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I

“Authorial Self-fashioning, 
Political Denials and Artistic 
Distinctiveness: The Queer 
Poetics of  Marlon James”
Michael A. Bucknor and Kezia Page 

Introduction

James’ Caribbean Reckoning 

In the early summer of  2017, we attended an afternoon workshop on Marlon 
James at the University of  the West Indies. Two academics from the United Kingdom led 
the conversation, explaining their work and the centrality of  James’ Brief  History to their 
projects. They were taking care, as academics do, to understand the many facets of  the text. 
Coming to terms with its reception in Jamaica among Jamaicans was important, and so we 

Source: Marlon James photograph by Charlie Forgham Bailey. www.independent.co.uk/arts-entertainment/books/features/marlon-james-i-don-t-
believe-in-pg-violence-a6694431.html
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answered their questions and they took notes. We must have 
looked like a strange class to people walking by. Not one, but 
two foreign-appearing teachers, a motley gathering of  old 
and young, literary types and those more generally interested 
in the arts, graduate students and the hoary headed. All in 
all, we were all from a class leisurely enough to be gathered 
at 1:00pm on a Monday afternoon to talk about a novel. 
After the session, between the shadows of  the ficus trees and 
the administrative offices of  the faculty of  arts, with Marcus 
Garvey looking on, we talked about a regional reckoning with 
James’s work and his fame. This issue of  the JWIL is, in a 
kind of  way, the special fruit our conversation bore.

It is not a simple thing to reckon with Marlon James 
from a Caribbean/Jamaican perspective. Not to say that he 
too hadn’t come of  age under the ficus as a student of  UWI 
in the 1980s and therefore belongs to the University just as 
much as either of  us. He took a creative writing course with 
the established Jamaican writer John Hearne and he describes 
the University of  the West Indies as “a door: wide open” to 
him (James, “From Jamaica to Minnesota to Myself ”) - wide 
open as different from the closed mouth approach James took 

in high school against the taunts of  “Mary” and “batty boy” (James, “From Jamaica”). It was at UWI 
that he fell into an artsy crowd, a comforting world of  “cheap liquor, potato chips, ironic quips and 
mix tapes” (James, “From Jamaica”). James was also one of  the young writers mentored through the 
Calabash Festival workshops; his first novel, John Crow’s Devil, was saved from the obscurity of  the trash 
because of  James’ participation in the workshop and his association with the editor Kaylie Jones. That 
James “credits the workshop for getting his career started” (Smith, “Emboldened by Reggae Jamaican 
Writers Bust Out”) is no slight nod. Indeed, it is a major acknowledgment of  an international festival 
held in a sleepy, rural village in Jamaica. Although Calabash is grounded in Jamaica, it has always kept 
in play both a national and international flavor, quite a suitable beginning for James who, for many 
reasons, says he never felt at home in himself  in Jamaica. 

James, like writers from previous generations stretching back all the way to the Windrush 
Generation of  the 1940s, navigates that now well-known discomfort with being from a society that is 
considered incapable of  being a literary home. On top of  that, James, like Andrew Salkey’s Johnnie 
Sobert in Escape to an Autumn Pavement, sought a more complete escape from the imposing hyper-
heterosexuality of  Jamaica and the violence it wields against those who do not conform. For James, 
the impact of  this violence on the spirit led him to church, the exorcist’s chamber, and a desperate 
embrace of  his exile; “whether in a plane or a coffin” he had to leave Jamaica (James, “From Jamaica” 
and Tolentino, “Why Marlon James Decided to Write an African Game of  Thrones”). Our claiming 
of  James must be with the understanding that we claim him for a place that he feels rejects and denies 
him himself. From as early as his high school days, Jamaica marginalizes and silences him despite his 
attempt to fit in. James occupies an interesting in-between position, neither insider nor outsider, perhaps 
a peculiar brand of  exile.

Source: Ficus Tree at the the Faculty of  Humanities, UWI. 
Photo by Justine-Marie Williams



III

Queering James

We do not necessarily find James’ inability to live in Jamaica adequately captured by the word 
“exile” though; the pressures that caused him to leave did not set him adrift, a rootless wanderer in 
search of  another home. Instead the notion of  insider/outsider has efficacy as a description of  James’ 
relationship with the nation even if  it is not adequate to talk about the complexity of  his identity as a 
gay Afro-Jamaican writer. In James’ coming out essay in The New York Times Magazine, we understand 
the limits of  diaspora for him. After he dons his “New York skin” –his freedom–he must change back 
into his “normal” costume before he returns to his half-brother’s home in the Bronx (James, “From 
Jamaica”). Jamaican communities in Miami and New York are extensions of  the cultural space of  the 
island, outside of  the geography of  Jamaica, but still too close for members of  the queer community 
to be out and feel safe. The term Afropolitan may come closest to capturing James’ grounding in the 
local and his transpolitan connectedness (Hassan). Afropolitan, according to Taiye Selasi who coined 
the term, describes how some African identities can move through space (continents) and inhabit 
multiple identities without compromising any one (“Bye-Bye Babar”). To our mind, Afropolitanism, 
even as it responds to narrow conceptions of  Africa and Africans by exposing the lives and experiences 
of  privileged Africans, speaks to a certain kind of  belonging that a writer like James holds if  even 
in smaller (less continental) contexts. James finds some measure of  freedom as a Kingstoncosmo,1 a 
world of  ‘pree’ and privilege, with weekend trips to Miami and a buoyant gay scene. In many ways, 
this Jamaica is so underground or so above the plains that it might as well not be Jamaica at all and, 
spatially, it is small, very small. Winning the Man Booker prize, however, catapults him to the continents 
of  cosmopolitans and the very things that may have constricted James’ world become part of  the reason 
for his bigness.

It is difficult, maybe impossible, to consider James’ navigation of  Jamaica as an aspiring writer 
and as a homosexual and not take into consideration the role class plays in this negotiation. James’ 
parents were both in the police force until his father obtained a law degree. He grew up in Portmore, 
St Catherine, which he describes as “a suburb of  Kingston,” an unusual categorization when one 
considers the housing communities that crowd the settlement. James’ curious characterization of  his 
life in Portmore seems to elide or suppress the oppressive role class plays or what his police parents and 
Portmore address mean beyond stability and an appeal to normalcy. It is clear that there are certain 
slippages in James’ narrative of  himself. One slippage or silence is the nascent understanding that, had 
he been raised in an upper-middle-class home and maybe attended a school more decidedly uptown, he 
may have found some more space to be both gay and a writer in Jamaica. There is also the intimation 
that announcing himself  as upper middle class covers the possibility that the stories he writes are not 
told from experience, but are from his own imagination. Upper-middle-classness troubles the easy 
stereotypes that some in the international audience would assume: a black writer-guy with dreadlocks 
who tells stories about shottas and singers must also be from Trench Town or whichever inner city 
community spits out Jamaican talent.

Arguably, it is not simply that James did not fit in the Jamaica he left, but that the person he 
imagined himself  to be would not be allowed a place. James’ painful stories from his experiences as a 
school boy and as an adult born-again Christian, and likely many others that are silenced, reveal an 
early intimacy with a deep and scarring violence. His decision to leave does not lead to a disavowal 
of  Jamaica, however, at least not as a profoundly interesting historic space. In his first three novels, 
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the violence of  the space holds center stage and we see James claiming Jamaica without being tied to 
geography or, more accurately, while fleeing the geographical space and much of  what it represents. 
Not surprisingly, however, in James’ fictional landscapes–a rural village before Independence, on 
plantations during slavery, and the mid-to-late-twentieth century with a special highlight on the 1970s–
violence “tun up” or, perhaps more accurately, it spills out. Jamaica is seen as a place of  violation and 
repression and is presented via a poetics of  excess. The violence of  James’ own experience in Jamaica 
then finds an imaginative home in his fiction and, much of  the time, we as readers find it to be as brutal 
and searing as was James’ experience with homophobia.

