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PARADISE REVEALED: 

READINGS IN CARIBBEAN LITERATURE

Developed by 

Erika J. Waters, Ph.D.

This series examines Caribbean literature throughout the Caribbean archipelago, from the Lesser Antilles to the Greater Antilles, from Trinidad to Jamaica. Using a variety of genres (short fiction, the novel, creative non-fiction, and poetry), the series examines the issues which have shaped the islands and still influence them today: colonialism, island rivalries, politics, the heritage of slavery, connection to Africa, gender roles, and economic development/exploitation. The works emphasize the uniqueness of the individual islands and the powerful and innovative talents of Caribbean writers.

Defining Caribbean Literature: Two Questions

The first question is how to define Caribbean literature. It can’t be solely the location since that would include any romance or adventure novel set there. Literary works set in London written by Caribbean people must be taken into account since immigration to the metropolis of London or Paris was a way of life in the middle of the last century, and there is an important body of expatriate writing which continues to the present day.  

One might argue that ultimately, the work would have to be written by a Caribbean author. But defining a Caribbean author is even more complicated. Is it someone who was born there, lived there, or whose parents were born there? Consider these examples from the Anglophone (British-speaking) Caribbean: 


1) Jean Rhys (pronounced “Reese”) was born in Dominica in 1890, but 

    moved to England for school at age 16. She returned to Dominica only  
  
    once in the 1930s and spent the rest of her life in England and on the 
  
    Continent. She wrote stories and novels about life in the Caribbean, but 
  
    also about the life of a woman alone in England and France.


2) Elma Napier was born in England about the same time as Jean Rhys, 
   
    grew up there, but moved to Dominica in the 1930s. She eventually   

    served in the local government for 10 years, becoming the first woman 
    
    elected to 
any Caribbean legislature. She was a champion of fisherman’s  
  
    rights on the island, and one of her two novels dealt extensively with that  

    issue. 


3) Paule Marshall was born in an immigrant area of Brooklyn to Barbadian 
   
    parents. She visited the island often, but never lived there; she always writes 
    about Barbadian people and locales. She has said she learned everything, 
  
    including island speech, sitting at her mother’s kitchen table in Brooklyn.


4) E. A. Markham was born in Montserrat, but immigrated to London in the 
 
   1950s as a young man, as did many Caribbean people in the post-War 
 
   years. He has lived in England ever since although he has often returned. His 
   poetry and fiction is not exclusively but often about Caribbean people. 

So, which one should be considered a Caribbean writer? The critic Geoffrey Drayton has claimed that the defining factor must ultimately be a “measure of local identification,” which would seem to include non-Caribbean-born authors. Other critics have argued that how one labels oneself is the definitive point.  

The second question is how to organize a series on Caribbean Literature. One could arrange such a series by language, e.g. French, Spanish, Dutch, and English—in other words, according to the country that colonized the island. Geography is another method: Greater to Lesser Antilles, Leeward to Windward—moving in one direction throughout the archipelago. This leaves the question of non-island entities, such as Belize in Central America or Guyana on the north coast of South America, both colonized by the British. Similarly, where does the former French colony of French Guyana or former Dutch colony of Suriname, fit here? Another option would be to take a literary-historical perspective and trace the development of the literature, no matter the island or country of colonization, but this raises the issue of whether early writing, so clearly imitative of colonial models, should be studied at all.

Language
One of most distinctive characteristics of Caribbean literature is the use of dialect, known as Creole or “nation language.” These are dialects that have evolved as blends and modifications from the language of the colonizer, such as Standard Received English or French. The terminology itself is controversial because some feel a term such as “dialect” could be construed as pejorative; implying these are less than acceptable; in fact, the highly respected historian and poet Kamau Brathwaite has insisted on using “nation language” to avoid any stigma. 

While the terms vary –in Jamaica, it’s called patois; in Haiti, Creole (or Kreyol); in St. Croix, Crucian for examples–this is the vernacular that Caribbean people use when they speak among themselves. In most cases, they will also know Standard English or French or Dutch, and use that in school or on formal occasions. This ability to “code switch”—to move effortlessly between standard and dialect–is a unique aspect of Caribbean literature.

