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Contextualizing Postcolonial Niches in the Poetic Genre:  

A comparative Analysis of Mathew Takwi and Martin Carter 

 
Kehdinga George Fomunyam, PhD 

Durban University of Technology 

georgek@dut.ac.za   

Abstract  

Colonialism where ever it happened left similar challenges for the citizens of the postcolonial 

state. Be it in Africa or the Caribbean, the war against colonialism was fought heavily with the pen 

as with the gun and other tools. With the end of colonialism, drastic changes were expected in all 

areas of life as citizens were free to govern themselves. Since these changes have never taken place, 

the ills of colonialism are yet to be addressed and leaders in the postcolonial era have either become 

puppets of their colonial masters or tyrants who have no respect for the lives and needs of citizens. 

Consequently, the works of protest poets are even more relevant today than they were half a century 

ago. This paper presents a comparative analysis of the poetry of two such post-colonial poets: Mathew 

Takwi, a contemporary Cameroonian poet best known for his dissonance, radicalism and 

unconventionality, and Martin Carter, an award-winning Guyanese poet and one of the most 

important poets of the Caribbean, best known for his Poems of Resistance from British Guiana (1954), 

his political activism and his revolutionary vision. Though both poets are temporally and 

geographically far apart, their responses to prevailing societal circumstances are similar. Theirs are 

voices resisting and dismantling imperialist structures and advocating the common humanity of 

human beings—the kind of protest that the world may need now more than ever before. Using the 

Marxist theory, this paper contextualizes post-colonial niches in the works of these two poets, 

advocating a new vision not only for the Caribbean region but also for Africa.  

KEY WORDS: colonial, post-colonial, neo-colonial, liberation, structures, 

society, revolutionary 
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Introduction  

Poetry as a genre of literature is as old as creation itself. It has existed since the 

moment when Adam upon seeing Eve exclaimed, ‘‘This is now bone of my bones, and 

flesh of my flesh: she shall be called woman.” Since the beginning of time, therefore, 

poetry as an art form has been impacting lives at different levels. However, Dalleo 

(2006) argues that poetry has often been seen as fictional, weak and unreliable, since 

it is based on the flow of emotions. Leacock (2010) adds to this misunderstanding when 

he argues that the end of the poet and poetry itself is at hand because of its inability to 

make meaningful contributions to the society.   and other scholars are therefore turning 

their attention to the auto-biography and or other genres of literature which capture 

society in a more obvious manner. But, Kimmel (2000) argues that poetry reaches deep 

into the essential questions of human existence and that poetry probes underlining 

issues with which other genres hardly engage. Understood in this context, poetry 

becomes the core of literature, by reason of its fundamentality to the distillation of 

meaning from human lives.  

Kimmel goes even further, to explore the notion that life itself may be regarded 

as a poetics of agency. This notion highlights the importance of poetry in life in that it 

constitutes a frame for the understanding of human existence. When in “Choruses from 

The Rock” poet T. S. Eliot asks, “Where is the Life we have lost in living” (l. 11), his 

question implies that merely being alive is not poetic; rather, living with meaning 

captures the essence of poetry. It would seem, then, that the value of poetry resides in 

its ability to aid the quest for the production of meaning. Certainly such an observation 

deserves further engagement as we examine specific examples of the genre of poetry. 

Unfortunately, much of the critical discussion of colonial literature overlooks or 

marginalizes this facet of poetic reality: the ability of poetry to promote meaning by 

subverting colonial ideologies and structures that inhibit the search for the meaning in 

(and of) human lives. This paper focuses on the poetic deliberations of writers who 
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seek to restore forgotten niches of poetic discourse so that poetry might better achieve 

what may well be regarded as its highest aims: the production of meaning and the 

liberation of human consciousness. Put another way, these poets produce meaning by 

accelerating the drive for social justice and humane nation building.  

Despite the literary accomplishments of writers like Takwi and Carter, poetry 

has emerged as ‘‘one of the only forms of public communication that struggles to 

engender financial subsistence of its agents, (Sherry and Schouten 2002, p. 218). 

Somewhat ironically, poetry and academic research may be two of the few media that 

can be trusted (more or less) to represent “truth” on individual and collective levels. In 

performing this function, poetry creates niches of meaning that drive individual and 

societal change. Slowly but surely, as Sherry and Schouten also suggest, poetry has 

moved from the periphery of social and imaginative thought to center stage as every 

discipline is scrambling to make use of it—including medicine, mathematics, and 

education, among others (p.218).  To Sherry and Schouten writing poetry is a variant 

of qualitative research since ‘‘it involves gathering data, particularly observational data 

from both external and internal environments” (p. 208). This dimension of poetry is 

particularly relevant to a discussion of Takwi and Carter in that they both produce data 

which “take the form of very specific sensory images [that are]  derived variously  from  

sources  distant  as  well  as  immediate, [sources] such as memory,  objects  and  

artifacts,  ambient  environment, photographs,  commercial  media,  other  texts,  

interpersonal interactions,  and  conversations  either  initiated  or  overheard by us’’ 

(p. 226).  

It is important to note, then, that an analysis of the post poetry benefits from (and 

is foregrounded in) the conception that poetry is a sub-scientific field of inquiry with 

knowledge construction processes that can be verified. Such a definition of poetry all 

but dismisses the notion of poetry as mere subjective opinion. Still, Scigaj (2015) 

laments that that the social scientific treatment of poetry or poetics often concentrates 
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on the social use of discourse, effectively slighting the expressive aspect of the arts as 

reflections on profound human experiences. Perhaps presaging the need to resolve this 

apparent contradiction Stern (1998) applies a strategy of coupling a historical account 

of poetic criticism with a sampling of contemporary poetry written by consumer 

researchers. This undertaking would seem to demonstrate that poetry is a vehicle of 

researcher reflexivity as well as a form of research inquiry in its own right.  

These niches of poetry, some of which have remained dormant or under-utilized, 

come in handy as weapons of war for both Mathew Takwi and Martin Carter as they 

engage with and seek to dismantle colonial vestures. As we will see, Takwi and carter 

recall oft- forgotten niches of poetry to advance both the cause and the course of 

decolonization in countries still plagued by colonialism and neo-colonialism Their 

poetry can be seen both as an agent for decolonisation and as a vehicle for the 

expression of complicated human thought and reason developed through other forms 

of research. To them, poetry is a vehicle for social action, scientific truth, research, 

transformation and decolonisation.  

Further Contextualizing Mathew Takwi and Martin Carter 

A few observations about the careers of these two post-colonial poets would 

supply a more extensive context for our discussion. Mathew Takwi is a distinguished 

member of the International Society of poets and the Secretary General of the 

Anglophone Writers Association, ACWA (Ngeh, Mbuh, & Stanley, 2015). Takwi has 

won several national and international literary awards, and his books include but are 

not limited to the following: People Be Not Fooled: A Collection of Fifty Poems, On 

Their Knees: Poems of Assertion, Gaining the Game, Fire on the Mountain, Breaking 

the Barracks and Messing Manners. Martin Carter, on the other hand, was a 

Guyanese poet and political activist. Widely regarded as the greatest Guyanese poet, 

and one of the most important poets of the Caribbean region, Carter is best known for 

his poems of protest, resistance and revolution (Dalleo, 2006). A few of his earlier 
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publications include The Kind Eagle (1952) and The Hidden Man (1952). For his 

efforts in poetry, he was imprisoned by the British government in Guyana under 

allegations of "spreading dissension." Following his release from prison, Carter 

published his famous collections, Poems of Resistance from British Guiana (1954) 

and (much later) Poems of Succession (1977). 

The colonial histories of both Cameroon and Guyana—the homes of Takwi and 

Carter, respectively—are well documented. While Carter wrote about Guyana during 

the colonial and post-colonial era, Takwi is a contemporary poet writing about 

neocolonialism in Cameroon in particular and Africa in general. Both poets engage in 

brutal critiques of the governments in power, and attempt to point out a pathway for 

the citizens to dethrone colonialism. These two revolutionary poets have used various 

poetic niches to shape the course of decolonisation, whether in its crude form (the 

overthrow of foreign rule) or in its less obvious form (the shading away of the legacies 

of colonialism). Takwi and Carter are both driven by the sheer force of their will: their 

commitment to produce poetry that improves social conditions in their respective 

society. Their poetry explores niches of social action, scientific truth, research, 

transformation and colonial history, in an attempt to uncover meaning in the individual 

and collective life of the society and to promote the people’s understanding of the 

nature of their social, economic and political condition, 

Poetic Niches 

In their poems Takwi and Carter effectively frame the experiences of their 

societies, taking their ideas and images beyond the realm of the creative imagination 

and into the zone of lived experiences. This fact is evident in Takwi’s “Redress” 

,(2004). In this poem, Takwi points out the recklessness of Cameroonian leaders—how 

they incessantly squander the resources of their nations as they ride in ‘‘sparkling 

limousines’’ (. 3) while ‘‘depravity cuts through the people’’ (l.5). Thus Takwi laments 

that the place of equality in democracy has disappeared and that the masses have been 
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relegated to the background.  The concluding image in the poem—in which the persona 

would like to ‘‘hit [the President’s] glittering glass table’’ (l. 12), which has been 

bought with the tax payers sweat, reveals the persona’s loss of patience with the masses 

who “embrace the President’s “messes.” In the poem the sharp-edged metaphors 

(depravity cutting through people and the anticipated shattering of the glass table) 

clearly articulate the eviscerating nature of the political leadership. It is in response to 

this kind of leadership that Cameroonians all over the world are currently advocating 

for a federated Cameroon. This response illuminates the socio economic landscape of 

the nation, where the president has been in power for the past 34 years and has only 

visited some provinces twice in thirty-four years, while failing to visit other. 

Takwi further articulates the depravity of this landscape in a poem titled “When 

Shall We Dance,”, where the persona points out the woes of election malpractices and 

wonders when Cameroonians will finally be able to dance to the dying tunes of 

‘‘election misappropriation” (l. 3). According to Golder and Wantchekon (2004), this 

corruption is a common phenomenon in Africa, where three quarters of elections are 

dictatorial while more than 30 African nations since 1946 to 2000 have never had any 

clear attempt at democracy. By the end of the poem it is undeniably clear that for 

Takwi, social action is the most important poetic niche, the creation of a space for 

dancing to the dying tunes of such practices as unjust appointments to high offices, tax 

evasion, and blatant misuse of public funds. “When Shall We Dance” also makes clear 

that not until these corrupt practices have ceased will African be able to shout, “At last 

we have been unchained/From bondage’’ (ll. 18-19). This ability to capture everyday 

experiences of the masses bridges the divide between imaginative and scientific truth 

and, consequently, evokes niches of reality that other genres are not equipped to 

explore simultaneously from within and without.  

 Furman, Lietz, and Langer (2006) argue that the educational world need research 

methods that can communicate contextual, complex and affective realities while at the 
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same time appealing to the needs of everyone in society, especially people with no 

formal skills and no knowledge of research. They add—and Takwi demonstrates—that 

that poetry has proven itself as a tool for communicating not only the affective but also 

the representation of both concrete and emphatic data which would otherwise proof 

difficult to be effectively captured and expressed by other tools. By capturing socio-

political realities in ways that are verifiable scientifically, Takwi makes poetry a tool 

for communicating the complex or abstract in ways that every individual can relate to. 

Moreover, by using enjambment throughout the six sections of the poem, Takwi 

doesn’t only engage logic (syllogistically styled arguments or, in this case, deductive 

reasoning), he also presents the argument in ways that capture the cadences of everyday 

speech: “When shall we stop yawning/With cracked lips over the stomach 

and/Gracefully fox-trot in our ever-green land?” (ll. 12-14). Additionally, the free verse 

he uses takes his poetry out of courtyards and theatres, where they can be recited, to 

the streets, where the common man can make use of it.   

Like Matthew Takwi, Martin Carter directs poetry back to its primary niche by 

calling for improved living experiences of individuals and communities. For Guiana 

and the Caribbean, such improvement would call for an end to the maliciousness of 

political leaders, and also an end to the many-leveled miseries of the people. Thus for 

Carter poetry becomes a vehicle for the expression of frustrations and pain as well as 

the voice of freedom. In the poem ‘‘University of Hunger’’(Carter, 2006), for example, 

this expression of pain becomes starkly geographical, even elemental: “The plains of 

life rise up and fall in spasms./The huts of men are fused in misery” (ll. 5-6).  When, 

in the same poem, the ‘‘Twin bars of hunger mark their metal brow/ twin seasons mock 

them/ parching drought and flood’’ (ll. 15-17), the reader appreciates the unpredictable 

nature of life in Guyana while at the same time being made aware of the predictable 

fate of the impoverished masses who live there. The reader also appreciates that the 

oppositional relationship between “drought and flood” in the same land captures the 

huge hiatus between the rich and poor and concretizes the fact of social and economic 
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injustice. In another of Carter’s poems, “I Come from the Nigger Yard” (2006), the 

persona’s depravity and marginalization assumes paradigmatic proportions: ‘‘I come 

from the nigger yard of yesterday/leaping from the oppressors’ hate/and the scorn of 

myself.” (ll. 1-3). Indeed, thanks to the arresting imagery in these lines, the poet is able 

to encapsulate in one thought the entire history of colonialism, neo-colonialism, and 

their deleterious effect on the individual psyche. The emblematic quality of the 

persona’s pronouncements endows the poem with relevance as it fuses history and 

modernity. When one recalls the image of huts being fused with misery (in “University 

of Hunger”) and associates it with the image of the persona “leaping” from the 

oppressor’s hate as well as from his own self-scorn, the poem becomes a mandate for 

a post-colonial perception of self.  

Clearly, then, both Takwi and Carter promulgate the need for their respective 

countries to be purged of oppression and marginalization. They both seek redress, 

social action, transformation and the alleviation of poverty to empower the common 

man for a better life. It is therefore not surprising that both poets adopt—rather, 

embrace—revolutionary postures and occasionally dive into the crux of consciousness: 

what it means to be human. To do this, Carter (re)enacts daily experiences and displays 

a level of lyrical elegance commensurate with his sense of human urgency and his 

ability to project his revolutionary vision across the ravages of history. This ability is 

evident in “Till I Collect”(Carter, 2006), where the persona states,: 

The fisherman will set his tray of hooks 

and ease them one by one into the flood. 

His net of twine will strain the liquid billow 

and take the silver fishes from the deep. 

But my own hand I dare not plunge too far 



Contextualizing Postcolonial Niches in the Poetic Genre 
 

9 
Kehdinga George Fomunyam  

lest only sand and shells I bring to air   

lest only bones I resurrect to light (ll. 1-7). 

This is a double-edged scenario, for it obviously refers not only to the act of fishing as 

a metaphor for communal living but also links (and compares) this act to the interior 

journeying of the persona in the hope that something precious may be resurrected 

within the self, even at the risk of restoring only useless vestiges an impoverished past. 