Celebrating James

The foreign-based academics organizing the interactive workshop at UWI Mona are part of  a 
wider international audience engaged with James’ work. Certainly, A Brief  History and the Booker Prize 
blew him up and out of  the Caribbean waters, but, even before this, John Crow’s Devil was shortlisted for 
the Commonwealth Writer’s Prize and was a New York Times Editor’s Choice. The Book of  Night Women 
won the Dayton Literary Peace Prize and was a finalist for the National Book Critics Circle Award. 
This steady rise in fame is perhaps best seen in response to Black Leopard, Red Wolf which, even before it 
became available in US bookstores on February 5, 2019, was already a sensation: hot before it left the 
press. We are careful to note that James’ international success is not strange to Caribbean literature; 
we have been accustomed to giants from our lands, though perhaps there is something markedly 
audacious about James. It is more than the fact that his work troubles boundaries and institutions with 
characteristic irreverence; it is as well the largeness of  his literary canvas, with novels steadily growing in 
girth and holding at chunky. John Crow’s Devil is 232 pages, The Book of  Night Women 417, A Brief  History 
of  Seven Killings and Black Leopard, Red Wolf are 688 and 622 pages respectively. His audacity peaks in this 
and in the fact that he is as effective in taking up subjects that sell books as he is at writing them.

The marketability of  James’ work is not to be confused with the peddling of  his literary wares to 
editors and publishing houses or that it is the author himself  who might have talent in “packaging” his 
novels for sale to Caribbean and international readers. We are not referring to the list of  reggae songs 
and artists that accompany some versions of  A Brief  History, and that could be seen as an indulgent 
marking of  the novel in reggae aesthetics, flagging the legend of  the Singer in a way that the novel 
does not necessarily flag him. Rather, we want to consider how marketable his works are because of  
his distinctive thematic choices and the poetics in which he encases them. In colonial and postcolonial 
Jamaica, the stories James tells are bloodstained; he often crafts a relentless assault, with titillating 
attention to the details of  violence, or what has been called “[a] pornography of  violence” (Harvey, 
“Marlon James interview”). Sex and violence, historically accurate truths of  the periods he fictionalizes, 
are often witnessed by innocents – children like Lucinda and Bam Bam. In both of  these cases, there is 
a kind of  double assault in that we, the audience, come upon the deed unawares and so there is shock to 
contend with as well. 

This presentation of  Jamaican communities has gradually increased from novel to novel, with 
the staggering bulk of  A Brief  History making it especially noteworthy. Critical audiences have grown, 
with more scholars taking on James’ work. In this special issue of  JWIL examining James’ oeuvre, 
seven essays are included from critics in the United Kingdom, the United States, and Australia. Among 
the number are Caribbean people living in these places. In Caribbean critical circles, we have heard 
our fair share of  scholars who “just can’t take him on” and so we acknowledge these potential critical 
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silences as well. If  they are indeed silences, are they coming from the geographical region? And why is 
that so? Does James’ more risky work (A Brief  History in particular) garner critical engagement from one 
generation of  critic and not another?

While the body of  criticism on James is growing, the number of  interviews and articles about 
him and his work in non-critical locations is already quite fat. Rolling Stone, The New Yorker, The New York 
Times, and The Guardian are just a few publications that have covered stories on James. James’ conflicted 
relationship with Jamaica always features in these, presenting it as a place of  unreasonable shame and 
overcoming for the author as well as a wicked well-spring of  inspiration. In Jamaican newspapers, 
there has been high praise—from a distance—but mostly silence. There are narratives about his prize 
winning, about invited lectures, and even an extended interview/conversation with Alecia McKenzie, a 
Jamaican author living in France.  The silence is saved by pieces in the blogosphere, mostly Annie Paul’s 
Active Voice, with a perspective on James, even a line of  questioning, that is distinctly Kingstoncosmo or 
quite local. In the popular realm, James is clearly more celebrated abroad than he is at home.

One curious statement of  celebration of  James and his work is by Alex Morris in his piece in 
Rolling Stone. Morris begins his article with the sentences, “You can’t fuck with Marlon James. Those 
days are over” (Morris). Morris’ pronouncement can be read as warning and defense, because what 
follows is the story of  James’ navigating queer identity in an intolerant society. Morris seems to be 
saying that James has written himself  out of  being bullied by homophobia and prize-written himself  
into publications like Rolling Stone: you just can’t touch him. Morris’ statement, which can also be read 
as a tongue lashing, using the language of  James, is directed perhaps at the publishers and others who, 
at some point, did not think James had what it takes to succeed internationally? And clearly “those days 
are over.” He does indeed have what it takes. 

James’ “Jamaica-story” is recounted by many journalists from the United States and United 
Kingdom and has been the subject of  our discussion above. Arguably, it has contributed to his fame and 
even, in the case of  Morris, his defense. James has commented on his narrative as well, even suggesting 
that this story of  his writerly-self  is one crafted for a readership that might not readily understand the 
nuances of  life in Jamaica (Rohter, “Once On This Island”). He acknowledges himself  a trickster, telling 
a story with gaps and silences, and indeed telling a particular narrative of  self  where there are hidden 
clues to aspects of  his life that might not fit this version. We understand that this writerly persona is 
the same Marlon James who denies his full subjectivity in Jamaica because of  rampant homophobia, 
is the same Marlon James who denies the nuance of  his class positioning to resist oversimplified racist 
narratives, is the same Marlon James who knows that some stories work better than others. Here below 
are some of  the stories that critics tell of  James’ oeuvre.

Queer Denials and the Unsilencing of  Sexualities: James’ Endings

One of  the earliest James critics, Sheri-Marie Harrison, gives some attention in this Special 
Issue to the conclusions of  James’ novels—seeing the “apocalyptic endings” of  John Crow’s Devil and 
The Book of  Night Women as linked to his struggle with living queer in Jamaica and “seeking salvation in 
Christianity” (1-2). His sense of  “coming to the end of  himself ” is registered in such end-of-the-road, 
end-of-the-world conclusions to his novels since “coming out” is not seen as a possibility (2). Harrison 
asks, “What happens when you reach the end of  your ability to think through and cope with challenges 
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rooted in the core of  your being” (1-2)? James, Harrison argues, finds salvation in reading Salman 
Rushdie’s Shame and in writing, as he himself  indicates, “audacious,” “unhinged” and “unholy” prose 
(2). Further, she suggests that:

We might also think about James’s novels as figuratively simulating the end of  West 
Indian writing’s ability to think through the intersecting problems of  race, gender, and
sexuality, particularly in West Indian writing’s focus on making queerness visible and 
opening spaces of  inclusivity for non-heteronormative subjects within
conceptualizations of  national citizenship. (2)

This large claim by Harrison forces us to think about the question of  nation and queerness in 
James’ work. If  James, unlike other writers, goes beyond “nationalist inclusivity” for queer subjects as 
Harrison claims, how exactly is he negotiating queerness and the Jamaican nation?

Two decades ago, Ian Smith, in the article “Critics in the Dark,” suggested that the problem 
of  bringing queer sexuality into the light (“making queerness visible”) was not so much a problem 
with West Indian writing, but more a problem of  West Indian criticism. Since then, there have been 
several critical interventions in West Indian criticism intended to excavate and engage with the West 
Indian writer’s “quarrel”2 with heteronormativity (M. Jacqui Alexander 1994; 2005, Faith Smith 2011, 
Ronald Cummings 2011, Kei Miller 2013, Rosamond King 2002; 2014 and Kate Houlden 2017). 
One extended critical engagement with queer sexuality in James’ work comes in the form of  Michael 
A. Bucknor’s recently published book chapter, “Horizons of  Desire in Caribbean Queer Speculative 
Fiction: Marlon James’s John Crow’s Devil,” in which he shows James’ use of  church violence and the 
magic realist genre to raise questions about the ways in which notions of  normativity delimit the 
acknowledgement of  the vast horizons of  sexual desire in the Caribbean. In this way, James’ novel 
suggests through magic realism, occult rituals and madness how it takes altered states of  consciousness 
to expose or “unsilence” queer sexual expression. 

