the experi
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understanding one another and themselves. At the same time, four of these five people



125 | Stranger in the Empire: Language and Identity in the ‘Mother Country’

work on behalf of the British and to start a new life there, convinced by years of colonial
propaganda that they are equal citizens of the ‘Mother Country’ and Empire, not second-
class subjects of colonial rule. Instead, of course, they encounter virulent racism and
violence from many of the people whom they had been taught to regard as fellow citizens
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sense, created me, people who have cost me more anguish and rage
than they will ever know, who yet do not even know of my existence."

It is precisely this combination of astonishment, racial superiority, and ignorance that
greets the West Indians in England, although Levy reminds us that it is the experience of
both black men and black women. Furthermore, the response of the Jamaicans, or a part
of their response, is, just as Baldwin describes, a mixture of anguish and rage, most
particularly inspired by the recognition that they are, as human beings, at best invisible to
the English—not, as they were led to expect, fellow citizens—and at worst sub-human
barbarians or animals.

Michael, and later Gilbert and his mates, arrive in England from the West Indies in
the midst of the Second World War, having enlisted in the RAF not to conquer or to
convert but to save what they think of as the ‘Mother Country.” As soldiers they are
partially insulated from the extremes of racism they and other West Indians will encounter
after the war, when they are no longer protected by their uniforms. Yet their experiences
are still remarkably like those of Baldwin in that small Swiss village. During their first visit
to a small Yorkshire village, Gilbert observes that he and his fellow West Indians attract
the same kind of attention a gecko receives from a dog:

A gecko sensing a dog remains as still as death. [a dog] seeing a gecko
is suddenly caught by passionate curiosity... Fearing the unexpected he
moves stealthily round the creature, never—even for a second—taking
his gaze from it.... The entire village had come out to play dog with
gecko. Staring out from dusty windows, gawping from shop doors, gaping
at the edge of the pavement, craning at gates and peering round corners.
The villagers kept their distance but held that gaze of curious trepidation
firmly on we West Indian RAF volunteers. Under this scrutiny we darkies
moved with the awkwardness of thieves caught in a sunbeam."’

The West Indian men are seen as objects of the colonialist gaze in this isolated Yorkshire
village; these men become, as Gilbert notes, mere “darkies” (a word Hortense has never
heard before arriving in England). They become awkward, and most tellingly they begin
to internalise this perspective: to see themselves as illicit, like thieves. Where Baldwin’s
essay focuses on the cruel echoes of American racism in the ignorant response of the
Swiss villagers—those children shouting “Neger! Neger!"—Gilbert, whose vision is the
most consistently generous and thoughtful of the four voices in the novel, recognises
here and throughout his narrative the fear and trepidation that lie behind the scrutiny and
ignorance.

In the language of postcolonial theory, Gilbert recognises “recurrent doubling in male
imperial discourse... the simultaneous dread of catastrophic boundary loss... associated
with fears of impotence and infantilization and attended by an excess of boundary order
and fantasies of unlimited power.”18 In effect, his description of this encounter challenges
and complicates the experience Baldwin describes. He returns the gaze of the imperialist
villagers and depicts his vision of them through language, offering a narrative account
that manifests considerably more compassion and humor than the villagers do. In the
process of describing the encounter he reclaims and asserts his own humanity.
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Furthermore, the English response to the West Indians soldiers is more varied and
complex than the reaction of the Swiss villagers Baldwin describes in his essay. When
the Yorkshire villagers do finally come out to inspect the West Indians, one old man says,

‘We're all in this together, lad. We're glad to have you here — glad to have
ya’ ... [while a woman, arguing with her husband about the West Indians’
language, says] ‘There, | told you. They speak it just like us, only funnier.
Ta, ducks, sorry to bother ya,’ ... [and a middle-aged man asks them why
they would] 'leave a nice sunny place to come here if you didn’'t have to’
[but is clearly offended when Gilbert responds,] ‘To fight for my country,
sir.™®

Despite this variation in response, however, and the humor of the Yorkshire villagers’
perspective on the ‘funnier’ language of the Jamaicans, it remains true that the most
prevalent and systematic reaction of the English is the kind of ignorant racism Gilbert so
vividly captures in describing the experience of one of his friends: “let me not forget
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As colonial subjects, accustomed to seeing whites in positions of power and
unaccustomed to seeing white people work in any menial capacity, they are shocked to
see white women labouring in restaurants and factories, surprised to hear the
uneducated language of the working class English people they meet, and appalled to
encounter bland, boiled food and a cold, colourless winter landscape. The “small island”
of the title might refer as easily to the narrow, bland and provincial England as to the
sunny Caribbean island of Jamaica, but these islands prove to be significantly different.