Thus the scenario is expressed in a manner that reveals the potential of the persona for 

engaging and inspiring revolution activity—for reminding the people of the 

impoverished (muddy) nature of their colonized experience. No wonder Carter was 

jailed for his attempts to raise this kind of individual and communal awareness: The 

people are left to dabble with the worthless while oppressors continuously consume 

their hard-earned resources imaged as ‘silver fishes’. Thus the Guianese situation, as 

dramatized by Carter, is comparable to what is known in Cameroon today as the 

Anglophone Problem, which is the inspiration for Takwi’s writing.   

Generally speaking, Carter’s poetry remained concerned with addressing the 

historical legacies and social conditions of people living in Guyana and the Caribbean. 

His poems consider pertinent issues ranging from slavery (the denial of freedom), to 

the political call for Guyanese liberation, the social concern for individual liberties, and 

a philosophical inquiry into the freedoms of expression gained through language. 

Takwi, on the other hand, reverts to philosophizing on the nature of human beings and 

on Cameroonians’ perception of each other. When Takwi, for example, intones in a 

five-line poem, ‘‘Man in/ Man not/ Man on/ Man is/ Man,’’ he is indicting, in effect, 

the capitalistic ideal of neo-colonial Cameroon, where people do all they can to trample 

on others so as to change their own individual status in society. The pursuit of this 

ideal, Takwi illustrates, is eating the nation like a cankerworm. Cameroonians must 

recognize that standing with others and not standing on others is the true essence of 

humanity.  
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 To throw further light on this parasitic situation, Takwi frowns at the shameful 

acts of mismanagement and corruption among leaders at different social and political 

levels. In the poem ‘Corruption’ (2004) Takwi rails at policemen raising their hands 

to control traffic only to receive bank notes as they let defaulters go free and also at 

ministers awarding state contracts to ghost companies while receiving ‘‘swollen 

envelopes below sparkling oval tables (9-10). The result of this inequitable practice is 

poor service delivery as every government worker seems to be bent on giving and 

receiving ‘‘swollen envelopes’’ to get certain things done or not done. Also in 

‘‘Redress” Takwi demonstrates, by painting images of poverty and desolation, how 

leaders ineptly disregard their duties. These images are particularly effective when 

the persona strives to show the president “pictures of leaking thatched roofs and/ 

Oozing sores of wrinkled-faced youths” (ll. 6-7). The corruption seems endlessly 

pervasive and profoundly disgusting as in “Haven of Peace” (2006) Takwi makes a 

veritable litany of accusations: 

In Africa’s piece of shackled peace                                                              

Democrat chieftains stuff wooden ballot boxes in advance                                

Fierce looking khaki-boys with raised nozzles                                                    

Stand for peace to flow like maggots twisting                                                                   

To tunes of nearby rotting fetus’’                                                                         

A haven indeed  (. 5-9)).                                                                            

Mutilated bodies and arm strong beggars                                                           

Litter lakey streets of demonic hamlet of pieces of peace” (ll. 5-12).  

In a poem entitled “Again” (2006), The accusations culminate in biblical and 

beautitudinal irony: ‘‘happy are the poor in veracity for theirs is the kingdom of the 

serpent’’ (?).  

All of Takwi’s accusatory images are meant to expose the degrading nature of 

life in Cameroon and to invoke in the individual the desire for social action, freedom 
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and change. By using images from different social classes, Takwi ensures that his 

message is understood by all. A scrutiny of the above extracts will reveal that he 

speaks in very particular Marxist terms to all elements of society—from the 

proletariat, to the bourgeois, to the machinery/superstructure of the state. Therefore, 

Takwi’s poetic process achieves its vigour and vitality from the manner in which 

Takwi demonstrates that masses are undermined by the procedures and policies of the 

state.  

In Takwi’s poetry the references to governmental corruption are legion. But they 

become more than a mere compilation of accusational detail. They work together to 

create—and we do an injustice to Takwi if we do not underscore—the overall ambience 

that the poems evoke. At the risk of being redundant, we need to emphasise how 

Takwi’s various and variegated images pile upon each other to create the very ethos 

that he seeks to undermine, to shine the spotlight on the myriad political structures that 

he wishes to dismantle. Thus it is useful to elaborate on more of these accusational 

details: He sounds a warning to the masses about leaders who use deception to canvas 

votes. He makes the readers picture these leaders as they move around in ‘‘motorcars-

of-motorcars’’ while the masses crisscross the land with their ‘‘leggedise bends’’ 

(tattered legs); he magnifies the image of these leaders as they flash ‘‘glittering bank 

notes of low mettle and sprinkle cheap insect-infected grains of rice and maize;” he 

makes the reader hear  the ‘‘sudden shrill voices of vote hunters quiver aloud on 

splendid rostrums” and the “sweet bitter songs of pseudo promises” as they “vibrate 

and reverberate quaking a ropy jobless vomiting varsity graduate to last breath while 

tearful wrinkled parents pull ragged wrapper over his head.’’ Takwi’s aggregation of 

images re-enacts the prevailing circumstances with moral ferocity as he reveals his 

utter disdain for these leaders and his desire to spark such disdain in the hearts of the 

people.    
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Similarly, Carter captures the horrific realties of Guyana in with similar disdain. 

And Carter’s images aggregate with equal visionary aplomb as he laments of 

the eviscerating nature of brutal political leadership and the level of debasement to  

which the people have been reduced. In “This Is the Dark Time, My Love” Guyana is 

swarming with ferociously powerful and dangerous individuals who have scared even  

the sun into hiding. Even red flowers “bend their heads in awful sorrow” because ‘‘it  

is the season of oppression, metal, and tears.’’ All the people see is “the festival of 

guns, the carnival of misery,” and “everywhere the faces of men are strained and 

anxious’’ as they wait for ‘‘the man of death…the strange invader,’’ who is always 

‘‘watching you sleep and aiming at your dreams’’ (ll. 4-12). Clearly, for these people, 

life has lost its meaning. Just as clearly, they need to stand up to their oppressors.  

Conclusion  

Though oceans and cultures apart, Takwi and Carter engage the brutality of 

colonialism and neo-colonialism. Advocating for individual and national spaces that 

are freed from violence—be it physical, psychological, social or epistemic—these two 

poets explore niches of being and becoming. In so doing, they demonstrate that 

decolonization requires the will to take a penetrating and unsparing look at historical 

and contemporary structures that impede the process of individual and societal 

liberation on social, moral, economic and political levels. The dismantling of such 

structures, they insist, is a trans-continental necessity and it is in such dismantling—

and in the simultaneous cultivation of spaces of freedom—that poetry finds its primary 

and most compelling niche.  
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Abstract  

From his landmark 1958 novel, Black Midas, the story of Porkknockers in the Guyanese 

interior, throughout his long life as a novelist, essayist, playwright, historian, poet, and 

Academician, the late Jan Carew has always kept the Caribbean culture close to his 

heart.  Though Carew lived the majority of his life abroad, repeatedly, he would credit his 

Guyanese upbringing, and the polyglot races and cultures of his homeland, as providing 

the prism through which he would later interpret life. The colonial legacies of Saint Mar-

tin/Sint Maarten, like those of the Dutch-British wrestling over Carew’s home territory of 

Berbice, left an indelible mark on the shaping of Carew’s sense of self and purpose.  Ca-

rew’s most recent posthumous works—Episodes in My Life: The Autobiography of Jan 

Carew and Return to Streets of Eternity, a collection of poetry—offer intriguing insights 

into his mind, creative abilities, and eternal commitment to liberation politics.   

KEY WORDS: Caribbean, Creative, Liberation Politics, Culture 

 

  

http://www.zijst.com/
mailto:Joy.carew@louisville.edu


Black Midas Reflects: Longing and Belonging in a Multicultural Milieu 
 

15 

Joy Gleason Carew 

Introduction  

From his landmark 1958 novel, Black Midas, the story of Porkknockers in the Guy-

anese interior, throughout his long life as a novelist, essayist, playwright, historian, and 

poet, the late Jan Carew has always kept Guyana close to his heart.  Though Carew lived 

the majority of his life outside his country, repeatedly, he would credit his upbringing --

and the polyglot races and cultures of his homeland-- as providing the prism through 

which he would later interpret life.  

His most recent posthumous works—the autobiography, Episodes in My Life: The 

Autobiography of Jan Carew, and the collection of poetry, Return to Streets of Eternity—

offer intriguing insights into the persons, places and events that helped shape him as a 

creative intellectual committed to liberation politics. The autobiography, which I was able 

to finish for him as his health failed him, also includes articles Carew wrote in the “heat 

of the moment” – in Ghana with Kwame Nkrumah, or in the UK struggling to make a 

living, or in the US at the height of the Black Power struggle.  Thus, readers have both his 

reflections looking back many decades, and examples of his writing published in those 

specific periods.  For instance, he has a reflective section on Cuba and the 1960s Cuban 

Missile crisis, written many decades later.  Also, I included the three articles he published 

in 1962 in the London Observer, at that very same point that this global drama was being 

played out.  He was in Cuba at the time.  It is an unusual, almost 3-D perspective.  This 

preliminary review of this current work can help one appreciate the broad reach of Ca-

rew’s intellect and endeavors.  

Black Midas, Carew’s first major publication, was launched to great acclaim in the 

United Kingdom in 1958.  But this was not without some effort.  Carew had been shopping 

around his other novel, The Wild Coast, but publishers were not interested.  A disheartened 

Carew consulted with fellow Guyanese expatriate and Berbician, Edgar Mittleholzer, who 

had made the journey to the UK earlier.  Mittleholzer was now an established writer.  

Showing him his own pile of rejection slips, Mittleholzer admonished Carew to stick it 
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out.  Life wasn't going to be handed to you on a platter and dilettantes need not bother.  

One publisher did finally take a chance on Carew's work – Secker and Warburg.  Evi-

dently, he had shown them both manuscripts and they accepted Black Midas, leaving The 

Wild Coast on the back burner.   However, following the positive response to Black Midas, 

Secker and Warburg did bring out The Wild Coast later that same year.  An American 

edition of Black Midas, entitled A Touch of Midas, also came out that year.  Over the 

years, Black Midas would excite a larger global community and be translated into numer-

ous other languages and optioned for film projects.   

 

Narrative and Critical Reflections 

In a lengthy review in the London Times, “Literary Supplement,” the reviewer 

noted of Black Midas, “Mr. Jan Carew is a very different writer.  To begin with he is a 

stylist who writes a heavyweight prose which is a good deal lighter on its feet than most 

of our own native flyweights . . .."  This was the first major UK review to note that the 

writing now coming from England's colonial subjects was better than that from home-

grown, English writers.  It continued, "Mr. Carew has set himself the task of making a 

literary language out of the mixture of dialects that have evolved in British Guiana . . . no 

other West Indian novelist has yet concentrated on this fundamental problem."  In fact, 

along with elevating the people's language, Carew purposefully focused this story on peo-

ple often hidden away in the deep interior of the country --the Guyanese porkknockers 

(gold miners).  And, as he did so, he drew a more sympathetic and nuanced picture of 

these men.  As the reviewer further observed, "[Carew's] 'pork-knockers' are very far from 

being primitive savages . . . they are not the kind of men that Hitler would have been able 

to recruit for his S.S. formations.  They know too much about violence, both of man and 

nature, not to value the human solidarity it enforces” (Times, 202). 

The novel starts out in the village:   



Black Midas Reflects: Longing and Belonging in a Multicultural Milieu 
 

17 

Joy Gleason Carew 

It was springtide and the surf was loud.  If the sun plunged behind the courida trees 

into the sea before I reached home, I would miss my Uncle Richard and my grand-

mother would be angry . . .. The sun followed me balancing on the courida tree tops 

. . .. A herd of cattle crossed in front of me, their bony flanks still glistening with 

mud from the roadside canal.  A naked East Indian boy cracked a whip, startling 

the herd to run. I waited until the cows passed by and I lost my race with the sun 

(Black Midas, 19).   

And, it closes with the mysterious and haunting riverine life:  

I closed my eyes and listened to the river and I remembered the night when Captain 

Rhodius had told me about the voices under the river.   I listened, and all I heard 

was a single voice – Brother C.’s – and he was telling me the story of the men who 

had gone up the mountain, and he kept repeating the last part of the story: “When 

they open he hand it was empty and they keep asking he, ‘How is it that you come 

back and you en’t bring no wondrous thing to show we? How is it? . . . How is it?’” 

(Black Midas, 265-266)    

His work firmly embedded in both locale and language, Carew was signaling to the 

world that he had arrived, and along with him came a remarkable coterie of people and 

places to whom few had paid attention before.   Over the many years of his writing and 

broadcasting career, he would tease out bits and pieces of the stories embedded in Black 

Midas and publish them in other formats.  In 1975, he brought out the children’s book, 

The Third Gift, where he elaborated on the story of what was found on the mountain. 

Moreover, one of the last publications that he was able to complete before he passed 

(though released posthumously in 2015) was the novella for young adults, The Riverman.  

This was an extended story about the same Captain Rhodius and his crew. 

He would also turn his novelist's eye to the hidden in the many different global 

communities he inhabited over his long lifetime.  This was true not only of his fiction, but 

also of his essays and histories.  For instance, there was his perceptive analysis of the 

itinerant handyman position being taken up by West Indian immigrants in the UK, in the 
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piece "The Odd Job Man." At one stage, Carew had a number of odd-job men working 

for him as he had a large house in Wimbledon that almost always needed some kind of 

tending.  Most of the early odd-job men were working-class English.  But, over the years, 

with the rise in the immigrant population, West Indians had begun to move into these 

positions.  Responding to this emerging climate, Carew wrote a poignant piece for the 

1961 publication, Pepperpot, in which he reflected on race relations and people often left 

in the shadows of these metropoles:   

This itinerant handyman, a leftover from John Bunyan’s age of the tinker, was 

threatened with extinction before West Indian and other minorities of colour began 

migrating to Britain in the 1950s. Groups of these newcomers had settled into Brix-

ton and turned this borough into one in which Blacks had become a majority.  This 

creation of a Black ghetto in London had taken place surreptitiously and it inspired 

an incipient racism . . ..  The white hosts were not prepared for suddenly having 

black neighbours . . ..     [But, these] odd-job men, who were trained as artisans 

before they migrated, found that they could augment their income by doing jobs 

that English workers no longer wanted to do (“The Odd Job Man,” Episodes, 139).  

But also, as seen in the last third of his life, Carew undertook an unrelenting quest 

to study, and thus expose, the true character of the explorer Christopher Columbus, and, 

the direct relationship of his incursions into the Americas with the origins of racism.  A 

spate of histories and essays were written in which he detailed Columbus’ history.  In the 

introduction to the 2006 reprinting of his history of Columbus, Rape of Paradise: Colum-

bus and the Birth of Racism in the Americas, Carew stated: 

The history of the first voyage of “discovery” and the three others that Columbus 

made in his   lifetime, has been glossed over for five centuries.  Depicted mostly as 

one of romance and adventure, it is only recently that some of the hideous conse-

quences of the ‘discovery’ have been brought to life . . .. The holocaust which Co-

lumbus and his brother set in motion, therefore, must be seen for what it is: an 

historical fact . . .  (Rape, 4, 5). 
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When Jan Carew passed away in early December 2012, the world lost a literary 

icon, often referred to as a “Renaissance Man” because of the breadth of his experiences 

and capabilities. He had also been an actor and playwright, broadcaster and journalist, and 

advisor to world leaders in many parts of the globe.   