Yet, is that “unsilencing” delimited to the context of  the nation? Harrison acknowledges that 
“while critical and creative texts… ‘have worked to disrupt this silencing’ they ‘nonetheless seem to take 
national inclusivity and even settlement as a given’ or desired end (Jamaica’s Difficult Subjects 152). The 
same is not true of  James’s fiction” (2). While it is true that, as Harrison argues, the endings provide “no 
vision of  what a future beyond the horror would/could look like, beyond … puzzling parting visions” 
(2), Bucknor has shown that a focus on the metapoetics of  phenomenology in John Crow’s Devil might 
help us to imagine a future for queer Jamaican subjects (142). Still, Harrison’s question about whether 
James’ representation of  queerness is beyond “nationalist inclusivity” is worth thinking through. For 
one thing, James’ sense of  being Jamaican includes a wider world of  cultural references not rooted 
in Jamaica. Should we therefore consider James’ Jamaica (and perhaps Jamaica in general) already a 
transnational space? Ifeoma Kiddoe Nwankwo already reads the Caribbean space as “cosmopolitan” in 
her book Black Cosmopolitanism, indicating the ways in which Caribbean identity is not limited to nation 
of  origin, but also to a black transnational world beyond the geographical boundaries of  the nation 
state. Perhaps what Harrison raises in her earlier book and now in her contribution here is this quest of  
James “beyond” nation, which might fruitfully engage Nadia Ellis’ concept of  “diaspora” in Territories 



VII

of  the Soul: Queered Belonging in the Black Diaspora. For Ellis, “the most intense, urgent, and productive 
constitutions of  the diasporic emerges out of  desire (not its fulfillment), agonistic engagements (not 
easy familiarity), steady evasions of  community (not incorporation into community), and imaginative 
yoking to very distant subjects and aesthetic modes (not accompanied by the possibility of  any actual 
connection in the so-called real world) (3). Ellis, here, seems to mark what we are calling “bracketed 
belonging” as the kind of  existence queer subjects inhabit. Building on work by Jose Esteban Muñoz, 
she argues that “queerness resides” with a “sense of  insufficiency” and “in the haunting gap between 
here and there” (3).

Gendered Denials and the Nation: James’ Endings

There are other accounts of  endings in this Special Issue from Lauren Shoemaker’s essay, 
“Femme Finale: Gender, Violence, and Nation in Marlon James’ Novels.” If  the endings of  James’ 
novels lead Harrison to interrogate queerness and the nation, endings prompt Shoemaker to examine 
gender and the nation. For Shoemaker, 

Across all three novels, the final image is one of  an unlikely heroine surviving torrents of  
violence often attributed to nationalist constructions of  masculinity and citizenship. 
Why has the endurance of  a woman, and an unlikely, secondary character at that, 
become something of  a pattern for Marlon James? (18)

According to Shoemaker, James’ work allows for a questioning of  the respectability requirement 
for gendered citizenship, especially for the woman: “James increasingly indicts and interrogates this 
investment in the national ideals of  respectable femininity and sexuality” (19). By noting how James 
ends his novels with a female subject left standing, Shoemaker sees James positioning women as part 
of  imagining the future for the Jamaican nation. Here again, the questions of  what futures can be 
imagined for the Jamaican nation and its “difficult subjects” are being asked (Harrison, Jamaica’s Difficult 
Subjects), but Shoemaker sees James using the endings of  his novels and ambivalent female characters 
to begin to trace possibilities. In this regard, like Harrison, Shoemaker sees James’ work as acting as an 
interrogation of  the Jamaican nationalist project. This is how Harrison raises the questioning by way of  
the lens of  the gothic genre: 

But by ending all his novels with women as the figurative last person standing, James 
subverts the notion of  the feminine abject as the gothic trope associated with 
primordial chaos, presenting it instead as a possible way forward at a moment when the 
historical present is not seemingly graspable through paradigms such as nationalism. 
(Harrison 5) 

The questioning of  the adequacy of  the postcolonial nationalist project that both critics see James 
dramatizing is an interrogation that anthropologists Deborah Thomas and David Scott3 have also 
engaged, adding class and questions of  respectability to ideas of  sexuality and gender.

 Shoemaker’s particular take on these examples of  femme finale is also one of  the ways in which 
she accounts for, but also moves beyond, the trope of  violence in James’ work. She correctly recognizes 
that:
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A great amount of  the scholarship on Marlon James’ novels focuses on violence and 
sexuality; this certainly seems appropriate given how frequently his characters suffer or 
inflict violence, engage in behaviors deemed deviant by prevailing cultural norms or 
combine the two for the purpose of  interrogating historically and culturally permissible 
agency, or its limitations. (20)

However, Shoemaker is keen to use the female-centred endings of  these novels to offer a gendered 
critique of  the failure of  the postcolonial nationalist project. In Exceptional Violence: Embodied Citizenship in 
Transnational Jamaica, Deborah Thomas points out that “violence generally is not a cultural phenomenon 
but an effect of  class formation, a process that is immanently racialized and gendered” (4).  She also 
sees the postcolonial state as carrying forward the imperial logic and institutional legacy of  hegemonic 
governance that repeat the violent disciplinary practices of  the past, what she calls “the spectacular 
forms of  punishment and discipline” (7). Similarly, another diasporic Jamaican anthropologist, 
David Scott, in Refashioning Futures: Criticism After Postcoloniality frames this interrogation of  the failed 
postcolonial project through middle-class values such as “civility, responsibility, thrift, sexual propriety, 
civic decency,” in addition to gender and race (192). Shoemaker’s gendered analysis of  James’ femme 
finale figures allows her to expose the author’s inquisitions into the narratives of  heteronormativity and 
respectability that continue to haunt notions of  national identity and citizenship.

Denials of  Freedom: Music in James

 Beyond questions of  gender and sexuality, these interrogations of  postcolonial nationalism 
include the larger idea of  emancipation. In her contribution, “‘So many incredible Gehennas’: 
Musicality and (the Poetics) of  ‘Relation’ in the Novels of  Marlon James,” Emma Crowley, primarily 
from a musical lens, exposes the “intermedial” aesthetics of  Marlon James’ body of  work that critiques 
the denial of  freedom or the failed project of  emancipation for postcolonial subjects. Using Gilroy’s 
relational concept of  the black Atlantic, riffing off Glissant’s “poetics of  relation,” Crowley establishes a 
point of  departure via James’s work that challenges the emancipation ideals of  the decolonizing project 
of  postcolonial nationalism. For Crowley, in James’ three novels,

the emancipatory causes out of  which these different forms of  music originally emerged 
are re-imagined as failed projects, rife with prejudice and tyranny. The positive value of
these markers of  ‘authenticity’ are thus rewritten as false symbols of  cultural and 
national rejuvenation, exclusionary traditions that falter and catch within a web of  
colonial and neo-colonial interests. (36)

By examining the sonic architecture of  James’ novels and the oral/aural-scribal “intermedial” poetics 
of  cultural performances in his novels, Crowley also traces something distinctive about James’ artistic 
and political intervention. For her, “the intermedial, dialogic nature of  musicality in James’ work shapes 
a decolonial politics that is seemingly ambivalent towards a Caribbean revolutionary heritage” (36). 
Like Shoemaker, who finds a pattern of  femme finale in all his works, Crowley locates a sonic, intra-
aesthetic, performative poetics that distinguishes James’ work. “Musicality” in all three novels, Crowley 
argues, “supports a sociohistorical critique of  the exclusionary legacies of  revolt and emancipation that 
have shaped the Jamaican imaginary, questioning the liberatory function of  music and ritual and their 
strained formal and ideological mapping onto individual consciousness” (44). Using the musical legacy 
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of  the Caribbean, James is seen as continuing as well as invigorating the intra-aesthetic comingling that 
has been a part of  West Indian literature, but also as mobilizing that musico-scribal poetics to expose 
the ambivalence of  the emancipation projects of  postcolonial Jamaica, if  not the wider Caribbean.