Even more powerful than their
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often complicates human connections rather than facilitating it. Language is, of course,
fundamental to human identity, and the dilemma of the capacity of the Other to speak
(and be heard by the dominant group) has been a recurring theme in postcolonial literary
studies. We may think, for example, of Joseph Conrad’s classic rendering of white men
encountering the ‘inarticulate’ Other in Heart of Darkness (1899/1902) as well as of
Chinua Achebe’s cogent analysis of Conrad’s refusal or inability to “confer language on
the ‘rudimentary souls’ of Africa.”?® Perhaps for this reason it is the capacity of the West
Indian immigrants not simply to speak English but to speak it clearly and, in the case of
Hortense, to speak a Caribbean-inflected, educated English that causes the greatest
initial surprise and resentment among many of the white people they meet. Through the
constant failures of white English and black West Indians to understand the words of one
another, we most vividly see the painful dimensions of differences in race, class, and
cultural difference.

Hortense’s first conversation with Queenie illustrates the way social class, marked
by accent and diction and culture, reflected by idioms and by deeply engrained
assumptions about race, make human communication and connection across these
divides virtually impossible. Queenie comes to visit Hortense on her first day in the
shabby and deteriorating house where Queenie quite bravely rents out rooms to several
West Indians. Hortense, a strict and rigid woman proud of her light skin and her upper
class connections as well as of her training as a teacher, is utterly appalled by the squalor
of the tiny attic room, so far removed from her expectations of imperial England. She is
cold and silent to Queenie, and their first encounter flounders almost immediately:

'Cat got your tongue?’ [Queenie asks. And Hortense thinks] What cat
was she talking of? Don't tell me there was a cat that must also live with
us in this room. ‘My name’s Mrs. Bligh,” [Queenie] carrie[s] on. ‘But you
can call me Queenie, if you like. Everyone here does. Would you like
that?’ The impression | received was that she was talking to me as if |
was an imbecile. An educated woman such as I. So | replied, ‘Have you
lost your cat?"?°

Despite the humor of the encounter, the obliviousness of each woman is heartbreaking:
neither of these strong and forceful women truly sees or hears the other; Hortense is as
blinded and deafened by her class snobbery and inflated expectations of imperial
England as Queenie is by the insularity of her social class and its reflexive racism.

Hortense’s first shopping experience in London contains a similar painful mix of
humour and heartbreak. This educated woman, who prides herself on her refined
language and elegant speech, finds that few white English people can understand her
Jamaican-inflected English with its Victorian sense of correctness. When she asks for a
tin of condensed milk at the grocery store, she finds that the storekeeper cannot
understand her:

[...] this red man [the storekeeper] stared back at me as if | had not
uttered the words. No light of comprehension sparkled in his eye. ‘I beg
your pardon?’ he said. Condensed milk, | said, five times, and still he
looked on me bewildered. Why no one in this country understand my
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English? At college my diction was admired by all. | had to point at the
wretched tin of condensed milk, which resided just behind his head.*

Like Gilbert in his encounter with impoverished Yorkshire villagers, Hortense is shielded
by her initial self-confidence (her diction was admired by all at college). Also like Gilbert
she is ultimately wounded not simply by the racism she doesn’t yet understand but more
profoundly by the failure of the ‘Mother Country’ to understand the language it has taught
her, and thus to be able to respond to her as a human being. Unlike Gilbert, Hortense is
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class English people, here defines a vision of the future for the country and creates hope
for his connection with his wife. He asserts exactly the subjectivity and reciprocity that
Baldwin so bitterly desires. But the cruelest irony of the moment is contained in Bernard’s
reply: “I'm sorry... but | just can’t understand a single word you're saying.”** Whether
Bernard’s lack of understanding is personal or linguistic or political, his response defines
the extent to which race, class, and empire render him deaf to Gilbert's humanity. In
Baldwin’s words, Gilbert's “inferiority in relation to himself is not even to be questioned.”*
Anguish and rage remain integral to this encounter.

New Visions

Baldwin’s essay, which imagines an encounter between Europe and Africa, white and
black, ends on a note of consciously willed, not completely plausible hope:

The time has come to realize that the interracial drama acted out on the
American continent has not only created a new black man, it has created
a new white man, too. No road whatever will lead Americans back to the
simplicity of this European village where white men still have the luxury of
looking on me as a stranger.... This world is white no longer, and it will
never be white again.®

His words are strikingly close to those of Gilbert, in his impassioned statement to
Bernard: “No. Stop this, man. Stop it now. We can work together, Mr Bligh. You no see?
We must.”* Levy’s novel, exploring precisely the encounter Baldwin imagined, ends with
the same note of deliberate optimism, as Hortense, holding in her arms the child of
Queenie and Michael, joins Gilbert in the street as they prepare to move into their new
house and to build their lives together in the Mo
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Endnotes

1 James Baldwin, “Stranger in the Village,” Notes of a Native Son. Boston: Beacon Press, 1955,
2: https://pantherfile.uwm.edu/gjay/www/Whiteness/stranger.htm [accessed 26 June 2011].
Baldwin’s essay was written while he was living in exile abroad. First published in Harper’s
Magazine in 1953, it was republished two years later as part of his collection, Notes of a
Native Son. It thus marks a liminal moment in the Civil