He had acted with Sir Laurence Oliver in the Olivier Company in the both the UK 

and New York in the US in the early 1950s, performing in Shakespeare’s “Anthony and 

Cleopatra,” and Shaw’s “Caesar.” The African American poet, Langston Hughes and his 

close friend, Arna Bontemps, exchanged several letters in which they discussed Carew’s 

work with the Olivier Company and his subsequent publications.  Wrote Bontemps to 

Hughes in 1958, “Sometime ago you asked about Jan Carew’s novel.  It is announced for 

fall publication . . .  under the title of A Touch of Midas.  You remember Jan – tall, hand-

some, here in a . . . role with the Old Vic [sic] Company.  A mulatto from British Guiana” 

(Bontemps, 373). Carew’s work with the theatre extended from his acting days to writing 

radio, stage and TV plays.  By the time he left England to work for Kwame Nkrumah in 

Ghana in the mid-1960s, he had been contracted to write and stage three television plays 

with ITV’s Granada Television.  Two were produced in the early 1960s, “Day of the Fox” 

(1963) with the African American actor, Sammy Davis, Jr., and “The Big Pride” with the 

African American actor William Marshall.  A third, which would have starred the Aus-

tralian actor of subsequent “Rumpole of the Bailey” fame, Leo McKern, did not come to 

full fruition due to a strike by among the stage crew and because Carew had left the coun-

try (Episodes, 129-138). 

Carew’s passions spread widely.  He had earlier been attracted by the nascent anti-

colonial activism in British Guiana, and had happily offered his services on behalf of this 

new leadership while he was living in the UK.  The global movement was exciting and he 

was thrilled to get a sense of the growing nationalism on the part of Malcolm X and his 

evolving Organization of Afro-American Unity.  Malcolm X had had very fruitful meet-

ings with Nkrumah and other African leaders a short while before he and Carew met in 

London, and Malcolm X’s observations likely helped spur Carew’s own subsequent 
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moves to Ghana.  By accepting the position of advisor to President Nkrumah and agreeing 

to serve as the editor of the African Review, Carew seemed about to realize         his Pan-

Africanist ambitions. But, as Carew details in his autobiography, the year spent in Ghana 

was tumultuous, and, all was abruptly brought to an end by the coup led by General 

Akwasi Amankwa Afrifa (Episodes, 214-244). This dramatic end to his African sojourn 

was made all the more painful by the fact that his newly-formed friendship with Malcolm 

X had also been brought to an abrupt end a year before. These global leaders and their 

ambitious programs, whose examples Carew so admired, were suddenly jettisoned out of 

his reach – one by assassination and the other by being forced out of power.  

Inasmuch as Carew lived most of his life outside the Caribbean, he was also very 

conscious of developments back home.   Throughout, too, he always maintained aspects 

of his village and Caribbean perspective, as he explored the confusions and wondrous 

possibilities of a larger world.   In a 1988 essay, “The Third World: Its Façade and Land-

scapes Within,” Carew explored the relationships between his home-derived worldview 

and his interactions with people and places elsewhere.   He wrote:  

I realized that my village in the sun was an important point of reference for under-

standing the planet earth I lived on.  The more widely I travelled, the more forcibly 

it struck me that Agricola with all its mysteries – its deceptive façade of poverty, 

squalor and apparent hopelessness – was a microcosm of the world; and growing 

up there, I have made the acquaintance of its secret sorrows and beheld the vision 

of its hidden but stubborn hope . . .  (“Third World Writer,” 119). 

And, periodically, he returned to the Caribbean with the intention of resettling there: "Each 

time, I felt a certain strong urge to rediscover my homeland” (Episodes, 165).   But, local 

politics or other opportunities elsewhere continued to disrupt these plans.   The late 1950s-

1960s period was a particularly contentious time.  For one, there was the heated debate 

over the notion of a West Indian Federation. People in this region, like other colonial 

properties in this post-World War Two era, were both pushing their anti-colonial agendas 

and calling for their right to form new kinds of alliances.  In 1959, Carew wrote a piece, 
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“What is a West Indian?” for the West Indian Gazette, circulated in both the UK and in 

the Caribbean.  This work clearly presaged the observations he would make in his later 

essay, "The Caribbean Writer and Exile," about the push-pull between rootedness and 

rootlessness:  

The question ‘what is a West Indian?’ is one that concerns every thinking person in 

the British Caribbean today.  For, we are standing at a cultural crossroads and the 

direction we take will affect our future, our identity…. It is very popular for West 

Indian politicians to tell us about a West Indian culture, but I have heard none of 

them come near to defining for the mass of people what this culture is . . .  

Some people evade answering this question by saying that we are part of a Wes-

tern civilization . . ..  

[Rather] culture . . . is the product of a man’s creative labour in a place, in a society 

where he has lived, and over thousands of generations, where he has put his  

          particular stamp on an environment? To admit there is a West Indian culture is to  

          concede that the foundations of this culture were laid by slaves, and later that   

some of the builders of these superstructures were bond labourers…The West In-

dian will only cease to be a [faceless cipher] when through a creative representa-   

          tion of the smell of his earth and the dreams of his people, he can discover a true  

          image of himself (Episodes, 126-127). 

With Cheddi Jagan's electoral victory in the early 1960s, Carew returned Guyana 

to take up the position of Director of Culture in the Jagan Government, but, the internecine 

racial divide proved to be too painful for him: "When I first joined them in 1949, Eusi 

[Kwayana] and Cheddi were committed to forming a government of national unity in 

which the Indo-Guyanese and Afro-Guyanese would share power on an equal basis.  By 

1960, you could feel the depth of animosity that Blacks had towards the Indo-Guyanese 

government and vice versa” (Episodes, 169). Given opportunity to work in Jamaica, in-

stead, he relocated there.  But, again, Jamaican politics made his life there untenable for a 

long run; so, after reporting on the Cuban Missile Crisis, he moved back to London.  
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Four years later, at once sobered by the unexpected turn of events in Ghana, but 

also recommitted to finding ways to meld his art with the global struggle, Carew decided 

to return home again.   It was 1966 and British Guiana was on the eve of its own inde-

pendence.  “My trip home in 1966,” he wrote, “came on the heels of being arrested and 

deported from Ghana and I needed some time to reflect on my future options . . ., We were 

[also] anticipating our country’s independence from Britain, which was scheduled for 

May.  These were exciting times for Guyana as the British had finally agreed to our full 

self-rule.  I had also looked forward to being able to direct my play for the February 23rd 

Republic Day Celebrations . . .” (Episodes, 249). Yet, again, despite the acclaim for the 

production, Carew’s wanderlust called again, and he relocated to Canada at the invitation 

of the Barbadian-Canadian author, Austin Clarke. 

Though Jan Carew has been known primarily for his work in the creative arts, he 

made a dramatic turn to Academia in the late 1960s and to agricultural projects in the 

1970s and 1980s.  These may seem quite distinct, one from the other, but Carew's over-

riding goals -- no matter the specific program or project-- had always been to empower 

people so that they could liberate themselves.  Whether working with first-generation 

Black, Latino, and working class students at elitist US universities, or with local farmers 

in the Caribbean, Carew aims were consistent. 

Carew was powerfully drawn towards the Black Power movement.  He was living 

in Canada at the time that the Black Power movement took off in the US.  Black Power 

had begun to assert itself in Canada to a lesser degree, and the Canadians were worried.  

So, Carew had pitched the idea of doing a program for the Canadian Broadcasting Corpo-

ration to learn more about it.  In particular, he wanted to focus on the cultural explosion 

occurring around it.  

That 1968 journey to the US proved faithful.  Recounting this in a 1993 essay, en-

titled “Culture and Rebellion,” he wrote:  

I walked the streets of Detroit, Cleveland, Newark and Washington DC immedi-

ately after the Black rebellions in the late 1960s.  These became euphemistically 
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labeled ‘The Martin Luther King Riots,’ [King had been assassinated earlier in the 

year] but it was Malcolm X who had warned [that] rebellions would, inevitably, 

erupt in inner cities . . .. The culture of the streets then burst out of a hummus of 

decay like exquisite wild flowers flourishing in a dung heap.  The poetry, songs, 

drama, music – plus new creative infusions of words, images and rhythms into the 

everyday language of the street – were an organic part . . .  (Culture, 1). 

Invited to teach first at Princeton and Rutgers universities on the east coast of the 

US, Carew moved the United States.  Now, he was committed to finding ways to channel 

the new energies of the Black Power movement and, in particular, to developing programs 

to help young Blacks and other first-generation students take full advantage of the univer-

sities that were now opening their doors to them.  He then moved to Northwestern Uni-

versity in the Midwest, where he was the first Chair of the newly-minted African Ameri-

can Studies department.  When he retired from Northwestern in 1987, 14 years later, he 

was accorded Emeritus Professor of African American Studies.  

In his ninth decade, he was lovingly referred to as “The Gentle Revolutionary” by 

Race & Class (Race & Class).  His voice no longer had the booming quality of his youth, 

but his commitment to the people’s struggle was no less strong.  The poetry collection, 

Return to Streets of Eternity, too, is a prime example of this commitment. The title of this 

work incorporates the title of his first collection, Streets of Eternity, published in British 

Guiana in 1953. This collection, meticulously curated from a lifetime of writing poetry, 

was a particularly precious project of Carew’s.  It contains poems looking at the human 

condition, stretching from some of his earliest to some written in his 90s, many of them 

further refined and shaped to meet his high standards.  

There is the exquisite beauty of a quiet morning, as in “Manaharva’s Dream”: 

A cloud of azure Morpho butterflies 

crossed Potaro at sunrise and imprinted shadows 

on a timeless mirror of still water. 

One butterfly lingered 
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and dangled like a jewelled pendant 

on the breast of the morning. . ..  (Return, 176) 

Or expressions of solidarity with revolutionary leaders, such as “Ballad for a Revolution,” 

or “Letter to Agostinho Neto”:  

Brother Neto, 

Paloma mia, corazon. 

I had to write 

and call you by the fondest names 

the way Blacks of the Diaspora do 

to greet a comrade, banish pain . . ..  

but I must warn you just the same; 

assassins never risk an open fight, 

they come like thieves in daylight or the night 

to steal a life . . . (Return, 79) 

Though Carew wrote prolifically and in many genres, he was a poet at heart.  Carew 

always bragged that this made sense, since he came from Guyana; for the Guyanese people 

loved poetry and would turn out in the thousands to hear the poet Martin Carter and others 

on the streets of Georgetown.   

Conclusions  

On the surface, when one looks at Jan Carew's nomadic life over his 90-plus years, 

he seems to glide effortlessly in and out of diverse societies as he moved around the globe.  

Pushed by a wanderlust that even he could never fully explain, he was buffeted by endless 

opportune connections.  At various times, one saw him living in London or on the Conti-

nent, in Ghana, Jamaica, Canada, or the US.  It was no accident that his last collection of 

stories was called The Guyanese Wanderer. 

This facility to adapt derived in large part, he contended, from his poly-cultural 

heritage and upbringing.  But also, as he wrote in his famous essay, "The Caribbean Writer 
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and Exile," this global wandering was a product of being a Caribbean writer in countries 

still struggling with the vestiges of colonialism:   

The Caribbean writer today is balanced between limbo and nothingness, exile 

abroad and homelessness at home, between the people on the one hand and the 

creole and colonizer on the other.  Exile can be voluntary or imposed by the stress 

of circumstances, it can be a punishment or it can be a pleasure. ... The colonizing 

zeal of the European made the indigenous people exiles in their own countries.... 

The Caribbean writer, by going abroad, is in fact searching for the end to exile 

(“Caribbean Writer,” 91). 

This theme can be applied to many others of his generation.  

 Bridging the perspectives of his homeland, its villages and what he termed, “the 

landscapes within,” with a larger world, Jan Carew wrestled with his own challenges of 

longing and belonging. But, ever adapting as he made his way into larger circles of expe-

rience, he never lost sight of the roots of home and the voices of his ancestors.  
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Introduction  

My existence for more than seven decades—two of these decades as Co-Founder 

and Director of the International Conference on Caribbean Literature (ICCL)—has 

endowed me, I hope, with the right to use my own experience as a matrix for my 

exploration of literature generally and Caribbean literature specifically. You will find, 

therefore, that while in this essay I make reference to a few Caribbean writers and 

scholars, for good or ill I use some aspects of my life as paradigmatic of the condition 

of the English-Speaking Caribbean. In this regard, I am attempting to respond to the 

implicit and explicit call of writers like Erna Brodber, Wilson Harris, Sylvia Wynter, 

Stephen Slemmons, and Paule Marshall for criticism that not only foregrounds the 

lived experience of Caribbean people but also finds its theoretic matrices within the 

Caribbean culture. My personal story therefore becomes a cite for critical inquiry as 

well as the locus of conceptual data that I employ to probe for nuggets of meaning. 

 

Genesis 

Early in my childhood I was baptized, like millions of Caribbean people, into a 

theology of terror: fire, brimstone, damnation, sin, fear, and guilt. It started when at the 

age of eleven I began to be deeply disturbed by pictures of a place called Hell painted 

with imaginative and rhetorical flair from the pulpit of our village Baptist church.  If 

you are familiar with Jonathan Edwards’ sermon “Sinners in the Hands of an Angry 

God,” you know exactly what I mean when I say that these sermons scared the living 

daylight out of me.  And you will not be surprised, then, when I tell you that on 

numerous occasions, during tremulous altar calls, I walked penitently down the aisle, 

knelt at the mourner’s bench in front of the altar and asked Jesus to “come into my 

heart” to save me from the flames of Hell: “Please, Jesus! Please!”   But though I prayed 

and wept, wept and prayed, Jesus did not come. With the congregation urging me on— 

“Come to Jesus; come to Jesus; come to Jesus just now”—I pleaded: “Into my heart, 
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into my heart. Come into my heart, Lord Jesus.” But nothing happened. Jesus did not 

come.  If he did, I would have known, for I had been taught—and I completely 

believed—that when Jesus came into one’s heart, a feeling of “joy unspeakable and 

full of glory” came over one, a feeling of epiphany manifested by one’s shouts of 

hallelujah! or praise God!  or thank you, Jesus! or by one’s body being taken over by 

a holy dance (which we called “having the Spirit”).  I had also been taught—and I 

completely believed—that the fact that Jesus did not come meant that I had to be one 

of those souls not “called by the Holy Spirit” and therefore lost forever, forever damned 

to “eternal perdition.” For what seemed like an eternity, each day I walked on 

nightmares strewn along my way, nightmares which reminded me of my damned 

condition and from which I seemed utterly unable to liberate myself.  