Artistic Distinctiveness and Trauma: Narrative and Generic Structures

 Another article that reinforces James’ artistic distinctiveness is Njelle Hamilton’s meditation 
on temporality (specifically “messianic time”) in her “‘Jah Live’: Messianic Time and Post-Traumatic 
Narrative Disorder Marlon James’s A Brief  History of  Seven Killings.” From this conceptual frame, culled 
from the Rastafarian ethos infusing the novel and from other religious lore, Hamilton is able to provide 
an illuminating lens with which to understand the complexity of  time as deployed in the novel, as well 
as a way to account for historical trauma—a recurring preoccupation of  all James’ novels so far. In this 
regard, Hamilton reads messianic time as a way in which James creates a distinctive narrative structure, 
what she calls “‘posttraumatic narrative disorder,’ a novelistic rendering of  post-traumatic stress 
disorder (PTSD)” (82). For her, “the narrative disorder of  A Brief  History is, in fact, mimetic of  traumatic 
perception and memory” (83). To a certain extent, most of  James’ fictions are trauma narratives; in 
Hamilton’s reading, narrative form mirrors the experience of  trauma in one’s body. Consequently, 
as she argues, “trauma profoundly disorders one’s experience of  one’s body, creating the sensation 
of  being both out of  one’s mind and outside of  one’s body” (83). This period of  excessive violence 
in Jamaica’s history as narrativized by James in this novel is registered in its psychic disruption via a 
disorderly novelistic structure and a language of  unusual temporality: “In addition to highlighting the 
ways that trauma disorders linear and horological time consciousness, James retreats from Eurocentric 
clock time and invents a narrative chronometer rooted in the alternative modalities of  time, memory 
and historiography germane to Rastafari and Afro-Jamaican music” (84).  While Crowley reads 
the musical and sonic traces in A Brief  History (as in the other novels) as the means by which James 
interrogates the politics of  emancipation, Hamilton reads the deployment of  Afro-Jamaican music in 
the novel as an exposition of  traumatic psychology linked to violent histories.

James’ persistent preoccupation with Jamaica’s violent history has elicited multiple accounts from 
literary critics in this Special Issue and beyond. For example, Lauren Shoemaker alludes to the many 
critical commentaries on violence in James’ oeuvre (20), while Sheri-Marie Harrison summarizes some 
of  these previous critical engagements (3-4), which we need not rehearse here.  In her own contribution, 
Harrison turns to the gothic genre as providing an appropriate narrative structure to understand James’ 
violent assault on the reader’s sensibilities and to make sense of  his shocking poetics: “the violent and 
graphic content of  James’s writing is largely presented as a concatenation of  gothic tropes” (3). Both 
Hamilton and Harrison turn to formal structure to explain James’ poetics, what Hamilton labels 
“disorderly” (82) and Harrison “disorienting” (4). Such critical challenges of  James’ work has elicited 
innovative hermeneutics from the internal architecture of  the novels (Shoemaker’s “femme finale”, 
Crowley’s “sonic narrative structure” and Hamilton’s “post-traumatic narrative disorder”), while others, 
like Harrison with her focus on the gothic genre, have concentrated on external generic structure 
(for example, Bucknor’s magic realism, Evans’ “gangster genre,” Mair’s fusion of  the gothic, Christ 
narrative and Jamaican folk forms and Vasquez’s “neo-slave narrative”). Almost all critics reading 
James through various genres see him as refreshing the genres, doing something different with them or 
inhabiting the neo-versions of  traditional genres. Bucknor, for example, mines the magic realist genre, 
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the poetics of  madness and the meta-fictional hermeneutics of  desire to trace James’ proposal of  a 
queer phenomenology as a way of  challenging concepts of  sexual normativity, while Harrison sees 
James as participating “in a larger New Black Gothic aesthetic movement” (7). According to Harrison, 
“James also reworks the Gothic by offering a queerly affirmative version of  its at times misogynistic 
interest in gender distinctions” (8). Also, the “New Black Gothic” is one way of  accounting for 
“temporal collapses” that both Crowley and Hamilton take up in their articles (Harrison 5). All these 
various kinds of  critical accounting seem to validate Curdella Forbes’ claim that James is part of  “the 
new generation of  Caribbean diaspora writers whose creative innovations are redrawing the map of  
Caribbean literature and forcing critics to search for alternative discursive paradigms” (Forbes 1).

Beyond formal distinction, Hamilton also sees the narrative structure of  disorder as a way to 
map the psychoses of  trauma victims. Therefore, for her, the psychic response of  disordered temporality 
is the trauma victim’s source of  survival. Her reading recalls Gordon Rohlehr’s assertion in his book, 
The Shape of  That Hurt and Other Essays, that West Indian writing articulates “a relationship between 
[…] pain and form” (x-xi). In this regard, James is following in the artistic footsteps of  a long tradition 
of  West Indian writers who work at formally shaping the historical hurts of  Caribbean societies. If  
Hamilton produces a distinctive aesthetic in James’ work that helps to account for trauma, Caryn Rae 
Adams in her essay, “Uncomfortable Truths: Life Writing, Trauma and Survivance in Marlon James’ 
A Brief  History of  Seven Killings,” turns to genre structures from a different cultural background: the 
indigenous artistic frame of  “survivance” (96). In preferring the concept of  “survivance” over survival, 
Adams argues that James in A Brief  History is committed to exposing “uncomfortable truths” about 
Jamaica’s imperial history as well as accounting for the multiple genres of  life-writing in which the 
story might be read: “Through a blurring of  genres (history, biography, autobiography), A Brief  History 
provides a revisioning of  key events while simultaneously chronicling the story of  the oppressed, absent 
from dominant discourses” (102). In this way, James is writing a counter-narrative that “unsilences” 
the past; this is the kind of  story, she argues, that belongs to the “postcolonial autobiographical genre” 
and that “uses the individual’s experience to represent that of  his or her community” (99). Thus, the 
indigenous genre of  “survivance stories” engages “innovative culture-specific narrative strategies in its 
examination of  historical traumas” (97). In searching for a way to account for James’ trauma narrative, 
Adams turns to a specific non-Western cultural form to situate James’ work in a postcolonial counter-
cultural tradition that blurs life writing with historical reckoning. 

James in a Comparative Context

While, like Hamilton, Adams is invested in finding formal frames to account for James’ trauma 
narrative, unlike Hamilton, she looks at an external generic frame that comes from another postcolonial 
context, thereby introducing a comparative approach to James. The other two contributors to this 
special issue, Michael K. Walonen and Jhordan Layne in their respective essays, “Violence, Imperialism 
and Male Socialization in Cormac McCarthy’s Blood Meridian and Marlon James’ A Brief  History 
of  Seven Killings” and “Re-evaluating Religion and Superstition: Obeah and Christianity in Marlon 
James’s The Book of  Night Women and William Earle Jr.’s Obi, or The History of  Three-Fingered Jack,” also 
show how James’ stories provide value for comparative literary assessments. All three contributors 
(Adams, Walonen and Layne) expose the legacy of  imperialism through their comparative study. 
Such an approach reveals both the way in which James’ work intersects with extra-Jamaican and 
extra-Caribbean contexts, as well as the extent of  his global significance. The comparative approach 
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reiterates the impact of  imperialism on postcolonial lives in respect to psychological trauma (Adams), 
violent masculinities (Walonen) and religious hegemony (Layne). 