Historical Perspective 
The original inhabitants, the indigenous people of the Caribbean, were more or less wiped out by Columbus and his men in the 15th century. This was followed by colonization by the great European powers. The islands often became pawns between warring nations, and sometimes changed hands repeatedly. St. Eustatius, for example, a tiny Dutch island, changed hands 22 times in its history. The British claimed the majority of the islands, including Trinidad, Antigua, Barbados, and Jamaica. The Dutch looked further south, taking Aruba, Bonaire and Curacao (“the ABC islands”) along with a few other, smaller islands and Suriname, on the South American coast. The Spanish procured Puerto Rico, Cuba, and the Dominican Republic, later losing them to the US in the Spanish-American War. The French seized St. Bart’s, Guadeloupe, Martinique, and for a time, Dominica; they also owned French Guyana in South America.  The Danish owned the islands later known as the Virgin Islands, but sold them to the US in 1917. St. Vincent and the Grenadines were repeatedly fought over by both the French and British. All this skirmishing had some surprising compromises: The island of St. Maarten/St. Martin was split between the Dutch and the French, and the island of Hispanola was shared by Haiti and the Dominican Republic. 

Sugar plantations (especially) were soon established on the islands, with slavery an economic incentive to ensure prosperity. Slaves were brought from West Africa via the infamous “Middle Passage” in the eighteenth century. Indentured servitude from China and India was another method to import cheap labor. There was also a little known attempt to introduce Europeans as indentured servants. While that didn’t work, it does explain the enclaves of blond and blue-eyed native Jamaicans today. 

The Multi-Cultural Caribbean

The result of colonialism and such forced migration is that the Caribbean is far more multi-ethnic than is generally assumed. In Trinidad, for example, there are three ethnic groups:  Afro-Caribbean people, Chinese, and Indian. These and other groups have migrated throughout the archipelago and have also intermarried. On some islands large Amer-Indian populations still survive. There is a “French-town” on St. Thomas in the Virgin Islands. Jews have been part of the Caribbean since the 1600s, and the Caribbean claims several of the earliest new-world synagogues. Indeed, it’s crucial to realize that the islands are not one monolithic culture.

Colonialism and Its Aftermath
Colonialism is the most overarching issue in the Caribbean. Different colonial powers treated their colonies differently, which was patently clear as recently as a generation ago. The British colonies lived in poverty without paved streets and running water, whereas the French colonies looked like cosmopolitan centers. (This is less so now since economic development has been so intense, and large hotels and resort communities are built everywhere, regardless of political affiliation.)

There was, however, a price to be paid for colonialism–on both sides. Aime Cesaire, the highly original Martinican poet and thinker, wrote in Discourse on Colonialism about the “boomerang effect” that occurs when the colonizer treats other men like animals: he becomes an animal himself. He also discussed “anonymous collectivity,” how colonial subjects are objectified by the colonizer.  George Orwell was a police officer in Burma during British colonization there. In his famous essay, “Shooting an Elephant,” he explains that as a British police officer, he was forced by expectations on both sides to fulfill a role–and as a result he had to kill a valuable and prized elephant. 

As far as British colonization was concerned, educational dominance was unquestioned. V.S. Naipaul has noted that “the daffodil poem” (“I Wandered Lonely as a Cloud” by William Wordsworth) seemed to be the only poem most Trinidadians had read, and in the recent novel The Namesake by Jumpha Lahiri, in order to show she’s educated, the new bride recites that very poem. Doris Lessing, growing up in South Africa, describes her parents’ bookshelves, comprised exclusively of British authors. Similarly, in her memoir, Tales from the Heart, Guadeloupean writer Maryse Conde repeatedly describes the extreme adoration her parents held for Paris. In both cases, local literature was ignored, and the result was a perspective among colonized people that only things created elsewhere were of value; this is clearly indicated in the early literature which was both formulaic and imitative.

Independence: Political and Literary

An obvious result of domination from abroad was a sense of political powerlessness and lack of authority at home–all decisions were made in the metropolis elsewhere, whether London or Paris. This changed in the years between the wars when West Indian young men who had fought in World War I returned home. Labor unions throughout the islands started agitating for more rights and eventually, Caribbean politics was transformed.  