I kept this unholy secret of my shattered consciousness to myself, for I had 

neither the courage nor the vocabulary to communicate its absolute horror. That I was 

not rendered completely insane over the next few years or, put another way, that I did 

not drown in this sea of theological terror, is today one of the sacred mysteries of my 

life; for, with an unfathomable irony, the horror story that put an abrupt end to my 

childhood and profoundly disturbed both my adolescence and parts of my adulthood 

somehow gradually morphed into a narrative of reclamation: I would have said “self-

reclamation,” were it not for the fact that to this day I cannot attest to playing anything 

but a reactionary role in the drama, completely beyond my control,  that lifted me,  with 

excruciating slowness, from a bottomless pit of despair. Over the years I have come to 

credit my “salvation” not to any faith that I may have had in the colonial iteration of 

the biblical Jesus or to any of his brothers and sisters in cultures all over the globe, but 

to the ineffable grace of the human condition, a condition which I have come to regard 

as sacred and which translates itself, for me, through structures and modalities specific 

to my Caribbean experience. I have also come to realize that my experience in my 

village church triggered my on-going quest for a bearable self-knowledge and for an 

affirmative sense of cultural belonging.   
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I have recounted this childhood experience of spiritual and psychical 

deracination in some detail here because it constitutes my best point of entry into the 

literal and discursive hell of the Middle Passage, the sine qua non of Caribbean reality. 

It is within the structures of my own hellish rite of passage—my acceptance of a 

theology of damnation, the dictatorial and predatory role of the colonized church, and 

the extreme violence wrought on my childish imagination--that I am afforded glimpses 

into the interior of my Caribbean ancestors’ condition. It is while trying to wrest 

meaning from my own soul-shattering disruption—triggered by and through colonial 

evangelism—that I can best imagine, and empathize with the oceanic depravity of my 

ancestors’ experience on the slave ship, the emotional and psychical upheaval that 

ruptured their collective consciousness and bound their immediate progeny to a genesis 

of dislocation. And because of my rite of passage, I can imagine and empathize with 

my ancestor’s connection, before the Middle Passage, to a pre-colonial, pre-Christian, 

Ausarian mythology against whose backdrop even the Middle Passage becomes a 

harbinger of the resurrection of a cosmic self-consciousness. 

Indeed, the saga of Osiris’ (the Divine Father’s) body being hacked into fourteen 

pieces and scattered throughout the world, inciting Isis (the Divine Mother) to find and 

re-member the pieces of that Body in a manner that allowed for the immaculate 

conception of Heru (“uncolonized” Jesus) accrues meaning as we in and of the 

Caribbean attempt to re-member and resuscitate parts of ourselves drowned in the 

Middle Passage and other parts of ourselves currently being fractured under the 

colossal weight of colonial religious institutions throughout the region. Seen from this 

vantage-point, our psychical situation assumes a sense of urgency, as implied in the 

call of writers like George Lamming, John Hearne and Jan Carew (to name a few) for 

a poetics of inclusiveness and recovery. This call is a recognition of the need for this 

re-membering of our ancient and current shattered Self and, correspondingly, a 

mnemonic insistence that the Caribbean is forever caught-up in the inchoate process of 
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creating and recreating itself.  By vivifying and reifying this process, these writers (and 

many others) sacralize our history of Self. 

 

Exodus 

My childhood trauma also functions as a portal through which I enter the 

conversation regarding the nature of the poetic imagination, Caribbean or otherwise. 

Ironically, the church of my psychological and emotional evisceration was situated in 

the heart of Fox Hill, at the time an otherwise idyllic—if not Edenic—community built 

within a lush expanse of tropical bushes near the eastern end of the island of New 

Providence.  These bushes were known for their firmamental silk cotton trees and 

divine sapodilla trees.  I say “divine” because the fleshy, gold-brown fruit of the 

sapodilla tree, roughly the size of a small delicious apple, tasted like food for the gods.   

We referred to the sapodilla in the vernacular as “sapadilly” or simply as “dilly”.  

Dillies were, still are, sensually succulent, seductively and delightfully scrumptious.  

Indeed, they were, still are, ambrosial.  The little boys of Fox Hill lived by the unwritten 

law that dillies were community property, no matter whose tree we had to climb to 

steal them.  Like Adam and Eve lusting after the Tree of Knowledge of Good and Evil 

in the Garden of Eden, we pined for the dilly.  In fact, the story of Adam and Eve made 

sense to us only if we could make ourselves believe that the Tree of Knowledge of 

Good and Evil was a dilly tree and that, therefore, the fruit over which Adam and Eve 

risked the wrath of God just had to be a dilly.  So when the preacher in church referred 

to it as an apple, we just knew that those preachers were “liein’ tru deir teeth.”  And 

when the preacher declared that God kicked Adam and Eve out of the garden, we 

sucked our on teeth and said, “Shucks, if dey didn’t have any dillies in de Garden of 

Eden, then God een had ta kick us out; we woulda been gone long time—soon as we 

take one good look aroun’ de place and didden see no dilly.” 
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Years later, the sapodilly would be the inspiration for one of my first 

meager attempts at poetry, which I titled “From Eden to Fox Hill.” The poem 

is brief enough to quote here in its entirety: 

                 Be calm, Fox Hill, be calm and calmly know 

Your sons and daughters crave the juicy taste 

Of gold-ripe sapodillies that you grow. 

Adam and Even loved not the apple more. 

It is the sapodilly that becomes 

                The fruit of our undoing, our lives’ core. 

          We fail to understand the Creator’s choice, 

                For if by chance there were no dillies in that place, 

Then we are glad that we were driven out, 

For then we could not be true children of the garden, 

We would have left it any way, eventually,  

To search for you, Fox Hill, among the various bushes of the world, 

Led by the sinful scent of gold-ripe sapodillies. 

 

And so it was, in retrospect, that I attempted in my own fumbling way 

to awaken my somnolent need—a need I share with the entire Caribbean—

for myths that issue from, and seek to frame, the collective consciousness of 

the people: a mythology conceived in our own image and imagery, signifying 

the specificity of our own ontology. Such specificity may well be necessary 

for the dramatization of what we in the Caribbean bring to the world—

necessary, no doubt, for a proclamation of how we participate in the universal 

quest for, and production of, meaning.  Without a mythos of specificity, it 

seems to me, a people cannot contribute to an understanding of the universal 

human condition in which they participate. That I replaced (in my own mind) 

the apple of a colonized imagination with the dilly of my Fox Hill experience 
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is symptomatic of the kind of psychical exchange that announces embryonic 

signs of personal and cultural departure and arrival.   

Years later, that venture into the world of my creative imagination—a psychical 

trip (from Eden to Fox Hill) that jettisoned me back to a primal need for relevance—

would prepare me to recognize the people of Fox Hill in the faces of the characters of 

the fictional Bournehills in Paule Marshall’s The Chosen Place, the Timeless People, 

who intuitively understood the spiritual price we pay when we fail to prioritize our own 

history—when we fail, that is, to use aspects of our history for the creation of a self-

sustaining and self-perpetuating mythology (Rahming, 1994). I also recognize these 

Fox Hill faces in other imagined Caribbean communities—in Roger Mais’ The Hills 

Were Joyful Together, Sylvia’ Wynter’s The Hills of Hebron, Orlando Patterson’s 

Children of Sisyphus, and Earl Lovelace’s The Dragon Can’t Dance, to name a few. 

Like many of these characters, I seemed unable to move beyond paralysing 

astonishment at the condition in which I found myself.  They and I could be freed—so 

it eventually seemed to me—only through the grace of a decolonized imagination. It is 

reasonable, then, that I would include the creative imagination in my declarations of 

the sacred.  

 

Re-membering the Body Eclectic 

My childhood experience would continue to inform the quality of my life in 

ways that were unpredictably re-generative.  It was what sent me running to literature 

and film—and eventually to literary criticism—for relief from the burden of my self-

consciousness and for a cosmology more bearable than that which suffused the walls 

of my colonized church and, it seems to me, the walls of Caribbean Catholic and 

Protestant churches in general; a cosmology within which my own fractured 

consciousness—and that of Caribbean people generally—may conceivably be cohered.  

This search for a bearable cosmology charted the direction of my career as a teacher. 
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No wonder, then, that I came to regard the classroom as a sacred space. No wonder, 

too, that I was attracted to those moments when colleagues would assemble locally or 

nationally to engage in and advance critical discussion of literature, especially 

Caribbean literature.  

But this attraction did not go unexamined.  Was there, I asked myself, any 

validity to the proposition that these professional conferences mattered to more than an 

esoteric few? Did they improve the condition of the world (at least the Caribbean)? 

What role did they play in the real-life saga of our collective re-membering? On these 

questions the jury may still be out.  Meanwhile, however, I have come to embrace the 

richness of the relationships I’ve formed along the way, the tangible feeling of 

admiration that flowed between participants, the joy of camaraderie, and the heart-

warming sense that, despite our differing personalities and characters and our different 

ways of being and knowing, we were all made of similar stuff, shaped by the same 

magical Force. Annually, we give each other some intangible but necessary thing that 

can hardly be gotten in any other way: a sense of psychical belonging which has little 

to do with familial, religious, political, racial, or national ties. Blessed be this 

kindredness we share.  

My attraction to these professional events is even more complex: Probing, as 

they do, the imagined vistas of Caribbean literary artists, scholarly gatherings like the 

International Conference on Caribbean Literature celebrate the region’s movement 

toward the fulfilment of our ancestors’ dream, a dream of collective self-realization: 

complete psychological, intellectual and spiritual decolonization.  For this reason, I 

came to regard these conferences as the on-going creation of another sacred place—

the critical imaginary—that operates as a necessary corollary to the creative 

imagination. The difference between the critical imaginary and the creative 

imagination resides, I think, in the fact the former is an organized response to the 

products of the creative imagination, while the latter is an organic, interior response to 

individual and cultural circumstance.  
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I suggest that these gatherings of scholars and writers also play an important 

societal role in that they frame the conceptual manoeuvres we make to gather and taste 

the fruits of the creative imagination. Put another way—and to shift back to the initial 

metaphor—the conferences foreground the Caribbean writers’ contribution to the 

region’s conscious and imaginative attempts to cohere the scattered pieces of our make-

up: lost paradigms of spirit, forgotten paths to knowing and being, lost ways of 

appreciating and transcending gendered spaces, forgotten modes of apprehending the  

individual and communal relationship to Cosmic order, forgotten systems for the 

education of the soul, lost rituals of healing and remembrance, etc., etc. In accessing 

and interrogating the products of the creative imagination, these conferences map the 

routes our writers travel to find, activate, or re-create aspects of the psyche necessary 

for an ever-empowering ontology—that is, they tend toward the expression of a 

collective consciousness at once indigenized and global.   

Doxology 

In the above narrative discussion, I have tried to trace a few episodes—psychical, 

creative and professional—in my on-going attempt to discern and unravel some threads 

of my consciousness. The psychical effects of my childhood trauma, my venture into 

my own creative imagination, and my pursuit of professional kindredness—these three 

interior responses to my individual circumstance combine to form a matrix for my own 

embryonic production of meaning from my life.  In my evolving consciousness I have 

come to accept that though I may lose my way over and over again, I cannot ever be 

irretrievably lost.  I cannot be irretrievably lost because, at the deepest/highest level of 

my being, I participate in the omniscience, omni-presence and omnipotence of THE 

GREAT I AM.  It is my opinion that none of us can be irretrievably lost because, at the 

deepest/highest level of our being, we are all a part of the faculties and attributes of a 

dis-membered God.  
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Abstract  

In the age of feminism, intersectionality, and LGBTQIA studies, it would seem that scholarly 

inquiries into masculinity are niched squarely within one of two categories: those that examine non-

normative sexual identities and preferences and those that seek to explore the influence and effects 

of hegemonic masculinity on women and the political, socioeconomic, and cultural forces that govern 

gender and gender role socialization. Insofar as this pigeonholing has given voice to the concerns of 

previously unheard and historically marginalized groups, it has contributed valuably to our 

understanding of the dynamics that help to establish, regulate, and maintain social hierarchies. 

However, the uncompromising insistence of relevant scholarship on examining solely the 

macrosocial detriments of a normative masculinity—that is, one that venerates heteropatriarchy and 

sharply bifurcates gender roles in order that heterosexual men remain in power—detracts from even 

the most insightful contributions to the field. Specifically, such analyses tend to neglect—or at least 

severely overlook—the nuances of masculinity and male-female relations. To this end, this essay 

seeks to explore the nascent criticism of masculinities in Anglophone Caribbean literature by (1) 

providing an overview of extant critical analyses; (2) discussing what I view as the continuum of 

(Caribbean) masculinity; (3) briefly considering the breadth and depth of novels that engage ideas of 

manhood in its varied forms; and (4) beginning to conceptualize a theoretical approach that I contend 

best illuminates’ notions of Caribbean masculinity. 
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Introduction and Review of Scholarship 

 In the age of feminism, intersectionality, and LGBTQ(IA) studies, it appears  that 

scholarly inquiries into masculinity are reductively niched within one of two categories: those 

that examine non-normative sexual identities and preferences and those that seek to explore   

the influence and effects of hegemonic masculinity on women as well as the political, 

socioeconomic, and cultural forces that govern gender and gender role socialization.1 Insofar 

as this pigeonholing has given voice to the concerns of previously unheard and historically 

marginalized groups, it has contributed to our understanding of the dynamics that help to 

establish, regulate, and maintain social hierarchies. However, the uncompromising insistence 

of relevant scholarship on examining solely the macrosocial detriment of a normative 

masculinity—that is, one that venerates heterosexuality and sharply bifurcates gender roles in 

order that heterosexual (white) men remain in power—detracts from even the most insightful 

contributions to the field. Specifically, such analyses tend to neglect—or at least severely 

overlook—the nuances of masculinity and male-female relations, often positioning women 

(and their advancement) and men (and their advancement) comfortably and unquestioningly 

within a gendered, winner-take-all dialectic. Moreover, these studies make sweeping claims 

about male-female relationships without discussing, even tangentially, the alternative 

interpretations of the microsocial interactions that lend credence to the broad ideas being 

advanced. The result has been the widespread use of a critical approach base on the inference 

that, by understanding the ultimate desire of man—to remain in control, at least relative to 

woman—one can understand man’s actions within a microsocial context. 

 The line of reasoning delineated above forms the foundation that undergirds much of 

the contemporary social science research on gender. Although the argument’s conclusion—

that men act to stay in power—may be accurate inasmuch as men generally comport 

themselves in ways that lead to their maintaining control, the argument itself pays neither 

homage nor lip service to the psychological and psychosocial determinants of such a decision. 