In Layne’s comparative work, he uses James’ novel to interrogate the binary opposition set 
up by colonial discourse between rational Christianity and “superstitious” obeah and to illuminate 
the heterogeneity of  colonialist thought on religion: “Night Women reveals that colonial views on and 
representations of  obeah were not monolithic, but rather differed a great deal depending on their 
opinions on the division between the natural and supernatural” (51). James’ work, then, becomes a 
hermeneutic model to revisit a much earlier text such as William Earle’s 1800 novel Obi, or the History 
of  Three-Fingered Jack (51). The value of  James’ novel for Layne’s comparative work is that it allows him 
to contest the various epistemological frames mobilized in the colonial period to reinforce cultural 
hegemony by way of  religion. Secular-rationalism, for example, is taken to task and shown to be 
eventually unhelpful in maintaining the hegemony desired. In addition, legal maneuvers confirmed 
the legitimacy of  obeah and therefore the passing of  new laws was more about suppressing the 
practice than challenging the validity of  its powers. Further, in their excessive response to the ways 
in which the enslaved person’s belief  system helped to cripple the plantation economy via rebellions, 
the legislators and  members of  the planter class themselves tacitly and explicitly reiterated obeah’s 
legitimacy. However, James’ value to this transhistorical comparative reading is especially poignant in 
the metafictional moments of  biblical hermeneutics that occur in the novel and that provide other ways 
of  interpreting religion:

The narrator’s sardonic (mis)reading of  Christian dogma reveals the constructed nature 
of  boundaries between religion and superstition and challenges obeah’s relegation to 
the order of  superstition. Through the narrator’s (mis)reading, James pillories the 
notion of  universal rationalism and logic that justifies the classification and separation of  
obeah and Christianity. (54)

What Layne marks ironically as a “(mis)reading” is a self-conscious tracing of  another 
epistemology, expanding the ways of  understanding the world that James’ fiction promotes. A similar 
metafictional moment of  biblical hermeneutics in John Crow’s Devil is used by Bucknor to show James’ 
interest in shifting our perceptual horizons in understanding queer subjectivities and such critical work 
by Layne and Bucknor reinforces James’ creative work as important for epistemological recalibration. 
This is the real value of  Njelle Hamilton’s article that uses biblical hermeneutics as well to reinforce 
Rastafarian conceptions of  time that help us to see how James’ disruptive narrative illuminates the 
psychological traumas of  violent histories.

Yet, alongside the epistemological disruption of  violating hegemonic discourses, Michael K. 
Walonen, through his comparative lens, is also able to show how James exposes the ways in which 
the mutual reinforcing discourses of  imperialism and masculinity work to perpetuate the continuing 
history of  violence. If  the other critics such as Harrison, Shoemaker and Crowley see James as exposing 
the limits of  the postcolonial nationalist project that fails to stem the exclusionary practice based on 
race, class, gender and sexual preference (and we might add religion, given Layne’s argument), then 
Walonen’s critical reading of  James provides part of  the answer. In his transhistorical, comparative 
analysis of  two works by male authors, Walonen has shown that “in both A Brief  History of  Seven Killings 
and Blood Meridian, violence has a particularly masculinist character and serves as a vehicle for worldly 
advancement, particularly through the paternalistic indoctrination of  younger men into this world 
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of  aggressive masculinism” (75).  While the postcolonial nationalist project has been shown to fail, 
chillingly we learn, as Walonen shows via James and McCarthy, that the imperialist crusade marches 
on arm-in-arm with the patriarchal mission to reproduce itself  via the socialization of  young men 
into violent and hegemonic masculinity. In considering the contexts of  the US/Mexican War and the 
Jamaican 1970s inner-city gang warfare as creating frontier situations in which imperialist expansion 
and its neo-liberal legacy is the goal, Walonen shows how masculinist violence is the engine that drives 
this discursive vehicle. Both texts mobilize “the cultural iconography of  the ‘Old West’ to evoke their 
social environment” (68). For Walonen, the novels illustrate how “violence serves as a tool of  imperialist 
expansion, but these spaces subject to imperialism equally serve as arenas in which masculinist identities 
can be formed and asserted through particularly egregious acts of  violence” (67). 

This first collection of  critical essays on Marlon James’ work is one that has provided a window 
into his authorial character as well as a survey of  his fiction to date. While we know there is a new 
book just out, this Special Issue has been dedicated to his first three novels. A couple of  contributors 
have examined all three books of  his oeuvre, one has looked at two novels, two have taken up one 
novel and two have compared one of  James’ novels with another text. In all these articles, a range of  
issues has engaged critical attention: sexuality, violent histories, the denials of  nationalism, the limits 
of  emancipation, the interrogation of  epistemologies that govern hegemonies and the exposure of  
masculinity’s complicity with imperialism. In respect to Jamesean aesthetics, critics were fascinated 
by his endings, his revisioning or refreshing of  genres, his investment in music and the sonic, 
Rastafarianism, pop culture, his deployment of  an inter-medial creative ethos, his poetics of  denial, his 
aesthetics of  excess and his artistic imaginings of  a future for Jamaican subjects. We offer to you the 
first fruits of  Marlon James’ critical reckoning in a West Indian journal with an international reception. 
The brawta is represented in the reviews of  two new creative publications (Barbara Lalla’s Grounds for 
Tenure done by Evelyn O’Callaghan and John Robert Lee’s Collected Poems: 1975-2015 done by Laurence 
Breiner) and one critical work (Angelique V. Nixon’s Resisting Paradise: Tourism, Diaspora and Sexuality in 
Caribbean Culture done by Angeletta GM Gourdine). Enjoy!

Notes

1  “Kingstoncosmo” refers to sub societies in Kingston, Jamaica that include people whose 
residence in Kingston is notably cosmopolitan. These people are not necessarily “high society” 
because they can also be part of  an underground society, but always with infusions of  elsewhere 
or other thought that test the seams of  the ordinary. 

2  We are using “quarrel” in a similar way to Edward Baugh, whose early essay, “The West Indian 
Writer and His Quarrel with History”, outlined the ways in which the prevailing histories of  the 
Anglophone Caribbean and the ways in which such histories were being constructed were being 
interrogated by West Indian writers.

3 Both these anthropologists have informed Harrison’s work in Difficult Subjects and Shoemaker 
mentions Thomas in her essay here.
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Marlon James and the 
Metafiction of  the New 
Black Gothic
Sheri-Marie Harrison

Introduction 

Marlon James began writing John Crow’s Devil after growing up queer in a hyper-
masculine and homophobic society, at a time that he describes as having “reached the end 
of  [him]self ” (James, “From Jamaica to Minnesota to Myself ”). Taken from a sermon James 
heard at church in Kingston, this phrase describes the point “when you reached the limits 
of  your own wisdom and the only person left with any answers was God.” This sentiment 
is imprinted on his approach to the literariness of  Caribbean writing, and greatly informs 
the apocalyptic endings of  his first two novels. What happens when you reach the end of  

Source: Epidermis glistened like a newly-blacked boot, Luis Vasquez La Roche
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your ability to think through and cope with challenges rooted in the core of  your being? Left deeply 
depressed and alienated, James rejects a doctor’s offer of  anti-depressants and instead gets “saved.” If  
reaching the limits of  his ability to cope with being a gay man in Jamaica brings James to Christian 
salvation, it is covertly reading Salman Rushdie’s Shame, while in church no less, that prompts him to 
start writing again. What he found inspiring about Rushdie’s work is its quality of  being 

like a hand grenade inside a tulip. Its prose was so audacious, its reality so unhinged, that 
you didn’t see at first how pointedly political and just plain furious it was. It made me realize that the 
present was something I could write my way out of. And so I started writing for the first time since 
college, but kept it quiet because none of  it was holy (James, “From Jamaica to Minnesota 
to Myself ”).1

In many ways, particularly in the endings he creates, James reproduces the position he found himself  
in, at the “end of  self,” in his first two novels. John Crow’s Devil and The Book of  Night Women both end 
shortly after an apocalyptic event in which a community has laid bare all the horrific hypocrisies that 
belie essentialized notions of  raced and sexualized being, effectively reaching the end of  itself. As I 
have suggested elsewhere, we might also think about James’s novels as figuratively simulating the end of  
West Indian writing’s ability to think through the intersecting problems of  race, gender, and sexuality, 
particularly in West Indian writing’s focus on making queerness visible and opening spaces of  inclusivity 
for non-heteronormative subjects within conceptualizations of  national citizenship. 

Take, for example, the first anthology of  Caribbean queer critical and creative writing, Our 
Caribbean: A Gathering of  Lesbian and Gay Writing. Editor Thomas Glave describes the collection as 

born out of  the most extreme longing: the desire to know finally, and with certainty that 
a book such as this one actually existed and could exist. Could exist in spite of  thundering 
condemnations from Christian fundamentalist ministers, and from those in churches, 
mosques, and other places […] Could exist despite proscriptions, banishments, ostracisms, 
and in more than a few cases, extreme violence (Glave 1).