The French legislated that their colonies would be considered departments of France in the mid 1940s (Haiti had been independent since 1804). The Americans pulled out of the Dominican Republic after years of unrest, and Puerto Rico was given commonwealth status and increased autonomy in 1952. Many of the larger British islands, such as Trinidad and Jamaica, were granted independence in the 1960s although some smaller islands retained a quasi-independent status. 

All through this period, as early as the 1930s, forward-thinking people, like the Jamaican Una Marson, had been talking about developing a West Indian “national” literature, one that was written by their own people and for their own people. This began to evolve with plays and novels written in Caribbean Creole or Jamaican patois (pronounced “patwah,” the term used there for the local dialect). In fact, some scholars date the beginnings of Anglophone Caribbean literature from 1948 because that’s when the St. Lucian poet Derek Walcott published his first book. The same trajectory can be seen in the development of other colonial literatures. “Negritude” was a movement in the 1930s by Francophone Caribbean authors who rejected French colonial attitudes and sought their own literature. The group included Aime Cesaire and Leopold Senghor; Jean-Paul Sartre wrote about its importance in his book, Orphee Noir. 

This reading series focuses on the literature that can rightfully be called Caribbean literature, in its broadest sense. It’s important to realize that this is a new literature, formed in the twentieth century, and is now in only its second generation.

READINGS

I. The Oxford Book of Caribbean Short Stories
Stewart Brown and John Wickham, ed. Oxford University Press. 

 I suggest the following stories from this collection:


1) V. S. Naipaul, “Night Watchman’s Occurrence Book” (Trinidad):        
   The Nobel laureate V. S. Naipaul is among the best known Caribbean 
 
   writers of the first generation, the author of memoirs, travel books, and 
  
   fiction. He represents the multiculturalism of the Caribbean—he is of Indian     
   heritage born in Trinidad–as well as the significance of exile in the 
literature. 
   From his early years, Naipaul dreamed of leaving Trinidad to go to London; 
   he eventually won a scholarship to Oxford and then remained in England; he 
   lives there still today. The story included here is one of his rare humorous 
 
   pieces. 


Possible discussion questions:   





This story is written in a sort of 
epistolary format, letters or reports 
written to an unknown manager in a hotel in Port-of- Spain, Trinidad. 


1) How does Naipaul develop the narrator’s character through what 


    the narrator reveals and how he describes the events in his reports?

2) What do you notice of the language? 


3) What differences exist between the narrator, his boss, and the hotel 


    guests?


4) Did you find the story funny? Why or why not? 


5) Does the format of the story hinder of help your enjoyment?


2) Samuel Selvon, “The Cricket Match” (Trinidad):                               
         
    Selvon offers an interesting contrast to Naipaul because he was from the 
       
    same island and generation and like Naipaul, he immigrated to London early 

   on. 
But they led very different lives there and wrote about very different 

    experiences. Selvon is known for chronicling the often lonely and alienated 

   immigrant in London; yet he is celebrated for his humor.  


Possible discussion questions:



1) The affection for cricket, although a symbol of British imperialism, 

    has been enthusiastically embraced by British-islanders. How is 


    this significant in the story?

2) Discuss how the men inter-react. How does he reveal their different

 

    characters? 


3) Does the fact that the narrator is away from home impact his 



    character?


4) Discuss the nature of humor here. Is humor cultural?


3) Ana Lydia Vega, “Eye Openers” (Puerto Rico”): 

   
    She is a professor of French and Caribbean literature at the University of 

    Puerto Rico and also a highly respected fiction writer. This story is written in 
    the tradition  of Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales, in that members of a group 
  
    traveling 
together take turns sharing stories. The stories these “pilgrims” tell, 
    however, are very different from Chaucer’s pilgrims. They are quite 
   
    representative of Puerto Rican culture (and in some case, the broader 
  
    Caribbean culture as well). 


Possible Discussion questions:

 


1) In the first section, we hear of a man with 38 children and how he deals 

           
    with government interference. What’s your response to his methods? 