It is not enough and far too base to assert that the need for power in-and-of-itself negates or 

supersedes these important factors. And, more importantly, from a class perspective, it seems 

                                                           
1 In some cases, the categories are not mutually exclusive. A transgender woman, for example, 

would fit squarely within both.  
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that socioeconomic status has little place, if any, in the conversation. Stated simply—and 

reductively—men rich or poor are interested in having and holding onto power. But as we 

can see in multiple novels—Earl Lovelace’s The Dragon Can’t Dance and The Wine of 

Astonishment, Michael Anthony’s King of the Masquerade, and Edgar Mittelholzer’s The Life 

and Death of Sylvia, for example—socioeconomic status is central to understanding 

masculinities, particularly as young men of disparate classes seek to perform and validate 

their conceptions of manhood. Despite these limitations and simplifications, social science 

research about gender has, on the whole, contributed to our understanding of the ways that 

men and women operate. If only in a most global sense, it has opened the door to studying 

gendered interactions and their implications. 

Of all the gender and sexuality quagmires, perhaps the Caribbean slough remains the 

most tenebrous. Although the past three decades have seen a rise in the amount of research 

on gender in the region, the inquiries themselves have been decidedly pitched toward 

exploring the historic and contemporary subjugation of women. Notably, V. Eudine Barriteau, 

Patricia Mohammed, Rhoda Reddock, and M. Jacqui Alexander have sought to detail the 

influence(s) of male privilege on women in the public and private spheres, and scholars of 

performance, literature, and art history, including Belinda Edmondson, Faith Smith, 

Samantha Noel, and Jennifer Thorington Springer, have expanded our understanding of 

women’s contributions to Caribbean society, particularly with regard to Carnival and the 

carnivalesque. Given the intensely patriarchal history of the Caribbean, this corpus of research 

has foregrounded women’s issues and allowed women’s voices to be heard more clearly. 

Similarly, it has served to counterbalance certain sociological studies of the mid-twentieth 

century whose findings heavily downplayed and, in some cases, attempted to delegitimize the 

importance of women to Caribbean societies. But however insightful contemporary studies 

have been, each to some degree or another flows from the abductively reasoned conclusion 

detailed above, thus falling victim to the homogenizing premises of the overarching claim. 
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To a significantly lesser degree, scholars have interrogated masculinity in Caribbean 

societies.2 Linden Lewis, a Guyanese sociologist resident in the United States, has been most 

active in this arena, having authored numerous articles and book chapters on the topic. He is, 

perhaps, singularly responsible for the growth of the study of Caribbean manhood. In addition 

to Lewis, the late Barry Chevannes made valuable contributions throughout the last decades 

of the twentieth century, with research focusing on male socialization and the role that women 

play therein. Michael Bucknor, Michael Kimmel, and Errol Miller3 have also endeavored to 

broaden our understanding of masculinity in the Caribbean, sporadically publishing essays 

and delivering conference papers. Even scholars of Caribbean women’s writing have entered 

the fray, with Belinda Edmondson and her 1999 monograph Making Men leading the charge.4 

Despite the sum total of contributions to the field, many of which have been enlightening, 

much research remains to be done, especially in the humanities: to date, the social sciences 

have held a monopoly. 

It is with the aforementioned considerations in mind that I have set out to scrutinize 

Caribbean manhood more intentionally and more incisively. My study is in large part a 

response to three of the concerns which I have already outlined: the dearth of scholarship on 

masculinity in the Caribbean (and specifically in Caribbean literature), the tendency of extant 

(feminist) scholarship to homogenize men and their issues, and the perils of the hasty 

inferential conclusion drawn by many scholars of gender and sexuality. To this end, my main 

objectives are to begin to decipher Caribbean masculinity—especially its construction and the 

ways that it is affirmed and challenged—through an interdisciplinary lens; to analyze 

dynamics of power in heterosexual relationships in a way that recognizes the nuances of male-

female interaction; to expose the residual influence of Victorian ideas (about sexuality and 

                                                           
2 I am not suggesting that masculinity and femininity are mutually exclusive and that they 

must be studied in isolation. Rather, I am noting that scholarship on Caribbean manhood 

pales in breadth and scope when compared with scholarship on Caribbean womanhood. 
3 The page limits of this essay do not permit me to examine Errol Miller’s controversial 

marginalization thesis. Nonetheless, it is important to note that Miller is quite possibly the 

most provocative Caribbean scholar of gender and sexuality. 
4 Somewhat confusingly, Edmondson’s monograph concerns itself more with women and the 

issues that women writers face. To justify this decision, Edmondson argues that “the founding 

moment for the anxieties of Caribbean migrant women authors over literary authority can be 

traced back to [] Victorian speculations on whether men could be ‘made’ out of black West 

Indian men” (Making Men 6). 
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the family) on the Anglophone Caribbean; and to enlarge the scope of research on Caribbean 

literature. My ultimate focus is starting a candid conversation about issues of gender and 

sexuality. Such a discussion should provide stakeholders with the opportunity to 

constructively air their grievances and work toward bridging the gender(ed) gap.  

  Before proceeding, I must emphasize that my research is, at its core, a literary 

undertaking. Although I draw upon a number of theories—performance theory and cultural 

studies, for example—and even though sociological, historical, and ethnological studies 

provide sociocultural context, close reading is my primary analytical scalpel and novels are 

my primary patient. I use theory judiciously when a theoretical interpretation helps either to 

demystify a problem or to explain a phenomenon. Apart from these specific instances, any 

engagement remains exclusive to discussions of scholarship about the particular topic under 

consideration. I believe that an analysis that privileges a contextualized close reading over a 

strictly theoretical approach excavates textual meaning more completely. Likewise, I view 

the singular or unqualified use of theory as a garden pathway of sorts, one along which a 

scholar walks in order to impose onto a text a meaning that fits a certain narrative. 

For the purposes of this essay, I have deliberately confined the scope of my inquiry to 

the Anglophone Caribbean. This choice flies in the face of contemporary approaches to 

studying the literatures and cultures of the region, most especially Rosamond King’s concept 

of the “Caribglobal,” which “takes the spirit of the foreign-local5 and shifts it into a broader 

and more unified concept” (3). Equally, it steers away from Kamala Kempadoo’s assertion in 

Sexing the Caribbean that studies can address, simultaneously, “local particularities and 

regional generalities, as well [as] relationships between the local, regional, and global” (5). I 

have opted for this seemingly narrow focus in part to avoid a significant problem that David 

Murray finds with King’s Island Bodies: Transgressive Sexualities in the Caribbean 

Imagination: 

 Once again, the intention to highlight pan-regional and diasporic 

                                                           
5 “Foreign-local” is a colloquial Trinbagonian phrase that describes an individual who has 

enough knowledge of the culture of Trinidad and Tobago to pass as a fulltime resident even 

though he is not. It is commonly used to describe members of the diaspora.   
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cultural similarities in transgressive sexual and gendered practices is 

admirable, although my anthropological training caused a few warning  

bells to go off in relation to the potential pitfalls of regional/diasporic 

sociocultural generalizations that risk oversimplification and/or 

glossing over complex local historical, political, economic, and 

sociocultural contexts. (1) 

Certainly, the idea that one can examine gender—or any topic in the Caribbean—without 

accounting for varied histories is tenuous for the mere fact that patterns of migration and 

colonization are not the same throughout the region. For example, Barbados does not exhibit 

the ethnic diversity of Trinidad and Tobago and Guyana: in 2010, 92.4 percent of Barbadians 

identified as black. By contrast, in 2002 in Guyana, just 30.2 percent identified as black 

African, and, in Trinidad and Tobago, a 2011 estimate found that 34.2 percent identified as 

black African. Moreover, Barbados is referred to as “Little England,” a tongue-in-cheek label 

that testifies to the decidedly British influence on the former colony. (Barbados is the only 

island in the Caribbean to have been colonized by just one European power.) In any case, the 

larger point being made here illustrates the fact that, within the Anglophone Caribbean, a 

diversity of cultures and cultural influences exists. As this reality applies to gender and 

sexuality, it is reasonable to conclude that Victorian ideas about womanhood and the family 

are more intact in Barbados than in Trinidad and Tobago, where Spain and Great Britain once 

ruled and where a plurality of citizens identify as Indo-Caribbean and are for that reason more 

likely bound by East Indian sexual and familial mores (even if heteropatriarchy is indeed 

normative in Indo-Caribbean and Afro-Caribbean communities).6 Ultimately, one must 

recognize that ethnic differences within the Anglophone Caribbean complicate—or should 

complicate—the study of gender and sexuality. Such is the case most especially in Guyana 

                                                           
6 I am not arguing that Victorian thought does not influence Trinidad and Tobago. To the 

contrary, it does. Rather, I am noting that although Victorian ideas may hold sway over 

certain sociocultural understandings held by white and Afro-Trinidadians, they do not 

supersede sexual and familial East Indian dictates to which many Indo-Trinidadians ascribe.  
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and Trinidad and Tobago, which have high populations of Indo-Caribbean and mixed 

peoples.7  

For this reason, given different—if nonetheless similar—expectations of men 

regardless of familial heritage, I have limited the scope of my research to Afro-Caribbean 

masculinities. This topic is broad and complex in-and-of-itself, for there exists a diversity of 

heterosexual masculinities that are made manifest as a result of different combinations of 

socioeconomic, historic, and psychological factors. To assert otherwise is to homogenize men 

and their experiences. Although the general feminist claim that men seek to perpetuate 

patriarchy rings true throughout the Caribbean, the analysis cannot stop there: class and 

cultural dynamics influence men of different social statuses in different ways, and to gloss 

over the process through which a man arrives at his beliefs about gender roles is to assume 

that such a process is either effectively the same regardless of background or functionally 

unimportant given the perpetual subjugation of women. But as Barry Chevannes notes: 

Among the Caribbean peoples [,] masculinity is both the product and  

the determinant of the complex interaction of people, each with his or 

her own attributes or motives, framed in culturally significant ways. 

The more we understand masculinity, the more we understand 

masculinity does not everywhere mean the same thing, that in 

multicultural societies ‘there are likely to be multiple definitions of 

masculinity.’ (206) 

Recognizing the existence of a panoply of masculinities is crucial because, as I will 

discuss, any critical approach to interrogating gender in the Caribbean must account for the 

concomitant influences that help to shape an individual. It must also take into consideration 

an individual’s psyche as well as his awareness of the environment in which he lives. Stated 

succinctly, people operationalize ideas, and people make decisions to support or renounce 

beliefs or positions advanced by nonprofit organizations, governments, and corporations. 

                                                           
7 I am referring here to douglas, not to people who have mixed white or indigenous heritage. 



Heterosexual Masculinities in the Anglophone Caribbean Novel 

 

44 
Rami Blair  

Ideas must be assigned meaning, and only when something has been imbued with meaning 

can that something hold sway. Any critical approach must also be flexible enough to explain 

the presence of (seeming) anomalies and contradictions while not being so malleable as to 

veer from the fundamental tenets upon which it stands. Put another way, it must nimble yet 

sturdy, firm yet tractable. 

A Fresh Theoretical Lens: Sexology and the Psychosocial 

With these conditions in mind, I propose in this essay a new critical approach for 

scholars of gender and sexuality in the Caribbean. This interdisciplinary lens is grounded 

firmly in the idea that rigorous analysis of microsocial interaction is preferable when 

examining the ways in which Caribbean men display their manhood. Likewise, it finds footing 

in the belief that an broad examinations of gender and sexuality—such as those discussed at 

the beginning of this essay—lead to broad conclusions that do not accurately account for the 

nuances of intimate relationships, particularly the variety of factors—psychocultural, 

psychosocial, and sociohistorical—that help to shape an individual. In this sense, then, the 

traditional scholarly approach, feminism, is double blind:8 on one level, it ignores the 

intricacies of the socialization process that Caribbean men undergo, opting rather to advance 

the claim that women have been and still are consistently oppressed by heteropatriarchal 

power structures; on the second, it eliminates any conversation about the individual—man or 

woman—and the ways in which people must actively participate in order to perpetuate 

ideologies and, in this case, male control. 

                                                           
8 It bears emphasizing that my work is neither antifeminist nor antiwoman. Although I do 

indict (what I perceive as) the shaky premises upon which many feminist assertions about 

Caribbean manhood stand, and despite the problems that I will raise with claims of feminist 

research, I ultimately do not take issue with the central argument advanced by many 

scholars: that, historically, women in the Caribbean have been marginalized. Rather, I seek to 

interpret male-female interactions with a far more penetrating gaze, one that facilitates the 

identification and analysis of the subtleties of each character’s personhood and his opposite-

sex relations. In this regard, then, context is vital to my research, and I am far more 

concerned with understanding the particularities of the relationships under the microscope 

than I am with contradicting or attempting to disprove feminist ideas.  
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With this in mind, my central problem with the extant body of research is simply 

homogenization. It arises in opposition to the spirit of the argument advanced by Jacqui 

Alexander that “the archetypal source of state legitimation is anchored in the heterosexual 

family” (20). Although Alexander’s claim has merit—and even though she ably anatomizes 

the ways in which the governments of The Bahamas and Trinidad and Tobago have regulated 

sexual expression and sexual practices—she assumes that, by highlighting this troubled 

phenomenon, change will come. To the contrary, only when the street/yard socialization 

process is dissected can meaningful advancements take place.9 As Chevannes observes in 

“The Role of the Street in the Socialization of Caribbean Males,” a chapter in Linden Lewis’s 

The Culture of Gender and Sexuality in the Caribbean: 

In Jamaica over the past several years, females have been outnumbering males 

by as much as two to one at the Universities of the West Indies and among 

Caribbean Examination Council high school graduates. On the other hand, an 

extraordinary rise in crime over the past twenty-five years, ranging from 

robbery to drug trafficking to murder, is largely the handiwork of young males 

. . . . Issues such as these are generating many questions. Has our value system 

changed? Are we reaping the result of a different pattern of socialization from 

that of earlier generations? Specifically, how are our males being socialized? 

[This chapter] focuses on an important agent of socialization often overlooked, 

namely the wider community—or, as the informants put it, the street. (215-216; 

emphasis mine) 

 

My approach in this essay is informed by sexology—the study of human sexuality and 

the dynamics of intimate relationships—as well as by psychocultural and sociohistorical 

                                                           
9 The street, yard, and government are indeed interconnected. I do not, however, believe that 

an approach that seeks government “deregulation” of sexuality change will prove fruitful—at 

least in the short term or as an isolated strategy. Attitudes about gender and intimacy in the 

Caribbean are deeply ingrained in familial consciousness and discourse, and even though 

these attitudes have led to discriminatory policies it is vital to employ a reversal strategy that 

starts at the bottom and progresses toward policy changes at the national government level. 
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factors. Specifically, I work from a tempered sex-positive perspective10 that embraces sexual 

expression as normal and as an important function of intimate relationships. I favor the 

biopsychosocial approach to interrogating sexuality that scholars such as Justin Lehmiller 

use,11 and my textual analyses bear in mind (1) that all relationships are influenced by unique 

concatenations of external factors and (2) that men and women alike must navigate a labyrinth 

of sui generis psychological, interpersonal, and macrosocial forces. To this end, I am indebted 

to the likes of Virginia Masters, William Johnson, William Gagnon, John Simon, Alfred 

Kinsey, Wilhelm Reich, Sigmund Freud, Michel Foucault, and Helen Singer Kaplan, each of 

whom has contributed greatly to the study of human sexuality.  