This ethos of  “presence and affirmation” pervades West Indian writing as a mode of  recuperative 
historical redress for queer subjects who have been excluded from the nation because of  their 
intersecting race, gender and/or sexual identities.2 We see this in novels like Michelle Cliff’s No Telephone 
to Heaven (1987), H. Nigel Thompson’s Sprits in the Dark (1993), Dione Brand’s In Another Place Not Here 
(1996), and Shani Mootoo’s Cereus Blooms at Night (1996). While critical and creative texts like these 
“have worked to disrupt this silencing and expose the links between the construction of  nation and the 
erasure of  non-heteronormative sexuality through diasporic perspectives,” they “nonetheless seem to 
take national inclusivity and even settlement as a given” or desired end (Harrison 152). The same is not 
true of  James’s fiction. The apocalyptic ending in each novel produces a reset of  sorts, but neither, to 
my mind, is unambiguously hopeful. These endings offer no vision of  what a future beyond the horror 
would/could look like, beyond the puzzling parting visions of  the abject figures of  widow and slave 
woman. While it is beyond the purview of  this essay, it is worth noting that the last vision from A Brief  
History of  Seven Killings (2014) is also of  a woman, Nina Burgess, who like the widow and Lilith, has also 
lived through an few apocalypses of  sorts of  her own.

Violence is central to the disruptions James’s fiction produces. All three novels traffic in a (now 
signature) iconoclastic narrative style, liberally peppered with vulgar vernacular and graphic violence, 



3

that is often discomfiting and puzzling, particularly in relation to other Anglophone Caribbean 
fiction. Across the three novels, James’s writing is equal parts horrifying and enthralling—for me at 
least. Others find its gender politics and sexual violence, in particular, intellectually and aesthetically 
unredeemable.3 To my mind, though, as I hope I will make clear throughout this essay, this is perhaps 
the response that James’s narrative provocations intend. Indeed, what he says of  Rushdie’s Shame 
becomes true of  his own “unhinged” writing. I argue here that the violent and graphic content of  
James’s writing is largely presented as a concatenation of  gothic tropes—particularly those surrounding 
race, gender, and sexuality—and in turn enacts a metafictional critique of  canon formation and literary 
criticism in discourses of  anti-racism. 

John Crow’s Devil depicts a mid-twentieth century rural community in Jamaica—a microcosm 
of  the possibilities of  independent nationhood—that is incited to unthinkable violence against itself  
by the inflammatory religious rhetoric of  a syphilitic preacher named Lucas York. It presents readers 
familiar with nationalist narratives with a horrifying puzzle: how are we to understand its portrayal of  
pedophilia and bestiality, which are normalized yet ignored parts of  rural Caribbean life? What should 
we make of  the novel’s public corporal punishment of  adulterers, with a whip that was used during 
slavery? Or a literal bout of  syphilis that pathologizes homosexuality as a predatory disease? That John 
Crow’s Devil functions on the level of  satire is clear, but the targets of  its critique are not immediately 
apparent. Similarly, in The Book of  Night Women, teenaged slave protagonist Lilith departs from the 
slave narrative’s standard plot by refusing to participate in an eighteenth-century slave rebellion. 
House slaves, who aspire to murder all the whites and establish an African-style village in Jamaica’s 
mountainous interior, foment the rebellion. What is the reader to make of  Lilith opting to protect her 
Irish lover and white overseer father from marauding slaves, even killing her half-sister in the process, 
instead of  fighting for her freedom alongside her fellow slaves during the rebellion? 

My own initial inability to identify what I deemed to be responsible politics in John Crow’s Devil 
led me to dismiss that novel in frustration. To my mind, at first read-through, it was a poorly written 
book and there was no need to think further about James or his salaciously offensive novel. By the end 
of  The Book of  Night Women, however, I began to take a more reflective approach to James’s troubling of  
my assumptions about the proprieties and political imperatives Caribbean literature should be serving 
in the twenty-first century. Arguably, James’s narrative investment in iconoclasm might more resemble 
modernist experimental writing by Virginia Woolf  and William Faulkner, 4 or contemporary diasporic 
writing by Helen Oyeyemi and Jesmyn Ward, than other Jamaican, Caribbean, or even postcolonial 
fiction.  This is not to say that James’s writing is not preoccupied with questions of  identity, race, 
and nationalism. Rather, James’ novels all take up these issues in jarringly profanity-laced, prurient, 
graphic, and violent ways that upset the pieties and proprieties that have long characterized anticolonial 
and postcolonial discourses. While authors like Faulkner, Oyeyemi, and Ward modulate violence in 
ways that differ from each other, and from James—with Ward perhaps coming the closest to James’s 
explicitness—it is crucial to note that they all participate in a gothic tradition that begins, in the novels 
of  Horace Walpole and Matthew Lewis, with graphic violence and an interest in taboo subjects 
like rape and incest. James, we might say, is among the neo-gothic authors most committed to these 
elements of  the genre.

Where one can find it, the criticism tends to focus on violence in James’s novels and how they 
contribute to our understanding of  the formation of  Jamaican, Caribbean, and/or African Diasporic 
subjectivity. There is far more written about The Book of  Night Women than there is about James’s first and 
third novels. Where critical analysis of  John Crow’s Devil exists, it focuses on the allegorical implications 
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of  James’s blasphemous debut. Joél Madore’s heavily psychoanalytic analysis of  the novel suggests that 
its “cultural context […] provides an ideal opportunity to analyze the signature, avatar, and archetype 
of  each of  its four main characters” (Madore 70). Moreover, Madore continues, “analyzing the 
situations in John Crow’s Devil from the perspective of  the Widow’s process of  individuation enhances 
not only the reading of  the text but also the understanding of  self ” (Madore 75). My own previous 
discussion of  John Crow’s Devil suggests that 

though the novel positions destruction/death, loss, abandonment, and a new beginning 
as central to the recovery of  a sovereign self, personhood, and even civil order and liberty, 
the absence of  a concrete picture of  the next step is particularly telling of  the incapacity 
of  the contemporary postcolonial moment to envision or articulate a sovereign existence 
beyond the heteronormatively defined nation” (Harrison 146). 

As Curdella Forbes notes, The Book of  Night Women “typifies the new generation of  Caribbean diaspora 
writers whose creative innovations are redrawing the map of  Caribbean literature and forcing critics 
to search for alternative discursive paradigms” (Forbes 1). It does so by “reposition[ing] women and 
the female body in the discourse of  history in ways that allow contemplation of  the ambivalent image 
of  women in contemporary Jamaica but does so by opening a window on women’s sexual experience 
on the slave plantation” (Forbes 2). Moreover, in one of  the only analyses of  the novel that focuses 
specifically on the violence as horror, Forbes suggests that “[b]y focusing on the horror of  slavery, more 
specifically the female experience of  it, James further casts a searchlight on the exclusionary foundation 
not only of  modernity and the modern nation-state but, by extension, of  the postcolonial Caribbean 
state” (Forbes 2).  Sam Vásquez focuses on mixed race and white women in The Book of  Night Women, “to 
contend that for these individuals, desire and difference are inextricably intertwined and analytically 
inseparable from the violence that contextualizes this intertwining, and that, out of  necessity, these 
women have used such paradigms for survival” (Vásquez 2). For Markus Nehl, The Book of  Night Women 
“participate[s] in a transnational, cross-generational discussion about the meaning of  black (counter-)
violence in an anti-black world and, eventually, move[s] beyond an uncritical celebration of  the 
liberating impact of  violence for the oppressed” (Nehl 188). He also suggests that “[o]ne of  James’s 
central objectives is to foreground the utter destructiveness of  Caribbean slavery by showing how 
slavery perverts the slaves’ moral values and how Lilith turns into a victimizer” (Nehl 181). Nonetheless, 
Nehl is unconvinced by James’s excesses: “The Book of  Night Women shows no critical awareness of  the 
ethical risks involved in putting the atrocities against slave women into words: James’s novel is full of  
shocking images, gruesome passages and pornographic scenes that ‘subject the dead to new dangers 
and to a second order of  violence,’ to use Hartman’s words from ‘Venus in Two Acts’” (Nehl 180). 