2) There is much reference here to skin color; this is a subject that is 



    handled quite bluntly in the region with few taboos about discussing it. 

    What conclusions can you draw about status and skin color? 



3) How are the women (those in the stories and acting as narrators) 


    portrayed?

4) Geoffrey Philp, [sic] “My Brother’s Keeper” (Jamaica): 

Born in Jamaica, Philp immigrated to Florida as a young man and now teaches English at Miami-Dade College. He has been influenced, he reports, by reggae and his admiration for Bob Marley.


Possible discussion questions:  

1) There are many themes in this story that are typical of Caribbean 

    writing and life: prominence of domestic violence (wives and children); 

    drunkenness (his uncle‘s behavior is clearly tolerated); what’s commonly       

    called “outside children” (his father has children from other women, not   

    his wife). What is your reaction to these examples of Caribbean lifestyle? 

2) Note the language. Philp is giving you a flavor of the Jamaican patois, but 

    using regular spelling. What words or syntactical constructions strike you 

    as different?

 3) How does this story reveal the narrator’s character?

4)  As noted above, the British influence in the Anglophone Caribbean is      

     pervasive, but more recently America is a major influence too. This is      

     evidenced here by sports: the Jamaican boy plays “football” (British for 

     soccer) but his half-brother from America plays the American games 

     only.  Do you see any other comparisons?

II. Jean Rhys, Wide Sargasso Sea (Dominica) 

Offended by Charlotte Bronte’s reference to Mrs. Rochester as a “Creole lunatic in the attic” in Jane Eyre, Jean Rhys, herself a Creole from Dominica (a person of European heritage born in the Caribbean), determined to explain how Mrs. Rochester came to be in the attic. A vibrant, sensuous “prequel” to Jane Eyre, it is considered Rhys’s masterpiece. [It may be worthwhile to summarize the plot of Jane Eyre prior to reading the novel.]


Possible discussion questions:


1.  Critics talk about the use of landscape in this novel, how landscape is  

     practically a character in the novel. Do you agree with its significance?


2.  Discuss the dichotomy Rhys establishes between island (its people, 
  
     customs, etc.) and the English. 


3.  Rhys’s experience was a British colonial one, and the novel is set in 



     the past. How is this evident--or isn’t it? 


4.  Do you see Antoinette as a victim? 


5.  If you like to talk about symbols, what exist in the novel?


6.  The belief in superstition (obeah or voodoo) is very real here (as is 
still 

     true in the Caribbean). What’s your response to this?

III. Derek Walcott, Another Life (St. Lucia) 

This book-long poetic account of the Nobel Prize winner’s early life is a highly evocative record of his life after his father’s early death. It provides an accessible introduction to Walcott, the poet; reveals his development as a writer; and offers details of life on the island prior to independence.

Possible discussion Questions
1. Who are the different characters here? Discuss the role of his mother.

2. How does Walcott depict the Caribbean landscape and place? Does he  

    include native trees and flowers? 

3. Does Walcott depict the cultural context here?

3. What do you notice about his poetic style, e.g., language, rhyme scheme,      

    symbolism?

IV. Jamaica Kincaid, A Small Place (Antigua)

Kincaid talks about her homeland of Antigua, the colonial and post-colonial relationship with England, and along the way, touches on most of the important concerns of the contemporary Caribbean.  Even though Kincaid focuses on the Anglophone Caribbean and Antigua, her writing offers a broad over-view of the entire region from a personal perspective.

Possible discussion questions


1. Why the title? What’s Kincaid’s main point here? 


2. Consider the cultural context here. 


3. Characterize the narrator’s voice that emerges: angry? spiteful? 


    resigned? Why is this so?


4. Her family, particularly her mother, play a large role in her 
other 


    writings. How are they reflected here?


5. She’s famous for her distinctive writing style. What do you notice 


    that’s distinctive?

V. Opal Palmer Adisa, Caribbean Passion (Jamaica) 

This is a collection of poems, written in both standard English and Jamaican patois, from an accomplished novelist, poet and storyteller. Her writing reflects her view of the role of Caribbean women, Jamaican history and folklore, and her homeland. 