In the pages that follow, I will analyze two novels of the Anglophone Caribbean: Earl 

Lovelace’s The Dragon Can’t Dance (1979) and Michael Anthony’s King of the Masquerade 

(1974). In examining The Dragon Can’t Dance, I will focus on the relationship between 

Aldrick, the novel’s protagonist, and Sylvia, his love interest. The goal of this section is to 

show the potential of my lens for the study of masculinities in the Caribbean. It is also to 

correct several shoddy appraisals of the work. In the next section, I will explore King of the 

Masquerade and discuss Bakhtin’s conceptualization of the carnivalesque. The aim here is to 

demonstrate that masculinities are shaped extensively by institutions such as the family, and 

that an inextricable link exists between a man’s (non)participation in certain activities and his 

social standing. Specifically, I will use the portraiture of Dr. Broomley and Alan to support 

these claims.  

Taken as a whole, this essay seeks to provide a rigorous interrogation of heterosexual 

masculinities. Themes of class standing and social affirmation will persist throughout, and in 

the case of The Dragon Can’t Dance and King of the Masquerade will be crucial to 

understanding the ways in which men are expected to comport themselves (based upon their 

knowledge of self and grasp of society’s expectations of/for them). Likewise, in two of the 

three novels—Waiting in Vain and The Dragon Can’t Dance—the notion of an ideal(ized) 

                                                           
10 A sex-positive perspective generally endorses all sexual activity that is both consensual and 

healthy. I hesitate to agree fully with this definition, for “healthy” is very relative. 
11 See Lehmiller’s The Psychology of Human Sexuality for an expansive commentary on the 

biopsychosocial approach and its core tenets. 
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masculinity will take shape. Although in the conclusion I address such an overlapping, the 

page limits of this essay do not permit me to go into significant detail about the problematics 

of a singular archetypal heterosexual maleness. Furthermore, my commentaries on 

femaleness and the female socialization process are necessarily limited to discussions about 

gendered interactions during which men seek to validate their manhood.12 

As I noted in the first pages of this essay, much research remains to be done on 

Caribbean masculinities. Linden Lewis arrives at this conclusion as early as 1998, writing 

that one of his essays “opens up for further consideration the place of [] texts as a site for 

exploring a popular and academic understanding of the role of gender in Caribbean society” 

(“Masculinity and the Dance of the Dragon: Reading Lovelace Discursively” 165). Moreover, 

it is my hope that my ongoing scholarly efforts—borne out in this essay and in the papers that 

I have presented at the Thirteenth and Fifteenth International Conferences on Caribbean 

Literature—will contribute valuably to this crucial area of inquiry.  

Savior on the Hill? Aldrick, Maleness, and The Dragon Can’t Dance 

Arguably no text in the Anglophone Caribbean literary canon provides a more 

compelling commentary on or portraiture of masculinities than does The Dragon Can’t 

Dance. This does not mean that many Caribbean novelists do not pose the question of what 

it means to be a man, but alternatively that Lovelace’s dichotomization of masculinity in 

especially poignant, with two polemically opposite constructions of manhood at the forefront 

of the novel. On one end rests the hegemonic man, who is aggressive, stagnant, emotionally 

restrained, and subordinates’ women; on the other is the idealized man, who is sensitive, 

dynamic, compassionate, and affirms women. Studying the novel’s two most prominent male 

characters, Aldrick Prospect, the doting protagonist, and Mr. Guy, his foil and the hyper-

masculine slumlord, demonstrates these two extremes. To best understand this dichotomy, 

one must reference Sylvia, the men’s love-interest and a crucial character in the text. For that 

reason, upon a thorough examination of Mr. Guy, Sylvia, and Aldrick, one concludes that, 

                                                           
12 In opting for this approach, the goal is not to define women based on their interaction(s) 

with men. Rather, it is to recognize that the female socialization process is itself intricate, and 

that to fully analyze such a process requires a (more) theoretical essay, one in which social 

science literature plays an integral role. 
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following his epiphany, Aldrick embodies the idealized masculine; that Mr. Guy represents 

hegemonic masculinity; that Sylvia ultimately recognizes Aldrick as idealized and abandons 

Mr. Guy for him; and, that Sylvia’s choosing Aldrick does not succumb to the trite “happily 

ever after” narrative which current scholarship asserts. 

 A rigorous interrogation of Aldrick’s characterization at the novel’s outset shows that 

Aldrick is not a hegemonic male. He “get[s] up at midday from sleep, yawn[s], stretch[es], 

[and] then start[s] thinking of where he might get something to eat” (Lovelace 25). He appears 

largely disinterested in providing for himself monetarily, let alone for a wife and children, 

and he spends much of his day sleeping and relaxing. In fact, he only exerts himself when the 

time comes to make a new dragon costume for Carnival. In this way, Aldrick clearly eschews 

his “manly” duties and society’s expectations of him. His deliberate avoidance of Sylvia 

exemplifies this behavior: 

To him [Sylvia] was the most dangerous female person on the Hill, for she 

possessed, he suspected, the ability not only to capture him in passion but to 

enslave him in caring, to bring into his world those ideas of love and home and 

children that he had spent his whole life avoiding . . . . for he knew that she 

could make him face questions that he had inoculated himself against by not 

working nowhere, by not being too deeply concerned about anything except the 

dragon costume that he prepared for masquerade on Carnival day. (23) 

Notwithstanding, the symbolism of his dragon costume is crucial to our understanding of 

Aldrick’s masculinity. As Linden Lewis notes in “Masculinity and The Dragon Can’t Dance: 

Reading Lovelace Discursively,” Aldrick’s creation, destruction, and recreation of the dragon 

costume “is a construction and extension of his identity as a man” (169). In essence, over 

time, the dragon costume has instilled a “dragon” mentality in him. This way of thinking 

entails pure symbolic ferocity but little actual terror. It is a shallow, self-centered, and 

noncommittal perspective, one that allows him to tergiversate and wallow in his shack. Its 

warnings are all smoke and no fire. 

Indeed, and incontrovertibly, Aldrick possesses this mentality at the novel’s beginning; 

it defines his very thoughts and behavior. It makes him stagnant, “a hustler, working nowhere” 
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(Lovelace 36), only responsible “to his dragon, that presentation on Carnival day of the self 

that he had lived the whole year” (36).  But as the book progresses, if one considers Aldrick’s 

development, one sees that he outgrows this mindset and develops a more sophisticated 

understanding of his role in society.  

Certainly, by the end of the novel, Aldrick has fundamentally transformed himself. His 

epiphany while in prison—that his “dragon” mentality must no longer define him—changes 

his life. When released, he seeks out Sylvia to proclaim his love and share his newfound 

understanding: “Now I ain’t no dragon . . . Funny, eh? Years. And now I is more than just to 

play a masquerade once a year for two days” (197). By this time, however, Sylvia has 

seemingly accepted his former self and has said yes to Mr. Guy’s marriage proposal, telling 

Aldrick that she “ha[s] everything that [she] want[s]” (198). However, the reader knows of 

Sylvia’s discontentment: while she may possess the material pleasures in life given to her by 

Mr. Guy, she lacks emotional fulfillment. In this vein, it could be argued that Aldrick is the 

only man who could fill this role. Beyond a doubt, Mr. Guy’s intense focus on materialism 

and womanizing over emotion and passion precludes him from fulfilling Sylvia. It is his 

detachment, one could assert, that compels Sylvia to seek emotional shelter with other men, 

most notably the man enthralled by Africa and the one by Cuba. In any case, it is Aldrick’s 

maturation (facilitated by his epiphany) that allows him to enter Sylvia’s life again. As much 

is clear when Sylvia challenges him during a lull in one of their conversations following his 

release from jail: “What could you give me?” (201) “Yourself,” he responds (201). Stunned, 

she retorts, “You know, you change,” (201). In this conversation, it is clear that, on hearing 

Aldrick’s words, Sylvia begins to think that his maturation now justifies her jilting Mr. Guy. 

After all, she may not want to lose Aldrick a second time, especially after he now feels able 

to affirm openly his love for her. 

   Undoubtedly, when Sylvia, eyes “eager, burning, and shielding invitation and 

promise . . .” (44), dressed in a virginal white knee-length dress and high heels slightly too 

big for her, first offers herself to Aldrick, he is unable to reconcile his desire for her with his 

dragon mentality. He cannot find the words to express his internal conflict, and when he 

finally can, the conversation ends abruptly as Philo arrives and tries to grope Sylvia. In this 

scene, Aldrick displays his impotence; he embodies the dragon. Subsequently, he tries to 
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justify refusing Sylvia: he tells himself that he is poor, has not prospects, and cannot provide 

for her: “She’s a woman with all those woman wantings . . . I mean, she not asking for 

anything, but if you’s her man, the world is what you will want to give her” (93). However, 

Aldrick can give her what she desires, and he recognizes that his love for her supersedes all 

else. This recognition further entrenches the dichotomy of masculinity in the novel, and 

examining Mr. Guy adds to this clear polarization.  

 Indisputable is the fact that Mr. Guy, the novel’s hegemonic male, serves as Aldrick’s 

foil. The two could not be more polemically opposite. For one, Mr. Guy takes advantage of 

Sylvia’s family’s poverty. In exchange for leniency when Sylvia’s mother defaults on rent 

payments, he fondles Sylvia. Moreover, he is morally bankrupt. He attempts to purchase 

Sylvia by telling her that he will buy her whatever costume she wants for Carnival: “‘What 

costume you want?’ he asked her . . . . ‘Any costume you want, just tell me’” (19). For these 

reasons, Aldrick characterizes him as “a son-fa-bitch[] who step[s] around like a proper 

gentleman [but who] screws all the little girls on the Hill” (31). And, for a long while, Sylvia 

manages to steer clear of him. She reaches a turning point, however, when Aldrick refuses 

her advances. Having grown frustrated with Aldrick’s hesitancy, she turns to the arms of Mr. 

Guy, who can provide her with the material goods that she desires. (In turn, one can assume 

that she provides him with sexual pleasure.) In this way, Mr. Guy shows his hegemonic 

masculine characterization. He is devoid of emotion and passion and is interested solely in 

perpetuating his dominance and increasing his social and socioeconomic standing in Calvary 

Hill. He epitomizes the conflation of manhood and materialism, in so doing unearthing a chief 

problem with hegemonic masculinity: stagnancy. (Throughout the text, Mr. Guy remains 

morally and ethically static. From the beginning to the end, he swindles, gropes, and buys off 

women, and he, unlike Aldrick, has no epiphany. He arrives at no life-altering realization, and 

he relies on the belief that hegemonic masculinity is preferable.) 

Nevertheless, perhaps the most interesting elements of characterization in The Dragon 

Can’t Dance are Mr. Guy’s and Aldrick Prospect’s last names. Indeed, Lovelace likely 

chooses to give Mr. Guy an ironic name to show that he validates his masculinity through his 

actions and not through his very being. He seduces the girls of the Hill, gropes them at-will, 

buys their affection, and tosses them to the side. His level of unscrupulousness goes 
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unparalleled in the text. What is more, his intimate relationships are fleeting and transactional. 

They are a means to an end and are detached from emotion. Contrarily, Aldrick’s last name, 

“Prospect,” is not ironic but premonitory. In the beginning, Aldrick shows little promise. As 

the novel unravels, however, his “prospects” change: he becomes sensitive, intuitive, and 

introspective. He marries the need to provide for himself and for his family with the idealized 

masculine, and he feels empowered. Armed with this newfound esprit de corps, he concludes 

that Sylvia is the woman for him. But by the time that he realizes this, Mr. Guy has already 

proposed and Sylvia has accepted. This capitulation demonstrates a significant defeat for 

Aldrick, even if it is short-lived, for Sylvia escapes to Aldrick at the novel’s end.  

 Accordingly, determining the text’s comment on masculinity necessitates an 

understanding of the ending. In an unchallenged analysis of the novel’s final two chapters, 

Linden Lewis concludes that: 

Though Lovelace attempts to fashion a male character [Aldrick] who is 

sensitive at some levels, and with whom readers can empathize, he ends up 

retelling a time-honored patriarchal tale. This is a tale in which the woman 

capitulates in the end, and the ‘star boy’ wins the girl, even though as a sort of 

consolation, she has ‘tamed’ the Dragon, somewhat. (173) 

 

This analysis, uncontested in current and past scholarship, represents a trite, sarcastic, and 

“happily ever after” reading that lacks substantive critical insight. First, Sylvia does not 

“tame” Aldrick, as Lewis would have the reader believe. Saying as much writes away his 

epiphany. To support Lewis’s conclusion, the reader must see Sylvia as the catalyst which 

propels Aldrick’s transformation. The text does not substantiate this interpretation. Rather, 

the attack against the police, which lands Aldrick in prison, spurs his epiphany. While jailed, 

Aldrick recognizes that engaging in such a hastily planned, spiteful display of machismo is 

the action of a dragon-minded person. He then links this action to his worldview, and he links 

subsequently the impact of his “dragonness” to Sylvia. Therefore, the stunt with the police is 

the catalyst, not Sylvia, as Lewis suggests. (This alternative interpretation does not mean that 

Sylvia is not impacted. Quite to the contrary, she benefits the most from Aldrick’s epiphany 

as she sees that he understands the extent of his full potential.) 
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       Second, Lewis’s assertion that Sylvia capitulates in the end, wooed by Aldrick, the “star 

boy,” is dubiously uncritical. This interpretation undermines the novel’s larger comment on 

masculinity. It simply does not tell the complete tale, one in which Sylvia, herself ignited by 

Aldrick’s declaration that he can give her “[her]self” (Lovelace 201), realizes at last that she 

need not choose Mr. Guy for the material goods that he can provide. From the moment that 

she has this realization, Sylvia understands that she does not have to justify choosing Aldrick. 

And, at the point when she becomes cognizant that justification is unnecessary and would 

serve only to placate the residents of the Hill and Miss Cleothilda, her domineering influencer, 

the pressure to conform to social convention—choosing Mr. Guy—releases from within her. 

In a way, a weight is lifted off Sylvia’s shoulders. She feels the freedom to choose Aldrick. 

 Third, Lewis’s characterization of Aldrick as a “star boy” presents problems. Using 

this term undermines his growth. For that matter, one should find it difficult to reconcile this 

characterization with Aldrick’s initial lethargy, which Lovelace goes to great extents to 

demonstrate. Nonetheless, Aldrick does mature, and the text substantiates Lewis’s argument 

if and insofar as he refers to Aldrick’s transformational change. Stated differently, if Lewis 

calls him a “star boy” because his epiphany results in a fundamental transformation of being, 

then Lewis’s conclusion is permissible. However, Lewis goes further. Implied in his argument 

is the idea, again, that Sylvia is the reason for Aldrick’s change. As I have shown in the last 

paragraph, the catalysis is actually reversed. Furthermore, Aldrick’s rumination on the 

botched police kidnapping induces his epiphany, not hers. Finally, Sylvia has her own 

realization that ultimately leads to her overcoming her apprehension about choosing Aldrick. 