These critiques make important contributions to demystifying the oftentimes confounding 
method behind James’s use of  violence in his writing, while also attending to its spheres of  utility, as 
well as its limitations in parsing the complexities of  the historical rooting of  the modern Caribbean 
nation-state. What is missing from this work, however, is a more extensive analysis of  James’s attention 
to formal matters. Of  his work, James says, “You are supposed to be disoriented. You are supposed to 
be profoundly disturbed. You are supposed to lose your bearings” (Blake).This deliberate disorientation 
perhaps seems (wrongly) incongruous to the organization of  formal and generic adherence. This is not 
only a deliberate deflection on James’s part, but is also ironically crucial to thinking about how James’s 
writing interacts with the history of  Caribbean writing, as well as how it should be situated in African 
diasporic writing’s contemplations of  black life in the present. In terms of  genre, James’s traffic in 
horror makes it clear that his generic modus operandi is the Gothic. 
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  In what follows, I demonstrate how thinking through some of  the gothic tropes in James’s 
writing—excessive violence, doubling, and feminine abjection in particular—works to illuminate a 
metafictional critique of  the notion that nationalism can produce equitable sovereign subjectivity. 
James turns to the Gothic because, with its interest in coercion, abjection, and the absence of  choice, 
it offers a precise frame for rendering a world structured by neoliberalism. But James also reworks 
the Gothic by offering a queerly affirmative version of  its at times misogynistic interest in gender 
distinctions. According to Jerold Hogle, “The deep Feminine level, as the Gothic mode has developed, 
is but one major form of  a primordial dissolution that can obscure the boundaries between all western 
oppositions” (11).5 In much gothic writing, this leads to a version of  the feminine as primal horror. But 
by ending all his novels with women as the figurative last person standing, James subverts the notion 
of  the feminine abject as the gothic trope associated with primordial chaos, presenting it instead as 
a possible way forward at a moment when the historical present is not seemingly graspable through 
paradigms such as nationalism. 

  Thus, I’d like to shift focus from the violence itself  to the generic elements this violence engages 
or represents. More specifically, I discuss James’s use of  gothic tropes in John Crow’s Devil and The 
Book of  Night Women to argue in part that both novels engage such tropes to offer critiques of  canon 
formation in Caribbean writing. More specifically, I contend that these novels deploy gothic tropes of  
violence and horror to convey metafictional concerns about the relationship between literature and 
black sovereignty.  I suggest, moreover, that in taking this tack, James’s writing finds company with other 
contemporary African Diasporic art—literature, music, tv shows, and film—that constitutes a new 
iteration of  the black gothic aesthetic. This New Black Gothic functions through temporal collapses, in 
which aspects of  a slave past disrupt the present, to demonstrate how and why disruptive and traumatic 
aspects of  the slave past continue to manifest, and in fact are redoubled, in the neoliberal present of  late 
capitalism. The voyeuristic whippings with a slave-style whip in John Crow’s Devil, and the repetition of  
“every negro walk in a circle” throughout The Book of  Night Women, are examples of  temporal collapse 
that wield elements from the past to say something about the present. The New Black Gothic is also is 
heavily metafictional where literary genealogies of  race, those drawing from gothic literary tropes and 
traditions in particular, are concerned. 

Colonial Gothic, Postcolonial Gothic, New Black Gothic 

  The Gothic has always been central to Caribbean literary discourse. Moreover, as Lizbeth 
Paravisini-Gebert suggests, “The Caribbean, it turns out, is a space that learned to ‘read’ itself  
in literature through Gothic fiction” and thus continues to be an apt generic lens through which 
Caribbean writers can examine their societies (Paravisini-Gebert 233). Indeed, it is through the genre’s 
revival at the end of  the nineteenth century that Caribbean colonial spaces enter British imagination as 
a place of  horror.  Maisha Wester cites Howard Malchow as the critic who 

locates the predominance of  gothic fiction in the eighteenth and early nineteenth-century 
Britain in connection to questions of  race and ethnicity, given the rise of  (anti)slavery 
debates and immigration from Ireland and other colonized nations. He further contends 
that gothic fiction and racial discourses were intertwined and influenced each other 
mutually (Wester 13). 
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The Caribbean enters literary imaginations in the eighteenth century in terms of  horror, through gothic 
representations of  race. Indeed, as Paravisini-Gebert continues, “The fear of  miscegenation, with the 
attendant horror of  interracial sexuality, enters public discourse at about the time Walpole began the 
Gothic novel” in the late eighteenth century (230). The eighteenth-century gothic genre “often turned 
the colonial subject into the obscene cannibalistic personification of  evil, through whom authors could 
bring revulsion and horror into the text, thereby mirroring political and social anxieties close to home” 
(231).  Between 1790 and 1830, the gothic novel began its rise alongside concerns and debates about 
slavery, stirring both sympathy with and hostility toward antislavery sentiment. According to Paravisini-
Gebert, “Gothic literature would be invoked as often to give voice to fears awakened by colonial 
realities as it was used by abolitionists to dramatize the horrors and tortures of  enslavement” (231).

  Indeed, slavery as a quintessential site of  violence and threat of  miscegenation is central to the 
colonial Gothic. According to Wester, “The very life of  a slave is also inevitably a gothic existence. The 
murders/suicides, rapes, entrapment and escape cycles, torture (brutal whippings), and familial secrets 
(illegitimate births) that make up numerous gothic plots constitute real, daily existence under slavery” 
(Wester 35). Slave rebellions are central to the perception of  the Caribbean as a site of  terror, because 
contemporaneous with the rise of  the gothic novel and antislavery debates is also the Tacky Rebellion in 
1760 and the Haitian Revolution that destroyed Saint Domingue as a French slave colony in 1789. 

  Today, the contemporary revival of  the Gothic among black writers across the diaspora also 
centers on how slavery continues to resonate in black life. The Book of  Night Women is a neo-slave 
narrative, and the community in John Crow’s Devil devolves into a totalitarian reality that is enforced 
by public whippings, reminiscent of  slavery, with a whip that Brother Vixton’s “great grandfather 
thief  from white massa himself ” (James, John Crow’s Devil 117). If, as Paravisini-Gebert suggests, the 
Caribbean encountered itself  in literature through the Gothic, when it sought to write itself, it also 
appropriated the genre’s tropes, early on with adherence and later with subversion. She continues: 

At first it appeared as the backdrop to terror, whether in travelogues, where it was 
depicted as the site of  the mysterious and uncanny, or in histories that underscored the 
violent process that led to its colonization. But as the region’s various literary traditions 
began to emerge during the final decades of  the nineteenth century, Caribbean fiction—
often through parody—mirrored the devices and generic conventions of  their European 
models. The Caribbean Gothic has consequently entered into a complex interplay with its 
English and continental counterparts in a colonizer-colonized point-counterpoint whose 
foremost concern has finally become the very nature of  colonialism itself  (233).

Through the engagement of  the mad West Indian woman-in-the-attic of  Charlotte Brontë’s Jane 
Eyre, Jean Rhys’s Wide Sargasso Sea is among the quintessential postcolonial gothic texts that depict the 
literary and cultural clashing between the Caribbean and its gothic representations in English literature. 
According to Paravisini-Gebert, “Rhys’ opening of  European texts to a new type of  scrutiny—the very 
realization that the canon, particularly the ever-popular Gothic canon can be so interpolated, accosted, 
defied, and even disregarded—has made Wide Sargasso Sea a ‘mother text’ in its turn, opening the way 
for some remarkable correspondence between it and other Caribbean texts” (253).  I’d like to suggest 
that in his own employment of  gothic techniques—and in The Book of  Night Women’s interpolation 
of  Rhys’s novel, which I will discuss in more detail shortly—Marlon James opens up Caribbean 
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literature to new scrutiny, in a revival of  the genre that functions to subvert the postcolonial Gothic’s 
subversions. Put another way: if  the colonial Gothic vented English fears and anxieties over how 
colonization impacted Britain by representing the Caribbean as a space of  terror, horror, and threat to 
the British nation and body politic, and the postcolonial Gothic sought to redress this characterization, 
contemporary writers reach for gothic tropes that circulate around slavery to work through the realities 
of  freedom for black subjects in the neoliberal present. 