Possible discussion questions


1. Adisa writes frankly and personally about love and sexuality. 


    What poems seem to reflect that and what’s your response to them? 
 
    (That’s Adisa posing for the covers.)


2. She seems to revere older women and men who have shaped 



    her. What poems reflect that?

3. Along with people from her past, she’s interested in Jamaican 


    history in general. How is this shown in her poetry?

4. What do you notice about her use of language? When and how 


    does she use patois?
VI. Edwidge Danticat, Krik? Krak! (Haiti) 

This is a collection of short stories from a young Haitian writer whose subsequent first novel was an Oprah Book Club selection. She masterfully imagines (and in some cases remembers) life in Haiti during and after Papa Doc’s reign. Storytellers in the Caribbean traditionally begin their stories by asking a question, which is then answered by the listeners. In Haiti, the storyteller asks, “Krik?” and the listeners answer, “Krak!” Hence, the title of this collection. 


Possible discussion questions


1. “Children of the Sea”



a)  Like Naipaul’s story earlier, this is 
written in epistolary format, 

     diary/letters between a young student seeking exile on a boat 

     and his girlfriend who remains in Haiti. Would you say these are 
        letters or diaries? In other words, is a response expected? How 
        does this reflect the subjects written about?  




b) Do you think the horrors Danticat describes here are true or 



    exaggerated? Is that significant for you?


2. “Between the Pool and the Gardenias” 




a) This is a first-person narration, but is the narrator “reliable” 



    or not? Can you trust what she tells you? 




b) What did you think of the relationship between the narrator 



    and the gardener, “the Dominican”? (This refers to a man 



    from the Dominican Republic, not Dominica.)


3. “The Missing Peace”: 




a) What does the title mean?




b) Compare the grandmother/mothers/daughters in this story.




 c) What’s the significance of the purple blanket?

Suggestions for Further Reading or Alternative Choices

Julia Alvarez, How the Garcia Girls Lost Their Accents (Dominican Republic) 

A readable, popular account of the author’s movement from her affluent life in the Dominican Republic surrounded by her extended family to a very different life when the family is forced into exile in New York. 

Maryse Conde, Tales from the Heart: True Stories from my Childhood (Guadeloupe). 

This memoir is the story of young Maryse both at home in Guadeloupe and on family holidays in Paris, revealing colonial prejudices and the author’s early development as a writer. 

Jamaica Kincaid, Mr. Potter. (Antigua) 

This is the story of the author’s father, whom she met only once briefly. Yet, Kincaid manages to craft a short novel about his life and her relationship to him in her own unique writing style. 

 V.S. Naipaul, Miguel Street (Trinidad) 


A Trinidadian of Indian heritage, Nobel laureate V. S. Naipaul writes of a Trinidad neighborhood in the 1950s. The London Observer wrote, “Wonderfully wise and witty . . .full of gentle fun and sharp observation.”  It provides insight into the Indian-Caribbean culture through a series of humorous vignettes, a short story cycle. 

Geoffrey Philp [sic] Uncle Obediah and the Alien (Jamaica). 

This collection of short fiction includes science fiction as well as humor: in the title story, for example, the alien looks like Margaret Thatcher. 

 Esmeralda Santiago, When I was Puerto Rican. (Puerto Rico)


A coming-of-age memoir about life at home in Puerto Rico and subsequent immigration to New York City, which will offer provocative comparison to Alvarez’s autobiographical novel (How the Garcia Girls Lost Their Accents), Conde’s Tales from the Heart, and Derek Walcott’s Another Life. 

Erika J. Waters, New Writing from the Caribbean (Macmillan, 1994)). 

An anthology which includes short fiction by Alvarez and Danticat as well as Jamaican Olive Senior and Montserratian E. A. Markham, both award-winning writers, it offers a diverse sampling of different islands and has discussion questions in the back. (Out of print, but available in small quantities through used booksellers and Amazon.com) 

Marvin Williams, The Caribbean Writer, volume 21. 

For the very latest in Caribbean poetry, fiction, essays, and reviews, the latest issue of The Caribbean Writer, an annual publication (of about 300 pages) published by the University of the Virgin Islands every summer is the place to look.
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