 Fourth, Lewis poses a rhetorical question: “Could not Sylvia have pursued another 

option which involved neither dragons nor sponsors?” (173) Here, Lewis attempts to indict 

what he perceives as a false dichotomy. This attack misses one of the novel’s most powerful 

comments: that Sylvia has no other choice between the hegemonic and the idealized. 

Ultimately, she chooses the idealized. She rejects convention. (Notwithstanding, Lewis is 

correct insofar as other men in the text rest somewhere spectrally in between Mr. Guy and 

Aldrick—Philo and Fisheye, for example. However, none piques Sylvia’s interest or excites 

her sexually, emotionally, and intellectually quite like the Mr. Guy and Aldrick. Thus, 
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speculation as to Sylvia choosing a man who falls spectrally between these two men is 

irrelevant.) 

Masculinity, Carnival, and Social Hierarchy in King of the Masquerade 

 However short it may be, King of the Masquerade by Michael Anthony is a cultural 

tour de force in which the social implications of Carnival are brought to center stage. At the 

most basic level, the novel details the struggle of Alan Broomley, a young Afro-Trinidadian 

man from a respectable family, to gain his father’s approbation to participate in the traditional 

Carnival festivities. But as one digs deeper, one sees a more profound and subtle portrayal of 

masculinities and the ways in which institutions shape men’s identities and understanding of 

themselves and their position(s) in society. King of the Masquerade, then, is much more than 

a novel that plainly expresses the hesitations of the Afro-Trinidadian middle class (vis-à-vis 

the Broomley family) about participating in Carnival. Rather, it is a work in which the reader 

is made privy (1) to the decision-making process of this socioeconomic group and (2) to the 

results of transgressing well established norms. 

 To understand the extent to which Alan’s desire to fête Carnival is incongruous with 

his socioeconomic status, it is important to understand that class and race have played a central 

role in the development of Carnival in Trinidad and Tobago. From the late eighteenth century 

when French plantation owners inaugurated their Mas tradition in Trinidad (scheduling the 

festival for the days immediately preceding Lent), slaves were prohibited from taking part in 

the revelry. As Creque notes in a protracted discussion about race, class, and ethnicity in late 

eighteenth- and early nineteenth-century Trinidad Carnival and Jamaican Jonkonnu13: 

Role reversal of whites playing slaves and slaves playing kings and queens in 

the selection of costumes was a custom in Jamaican Jonkonnu festivals as well 

as in the Trinidad Carnival. In Trinidad[,] the festivals were primarily restricted 

to the upper class[,] with limited participation of free coloreds. Slaves were 

                                                           
13 An alternative spelling is Junkanoo. The festival is thought to have started in Jamaica or 

The Bahamas and is similar to Carnival. It takes place on Boxing Day (December 26) or New 

Year’s Day (January 1) each year. 
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onlookers and were only allowed ‘contained’ celebrations in the slave quarters 

of the plantation. (9) 

 

It was not until the mid-nineteenth century that white participation in Carnival decreased and 

was replaced by that of free coloreds and (former) slaves. In the 1860s and 70s, Trinidad 

Carnival goers continued to embrace their African roots and incorporated more and more 

African-derived dances and music. But the celebration would meet fierce opposition in 

February 1881, when the Canboulay riots14 broke out. The resultant clashes between British 

police and revelers would result in the temporary suspension of Carnival and its associated 

activities. Not until the 1980s would things return to normal. 

 Given the racialized and classist history of canboulay and Carnival, it is no wonder 

that Dr. Broomley harbors open disdain for anything remotely related to the festivities: 

‘This thing is a cancer. There is nothing you or me could do. There is nothing 

God or man could do, much less you or me. No, I mean sometimes I think about 

it but I don’t know. Alan’s always saying “All the world’s a stage.” 

Shakespeare. All the world’s a stage and everyone’s playing a part . . . . Well, I 

could see with that, but there’s no reason why we should act the fool . . . . All I 

could say is that I won’t ever be a part of this thing called Carnival and I know 

that none of my family will ever be in it. That’s all I know.’ (12) 

 

Moreover, in Dr. Broomley’s diatribe, it becomes apparent that Broomley sees himself as the 

protector of the family’s social status. Because he perceives that Carnival is a celebration for 

the lower class, he must ensure that his children do not take part. To do so would be to shame 

the Broomley name and the reputation that he has worked hard to cultivate.  

                                                           
14 The Canboulay riots play an important role in the social history of Trinidad and Tobago. 

They resulted from attempts by the colonial government to end canboulay, the precursor to 

Trindad Carnival. Canboulay is a creolized iteration of cannes brûlées, which means “burnt 

cane” in French. 
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 Notwithstanding Dr. Broomley’s outright hatred of Carnival, Alan proceeds with his 

preparations for J’ouvert15 and the Parade of the Masquerade. He does so with the furtive 

assistance of Letitia, the family’s maid, and eventually performs on the Savannah. Dr. 

Broomley, who had been coaxed into attending the event, enjoys the fêting until he realizes 

at the end of the show that the King of the Masquerade, his favorite perform, is actually his 

son: 

Unable to contain himself [Alan] ran and threw his arms around his mother’s 

neck. Then there was pandemonium . . . . Dr. Broomley, in a fit of jealousy, 

flew on the masker and floored him . . . . And as the mask was taken off . . . . 

Dr. Broomley fainted when he saw Alan’s face. (81-82)  

 In sum, King of the Masquerade is a novel in which the social implications of Carnival 

participation are foregrounded. Likewise, it is a text in which readers are given insight into 

the ways in that masculinity plays a role in both the decision-making process and the 

celebration itself. To this end, Dr. Broomley represents one end of the spectrum. His son, 

Alan, rests at the other. 

Conclusion 

 The question of what it means to be a man in the Caribbean remains unanswered. 

Although many novelists and poets have addressed the issues that men face as well as the 

ways that they respond, more research needs to be conducted. This is especially true in the 

realm of heterosexuality, given that most scholarship on Caribbean manhood focuses on the 

subjugation of queer and trans-men by governments and political organizations. With those 

considerations in mind, I am hopeful that, in the long run, a panoply of incisive 

interdisciplinary studies will come to fruition. Interrogating Caribbean masculinities requires 

an understanding of the diverse histories and cultures of the region, and one cannot 

meaningfully contribute to the field without recognizing the uniqueness of the islands that 

millions of people call home. 

                                                           
15 J’ouvert is a Creole word. From the French jour ouvert (roughly translated as “daybreak”), it 

is the celebration that takes place the Monday morning of Trinidad Carnival. 
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A conversation between Judah and Tituba in Maryse Conde’s I, Tituba, Black 

Witch of Salem captures the profound essence of conjuring women, women who heal, 

perform magic, and provide balm for wounded s: “’What would the world be like 

without us? Eh? What would it be like? Men hate us and yet without us their lives 

would be sad and narrow. Thanks to us they can hope. Tituba, we are the salt of the 

earth’” (Conde 52). Like salt, which is a preserver and a seasoning, conjuring women 

have preserved African cultural and spiritual traditions and made life bearable for 

displaced Africans living throughout the diaspora. In writing I, Tituba, Conde herself 

becomes one of these women in that she dredges up a history for Tituba and allows her 

to tell her story from the grave. In writing back to “memory a Tituba who had been 

completely forgotten, crossed out history” (Jalalzai 414), Conde presents a story that 

can serve as metaphor for traditional African spiritual traditions that have been lost 

from memory and practice. Further, Conde transports traditional African spirituality to 

a foreign land that is cold and spiritually-barren.  In the story, we meet Tituba’s 

ancestors, the trickster god Elegba, through both Conde herself and Tituba’s husband 

John Indian, and we are allowed to bear witness to acts of conjuring that heal and repair.  

By employing historical agency Conde is able to create and simultaneously excavate 

the past. As she unequivocally states, “But we [Caribbeans] can write history. It is not 

only the Europeans who can write.  We can do it, too. . ..  the task of the writer is to 

forget about this kind of superstructure which is imposed upon us by education, 

tradition, and going to the university.  We have to listen to another voice.  We can write 

just like the whites.  But we must use another method” (qtd in Jalalzai 441).  While 

Conde seems to have taken creative license in her narrative of Tituba, her story evinces 

the African notion of complementary opposites, which posits that history and myth are 

two sides of the same coin. Therefore, although there is not much historical evidence 

to support Conde’s version of the story, her telling is not invalid because it offers Tituba 

a voice and a context: “Conde’s telling thus suggests that an alternative history would 

not lose sight of indigenous forms and content or individual stories. . ..” (415). Conde, 
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then, “listens to this other voice and negotiates between imagined memories of events 

and the information available through official history” (415).  Therefore, Conde’s 

narrative is not intended to read “straight,” as scholar Michelle Smith notes.  Instead, 

it should be read in circles, an appropriate way of reading a text that is an ancestral 

narrative: “Tituba’s (hi)story is written in circles.  Scenes are played out only to the 

recalled, re-enacted, and—most importantly for the novel—rewritten.  Tituba and her 

mother function almost as doubles in the text” (602). 

 I, Tituba, Black Witch of Salem is a fictive recounting of the life of Tituba, 

a conjure woman from Barbados by way of Ghana, West Africa, who, because of her 

conjuring, was one of the first persons formally accused of witchcraft in Salem, 

Massachusetts.  According to Conde, “race, gender, and Tituba’s native spirituality 

contributed” (Jalazai 413) to the charges of witchcraft against her.  As part of Tituba’s 

story we also learn the story of her mother, Abena, who, like Conde and Tituba, 

recreates Africa through her own stories. Abena’s stories evidence the power of the 

spoken word to heal and vanquish evil.  In order to alleviate the pain and terror of her 

new life as a slave, Abena recounted stories “that her mother had told her in the village 

of Akwapim, where she had been born.  She would conjure up all the forces of nature 

at their bedside in order to appease the darkness and to prevent the vampires form 

draining them before dawn” (Conde 3-4).  During such conjuring, we learn that Abena 

is raped by an English sailor during her forced journey from Africa to Barbados and 

that, consequently, she becomes pregnant.  Cast away by her enslaver upon the 

discovery of her pregnancy, Abena is united with Yao, a man from her village, who 

acknowledges their linguistic and spiritual kinship, as a way to calm and allay her fears: 

“I won’t harm you.  We speak the same language don’t we? We worship the same 

gods” (4).   

Africa continues to be front and center in the lives of Abena and Yao.  While 

Abena wished for a boy child— “it seemed to her that a woman’s fate was even more 

painful than a man’s” (6)—Yao was delighted. Recalling African traditions yet creating 
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new ones in a new world, Yao takes newborn Tituba in his “big bony hands and 

anointed my forehead with the blood of a chicken after having buried my mother’s 

placenta under a silk-cotton tree.  Then, holding me up by the feet, he presented me to 

the four corners of horizon.  It was he who gave me my name:  Titubu. TI-TU-BA. It’s 

not an Ashanti name. Yao probably invented it to prove that I was the daughter of his 

will and imagination.  Daughter of his love” (6). Deeply instilling a love for Africa into 

Tituba, Yao turns her “face toward the open sea and whispered in [her] ears: ‘One day 

we shall be free and we shall fly back to the country we came from’” (6).  Despite 

being forbidden to do so, the “men would mount their tall drums and the women would 

lift their rags up on their glistening legs and dance!” (7) Through practices like these, 

they brought with them to this new world their own gods, rituals, and belief systems. 

That this occurs in Barbados, a country which views itself as “Little England,” is indeed 

significant.   

Although Tituba is not nurtured by Abena because she constantly reminds Abena 

of her rape on the ship Christ the King in front of “a circle of obscene voyeurs” (6) and 

would therefore push Tituba away rather than cuddle her, Yao understands this 

reluctance and encourages her to nurture Tituba:  “Sit her on your lap. Kiss her! Fondle 

her!” (7). This absence of mother nurturing is not unusual in Conde’s stories. 

Contrasting the familiar mother figures in literature, Conde presents the mother-

daughter relationship as “a traumatic one.  Mothers are seldom shown in a caring, 

protective role, cushioning their children’s worlds to keep them from being hurt” 

(Smith 382). This constant theme of “absence, death, desertion, ambiguity” is symbolic 

of the broken and traumatic relationship diasporic Africans have with Mother Africa, 

after being brutally sundered from her womb and her bosom.  

Blossomed by Yao’s love and motherhood, Abena is transformed and becomes 

“lithe and purple as the sugarcane flower” (7). This transformation and color echo the 

energy of Oya, deity of change and transformation, whose color is purple. Also the 

guardian of the cemetery, Oya is appropriately referenced at this point because it as 
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this point that Abena incurs her own death.  Enchanted by Abena’s transformed beauty, 

Darnell, her former owner, expressed his intent to rape her: “At the sight of my mother, 

his expression changed radically and flickered between surprise and delight. . ..  Come 

over here” (7).  However, having been raped once, Abena declared war and instigated 

her own death: “My mother struck two blows [with her cane-cutting cutlass].  The 

white linen shirt slowly turned scarlet” (8).  Hanged, Abena dies, and Yao, finally 

successful on his third attempt, commits suicide by swallowing his tongue. 

The events following Abena’s death are steeped in African lore and history. 

Despite her death, her spirit hovers around Tituba, offering her the love and nurturing 

Abena was unable to give while alive.  She returns in spirit and implores and assures 

Tituba: “Forgive me for thinking I didn’t love you. Now I know I will never leave you” 

(9).  Deprived of her mother—but as the beneficiary of “an almost sacred tradition of 

solidarity among slaves” (8)—Tituba is taken in by an old woman who lived constantly 

in the company of spirits: “She had cultivated to a fine art the ability to communicate 

with the invisible. She was not an Ashanti like my mother and Yao, but a Nago from 

the coast, whose name, Yetunde, had been creolized into Mama Yaya.  People were 

afraid of her, but they came from far and wide because of her powers” (9).  Seeming 

to manifest the energy of Yemonya, the African deity of all-encompassing motherhood, 

Mama Yaya serves as the loving and nurturing mother Tituba did not have.  

And it is with Mama Yaya that Tituba’s conjuring lessons begin.  These lessons 

reflect traditional African spiritual beliefs—ancestor reverence, the universal 

connection between all living things and the omnipresence of Spirit—and taught her 

“the sea, the mountains, and the hills . . . everything [that] lives, has a soul, and breathes 

. . . that everything has to be respected” (9).  More significantly, Mama Yaya initiates 

Tituba “into the upper spheres of knowledge.  The dead only die if they die in our 

hearts. They live on if we cherish them and honor their memory, if we place their 

favorite delicacies in life on their graves, and if we kneel down regularly to commune 
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with them” (10). Thus Tituba learns to commune with her deceased relatives even in a 

foreign and hostile land. 

On her way to becoming a conjure woman, Tituba learns “the prayers, rites, and 

the propitiatory gestures . . ..  How to change myself into a bird on a branch . . .. And 

then she taught me the sacrifices.  Blood and milk, the essential liquids” (10).  

Additionally, with the invisible spirits of Abena and Mama Yaya around her, Titibu’s 

lessons continue.  Under their guidance, she learns about “herbs. Bold hybrids. . ..  I 

devised drugs and potions whose powers I strengthened with incantations” (11); for 

she believed that without the spoken word activating her magic, the drugs and potions 

would lose their strength and power. 

With these lessons, Tituba is well on her way to being the healer.  However, it 

is only at the crossroads, which evokes the energy of Elegba, who, as deity of the 

crossroads, choices and decisions, challenges us, that Titubu fully embraces her role as 

healer.  Encountering slaves at the crossroads, Tituba is startled by their frightened 

response to her.  Determined to earn their love and not their fear, Tituba emphatically 

embraces her destiny: “I was born to heal, not to frighten” (12).  Thus she draws closer 

to the plantations, acquainting herself with the slaves, who gradually “got used to 

seeing me and came up to me . . . I visited the cabins and comforted the sick and dying” 

(12). 

 Not only does a conjurer heal, she can also see, reading people’s pasts and 

futures. Gifted with this sight, Mama Yaya sees that Tituba’s life would be filled with 

suffering.  In an effort to provide some protection, she bathes Tituba in a bath of “foul-

smelling roots.  Then she had me drink a portion of her own concoction” (9).  Invoking 

the protection of Shango, deity of divine truth, justice, and retribution, who is identified 

with the color red, Mama Yaya ties “a string of little red stones around [Tituba’s] neck” 

(9).  That Tituba is hanged bears witness to the truth of Mama Yaya’s reading.  This 

tragedy is also informed by Tituba’s unquenchable desire for Elegba incarnate John 
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Indian, a slave for whom Tituba gives up her freedom, becoming a “slave” for his 

mistress, eventually even leaving her beloved Barbados for cold Maine, a decision that 

again bears the truth of both Abena’s and Mama Yaya’s prophesy.   

 Tituba’s desires for John Indian are reflected in her words to Mama Yaya: 

“I want this man to love me” (14).  Appearing to Tituba and appropriately wearing an 

orange blossom, which is a flower of Oshun—who is the deity of love, sexuality, and 

mirrored self-reflection and whose colors are orange, yellow, and gold—Mama Yaya 

communicates her reading of John as a “shallow nigger, full of hot air and bravado” 

(15). Despite her mother’s warning and Mama Yaya’s admonition, Tituba is unable to 

control her desire for John.  She is literally enslaved by it. Her situation was unlike that 

of the enslaved Africans, who “had not chosen their chains. They had not walked of 

their own accord toward a raging, awe-inspiring sea to give themselves up to the slave 

dealers and bend their backs to the branding iron.” (25), Because of her love for John, 

Tituba, on the other hand, does precisely what the enslaved Africans did not do.   

While John Indian is, in fact, shallow, he fully understands how to survive, a 

lesson he tries to teach Tituba.  As he wears the mask, he performs the role of Elegba, 

the trickster. He pretends to be an obsequious servant, throwing himself to the ground 

and kissing his mistress’ hand. Although he is slapped for his efforts, for him, this is a 

teachable moment: “The duty of the slave is to survive.  Do you understand? To 

survive!” (22). And this is not the only teachable moment for John. When Tituba, for 

example, seeking to remain true to her spiritual truths, finds it difficult to embrace the 

religious beliefs of her new mistress, even to repeat her mistress’s mantra— “I believe 

in God, the Father almighty, Maker of Heaven and Earth, and in Jesus Christ, his only 

son, Our Lord” (25)—John instructs: “Repeat, my love. What matters for the slave is 

to survive. You don’t think I believe in their story? But it doesn’t matter. You just need 

to pretend” (25). 
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 Countering the Othering that occurs at the expense of diasporic Africans, 

Conde challenges the European-centered definition and perception of witches with one 

that reflects African beliefs and traditions. For Tituba, witching is the “ability to 

communicate with the invisible world, to keep constant links with the dead, to care for 

others and heal, a superior gift of nature that inspires respect, admiration, and gratitude” 

(17).  Further, Tituba challenges John’s disapproval of witches: “… shouldn’t the witch 

(if that’s what the person who has this gift is to be called) be cherished and revered 

rather than feared?” (17). Tituba’s definition of “witches” reflects her profound 

understanding and awareness of the Aje, the Sacred Mothers—Oshun, Oya, and 

Yemonya—who are reverenced as the primordial mothers and divine feminine energy 

and who have the ability to make happen.  We witness the Aje not only through the 

various manifestations of Oshun, Oya, and Yemonya throughout the text, but also 

through the literal and spiritual presence of Abena and Mama Yaya in Tituba’s life. 

It is when Tituba subscribes to using “witchcraft” as an agency for revenge that 

she truly sets in motion her fatal destiny.  Angered at her mistress Susanna Endicott 

because she wants to take John away from her, Titubu wants “her to die slowly, 

suffering horribly, knowing it’s because of me” (29).  Full of her power and herself, 

she ignores Mama Yaya’s admonition: “Don’t let yourself be eaten up by revenge. Use 

your powers to serve your own people and heal them” (29). She forgets that her nature 

is to heal, not destroy. Consequently, Susanna Endicott suddenly falls ill: “a 

malodorous liquid streamed down the mistress’s legs and formed a frothy puddle on 

the floor” (31).   Further, Tituba dismisses Mama Yaya’s prophecy that she will lose 

him anyway—as she does. (John escapes the witch trials and is rumored to have taken 

up with a white woman; ever the trickster, he has internalized the art of mask wearing 

to save himself and to survive.) 

When Susanah Endicot, in an act of revenge, sells Tituba and John to a new 

master, Samuel Parris, who takes them to Boston—fulfilling Mama Yaya’s prophecy 

that Tituba would go across waters—it becomes even more apparent that I, Tituba is 
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conceptually anchored to African ancestral traditions. Signaling this impending 

change, Oya arrives on the winds of a hurricane which serves as the natural backdrop 

to the chaos that will be Tituba’s life in Boston. It is in this new land that we witness 

the true migration of Spirit: It traveled from Ghana to Barbados and then to Boston, a 

strange and cold land devoid of the natural landscape that had provided the herbs and 

sacrifices needed for potions and drugs used for healing. Boston clearly lacks certain 

natural items that Tituba needs to demonstrate her power, the art of healing: the trees 

in which the invisible spirits repose, the condiments for their favorite dishes, and the 

plants and roots for healing” (45).  She is, therefore, forced to make substitutions: “a 

maple tree whose foliage was turning red would do for a silk-cotton tree.  Glossy, spiny 

holly leaves would replace the Guinea grass.  Yellow, odorless flower would do for the 

salapertuis, the panacea for all the body’s ills, which only grows in the foothills back 

home.  Prayers did the rest” (45).  Even in this limited environment, Tituba’s African 

impulses assert themselves. For example, Tituba recognizes the cats she meets in 

Boston as the “spirits of the place” greeting her, whereas the whites saw them as 

manifestations of the power of witches.  But, ever the African, Tituba intuits that the 

most noble symbol of her powers is the animal of a nobler breed, the snake, “a 

magnificent reptile with dark rings” (58).  Significantly, the snake, with its rings and 

ability to make a circle with its body, symbolizes the power of the ancestral spirits. 

Furthermore, Tituba accepts that the spoken word activates the magic in her herbs and 

potions. As Abena had done in a strange land, Tituba tells stories too.  That her stories 

ultimately lead to charges of witchcraft is the result of a clash of spiritual values in 

Boston and further proof of Mama Yaya’s prophetic powers.   

Physically separated by the crossing from Mama Yaya and Abena, Tituba 

engages in Fetching, “the act of retrieving ‘old’ or indigenous community practices to 

change one’s current reality.”  She realizes the need to have them with her and 

determines to spend three nights in prayer, “calling to the spirits with all my strength: 

‘Cross the waters, O my mothers, I’m so alone in this distant land! Cross the waters!’” 
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(69). Perhaps in response to her prayer, Tituba meets Judah White, a friend of Mama 

Yaya, who teaches her the “names and properties of each herb,” and Tituba makes 

“mental note of some of the remedies whose secrets she revealed to [her]” (51).  In 

essence, Juda White continues Mama Yaya’s lessons in conjuring.  From him Tituba 

learns how to cleanse a space spiritually and, most importantly, how to “prepare your 

garden and plant all the required medicinal herbs.  Failing this, have them grow in 

earth-filled boxes. Don’t forget to spit on them four times when waking” (53-54).  

 There is further evidence that Tituba continues to be in contact with those 

conjuring mothers (Abena and Mama Yaya, who had traveled the water with her) in 

Spirit and through their teachings.  When her charge Betsy becomes more absent-

minded, Tituba gives her a “magic bath,” plunging her “up to her neck in a liquid to 

which I had given all the properties of amniotic fluid ....” (63) The fact that she throws 

the water away at the crossroads—an act that teems with spiritual significance—recalls 

a moment when, at her own crossroads, Tituba chose the wrong direction by seeking 

revenge on her mistress. Perhaps in remembrance of the result of her revenge, Tituba 

conveys Mama Yaya’s message to a fellow servant who requests her help in exacting 

revenge: “The woman who revealed to me her science taught me to heal and console 

rather than to do evil.  Once, when, like yourself, I dreamed of doing my worst, she 

warned: ‘Don’t become like them, knowing only how to do evil” (68). 

Jailed upon the accusation of witchcraft, Tituba is, however, not hanged.  She 

escapes the noose and is healed by the sea, her connection to home: “Her great wet 

hand pressed against my forehead. Her salts filled my nostrils. Her bitter potion 

moistened my lips” (119). Officially pardoned, Tituba is saved by a Jewish man, a 

merchant, for whom she works her magic my conjuring up the image of his deceased 

wife.  In healing his spirit, Tituba engenders his appreciation and dependency.  He 

arranges for her to return to her Barbados, where she reconnects with her ancestral past: 

“The invisible trio was there among the crowd of slaves, sailors, and idlers come to 

welcome me.  Spirits have that particularity of never getting old and keeping their 
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youthful features forever.  Mama Yaya, the tall Nago Negress with sparkling teeth.  

Abena my mother, the Ashanti princess with her jet-black skin and ritual scarifications. 

Yao, the silk-cotton tree with large, powerful feet” (141). Once more Tituba realizes 

the all-pervasive presence of Spirit: “A feeling of lightness drove out her previous 

thoughts.  . . . .  the whole island was there for me to behold lovingly” (143); and it is 

there that Tituba becomes more cognizant of her power and is recognized for that 

power: “Honor us, mother, with your presence” (142).  The island itself is alive with 

“a soft murmur. ‘She is back. She is here, the daughter of Abena, the daughter of Mama 

Yaya. She will never leave us again’” (147). 

Completing the circle of three generations of women—from Barbados to Maine 

and back to Barbados—and carrying Africa with and within her—Tituba becomes the 

embodiment of African ancestral power. While voyaging home on the ship Bless the 

Lord, she commanded the elements to settle the winds.  The circle now complete, 

Tituba devotes her time to experimenting and expanding her powers, roaming the 

countryside “armed with a large bag and a small knife for digging up herbs.  Likewise, 

I endeavored to strike up a new conversation with the rivers and the wind, in order to 

discover their secrets. . ..  I increased the number of sacrifices of fresh fruit, food, and 

live animals that I laid at the crossroads, in the tangled roots of certain trees, and in the 

natural grottoes where spirits like to hide” (148). 

In telling Tituba’s story, Conde rescues her from being a mere footnote in the 

written history of the Salem witch trials. She allows Tituba to express her mortification 

at being such an inconsequential figure: “I had already regretted having played only a 

minor role in the whole affair and having had a fate that no one could remember. 

Tituba, a slave originating from the West Indies and probably practicing ‘hoodoo’’’ 

(149).  Thus Tituba determines to take a more active role in the revolution for freedom: 

“I needed to practice my art, boldly descending into the wildest, most secluded valleys. 

. ..  I discovered how to treat those illnesses. I also discovered how to treat yaws and to 

heal those wounds that slaves got day after day. I managed to mend open, festering 
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wounds, to put pieces of bone back together again, and to tie up limbs.  All that, of 

course, with the help of my invisible spirits, who hardly ever left me” (156).  Tituba 

prays against the fatalism expressed by Yao and Mama Yaya, who tells her the 

revolution will end in a “a bloodbath as it always does! The time is not ripe for our 

freedom! Our memory will have to be covered in blood” (165) because there is “no 

end to the misfortunes of black folks” (165).  Beseeching all the elements, Tituba prays: 

“’Lord of the Air, the Night, and the Waters, You who make the child move in its 

mother’s womb, You who make the sugar-cane grow, And fill it with sticky juice. Lord 

of the Air, the Sun, and the Stars . . ..’ I had never prayed so hard. ‘Lord of the Present, 

the Past, and the Future, without whom the earth would not bear fruit, neither coco 

plum nor jujube nor passion fruit, nor pomme cythere, nor Congo peas . . . ‘I lost myself 

in prayer’” (165).  

Having agreed to participate in the revolution—because “the future belongs to 

those who know how to shape it and, believe me, you won’t get anywhere with 

recantations and animal sacrifices. Only through actions” (164)—Tituba meets her 

ultimate fate, the death she escaped in Maine.  Her relationship with the maroon 

Christopher, like her relationship with John Indian, leads to her death.  Her death is a 

consequence of her weakness for men, a weakness she is never able to overcome 

despite her mother’s entreaty that she learn to live without a man.  Having dreamed of 

an imminent act of betrayal, Tituba awakens her “adopted” son Iphigene so that they 

could both escape, but it is too late.  Their cabin was surrounded by soldiers aiming 

their guns at them, and Tituba is thereby reminded of her inescapable fate: “Well, 

witch, what they should have done to you in Boston, we’re going to do to you here! 

And you’ll meet up with your sisters who left you before you did” (171).  Thus even 

Tituba’s death is ensconced in African ideology of ancestral reunion as she cries out to 

her Iphigene, “Don’t be afraid! Above all, don’t be afraid.  We’ll soon be together 

again!” (172).  
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Telling her tale from the other side, Tituba recounts, “I was the last to be led to 

the gallows, for I was to be given special treatment. . ..” (172). She decides against 

defending her truth with the truth, “for what was the point?  Soon she knows she would 

reach a kingdom where the light of truth burns bright and unrelenting” (172) and where 

Mama Yaya, Abena, and Yao are waiting to take her by the hand.   

In writing I, Tituba, Black Witch of Salem, Marsye Conde becomes conjurer as 

she excavates and re-historicizes the story of Tituba, exhuming her from the grave and 

giving her the power to voice her own narrative, silent nevermore of her truth as she 

was during the trials, choosing instead to proclaim herself a witch, having learned John 

Indian’s lesson that the slave must learn to survive. In the end, Tituba proclaims her 

truth to us, her listening and believing audience, while choosing not to tell her truth to 

those who labeled her witch and thus believed she was deserving of her fate.   
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