  As already suggested, Marlon James is not the only contemporary writer engaged in this gothic 
revival; his work also participates in a larger New Black Gothic aesthetic movement.6 Unlike earlier 
black or postcolonial gothic literature, as in Morrison’s Beloved or Rhys’s Wide Sargasso Sea, the current 
moment of  gothic revival is neither about recovery nor representation. Rather, among its unifying 
features are: a dark humor that is not comedic, but is instead horrifying or uncomfortable (sometimes 
both); a preoccupation with the enduring legacies of  various forms of  historical racialized oppression 
(colonization, slavery, Jim Crow segregation for example); and a sense of  the inescapability of  racialized 
oppression as well as an eschewal of  hope for the future. It becomes imperative to think about Marlon 
James’s writing amidst this particular cohort, beyond Caribbean writing, because doing so illuminates 
a common concern with the obvious and sublimated ways race continues to constrain and marginalize 
black life in the present across the African diaspora. 

  One member of  this narrative cohort, James Hannaham’s Delicious Foods, depicts a form of  
modern-day slavery on a Southern factory farm worked by predominantly African American drug 
addicts. They have been transported to the farm from their precarious urban lives; crack is personified 
as a character named Scotty, who literally talks to one of  the protagonists throughout the novel. Toward 
the end of  Jesmyn Ward’s novel Sing, Unburied, Sing, the main characters come upon a tree filled with the 
ghosts of  black people brutalized from slavery to the present. In the novel’s present, this tree manifests 
how the violence of  slavery is transhistorical, joining the raced violence of  the present—such as police 
brutality —with that of  the past. In The Icarus Girl and White is for Witching, Helen Oyeyemi writes about 
impish child ghosts and haunted houses, in a manner that demonstrates the indeterminate nature of  
many of  the elements we have come to see as fixed, even within discourses that thematize the hybrid, 
alienating, and dispossessing nature of  diasporic realities. True to gothic form, these authors and others 
explore black life by focusing on the spaces between the real and unreal, which are often featured in 
opposition to each other, as spaces of  indeterminacy for things that are not as neatly separable as we 
imagine. While Marlon James’s writing is embedded in and preoccupied with uniquely Caribbean 
concerns, such as the legacies of  slavery, colonization, and postcolonial nationalism, his writing is 
nonetheless part of  a larger corpus of  literature that engages the precarity of  black life in the twenty-
first century through gothic terms. 

John Crow’s Devil and the Subversion of  the Abject Feminine

  If  one considers Rushdie’s Shame as James’s progenitive literary model, particularly from the 
perspective of  not noticing the novel’s politics because of  its deranged reality, the logic behind James’s 
own literary excesses and their utility to his politics becomes much clearer. Indeed, as countless critics 
have noted, the Gothic is a form in which an excess of  violence and terror functions to critique the ills 
of  the contemporary order. It is in this vein that I continue to read what Nadia Ellis calls a “poetics of  
excess,” as being inseparable from and thus central to the formal complexity of  James’s writing (Ellis). 
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Ironically, as much as James’ work is reminiscent of  Rushdie’s Shame – as is evident in the criticism 
of  James’s own work – the excesses of  violence, sex, and sexual violence in James’s novels serve as a 
distraction from the politics of  form that is at work in his writing. The dearth of  criticism on John Crow’s 
Devil would suggest that it is too deranged to even be approached critically; indeed, my first impressions 
of  the book bore out as much.

  James is not being facetious when he describes the book he writes after his encounter with Jesus 
and Rushdie’s Shame as unholy. In John Crow’s Devil, the serpentine Apostle York brings about the violent 
self-destruction of  the village of  Gibbeah through incendiary religious rhetoric. The novel’s violence 
and brutality parallel the vehemence with which it criticizes the hypocrisy of  a society that brandishes 
Christianity to endorse homophobia, while fostering toxic hyper-masculinity that is contingent on 
(hetero)sexual prowess.  We can understand this vehemence as rooted in James’s own experiences of  
being a queer man and born-again Christian in Jamaica. Of  his work environment before he became 
a writer, James tells us: “The entrance to my cubicle was blocked by a boss with curious eyebrows who 
asked why all my magazines showed men on the covers, what GQ meant, where was Playboy? Every 
man in the office had a woman on the side, whether he was married or not, and even monogamous 
men were considered gay” (James, “From Jamaica to Minnesota to Myself ”). This hyper-heterosexuality 
functions to deflect any suspicions of  queerness, accurate or otherwise, while being silent on other 
sexual transgressions such as adultery, a tendency that James exaggerates to grotesque proportions in 
John Crow’s Devil.  

  I have written at length elsewhere about John Crow’s Devil, so in the interest of  not covering 
already trod ground, my discussion of  the novel here will focus on the ways in which it engages 
doubling and abjection, two recurring features of  gothic narratives, in a manner that subverts 
patriarchal order, redeems the abject feminine, and presents queerness as a site of  potential 
regeneration rather than of  devolution. The Gothic functions to disrupt absolutes, and John Crow’s Devil 
takes this disruption to insane and terrifying heights through a community’s response (or its lack of  
response) to various kinds of  predatory sex. Indeed, all sex in the novel is depicted as predatory, be it 
incest, pedophilia, bestiality, or even heterosexual sex within the confines of  marriage. When Brother 
Jakes is cured of  his erectile disfunction by Apostle York at the altar, the novel tells us “his blessing 
stood erect all the way home, where for the first time in two years he could violate his wife” (47). In this 
way, the novel suggests that it is not necessarily queerness or even sex that is the problem, but rather 
patriarchal sexual predation. 

  Both doubling and abjection are recurrent features of  gothic imaginaries, functioning precisely 
as means of  disrupting the essentialist absolutes upon which understandings of  self, community, and 
freedom—through the logics of  race, gender, and sexuality—depend. However, in James’s hands, these 
tropes function in unexpected, obscuring, and disturbing, rather than illuminating, ways. In gothic 
literature, the trope of  doubles, or the doppelgänger, recurs in order to demonstrate the uncanny; the 
uncanny’s evocation of  the strange and mysterious in turn is meant to be unsettling. As Wester tells us, 
“In the British tradition, the uncanny surfaces in a variety of  ways and signals a variety of  repressions 
including drives and desires repressed according to social mandate, and sexual awareness […]” (12). 
Uncanniness is likewise linked to abjection. For Julia Kristeva, “it is not lack of  cleanliness or health 
that causes abjection, but what disturbs identity, system, order. What does not respect borders, positions, 
rules. The in-between, the ambiguous, the composite” (Kristeva 4). As a state of  in-betweenness and 
ambiguity, abjection is threatening and thus rejected, yet ironically is also desired—because, as Jerrold 
Hogle suggests, what we abject “both threaten[s] to reengulf  us and promise[s] to return us to our 
primal origins” (Hogle 7). Throughout the plot of  John Crow’s Devil, James creates a Freudian purge 
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of  sorts, where doubling and abjection function to bring repressed desires to the fore and are vented 
through grotesque violence reminiscent of  slavery. This, in turn, triggers a return of  the community of  
Gibbeah to a kind of  primal origin.

  The novel’s doubles include Lucas York and Hector Bligh, alongside Lucinda and the widow 
Mary Greenfield. Once York takes over the church, banishing Bligh, Lucinda ingratiates herself  to York 
in the hopes of  becoming his right-hand woman and sexual partner; likewise, the widow rescues and 
nurses Bligh back to health, developing similar desires in the process. While these pairings function as 
foils for each other—the narrative at times juxtaposes these storylines—both heterosexual couplings 
ultimately fail in a manner that defamiliarizes and decenters consensual heterosexuality as the desired 
societal ideal. In earlier gothic fiction, there was clear delineation of  good and bad between a figure and 
her double/alter ego/doppelganger—as with Jane Eyre and Bertha Rochester, for example. James’s 
contemporary deployment of  the trope is not as clear cut about what separates the doubles. 

  In a novel preoccupied with perverting traditional notions of  right and wrong through the 
lens of  religious fundamentalism, Hector “The Rum Preacher” Bligh is not an uncomplicated Christ 
figure to Apostle York’s antichrist. He takes to drinking because of  the guilt he feels over causing his 
father’s and brother’s deaths. His brother commits suicide after walking in on Bligh having sex with his 
wife. Their father dies of  a broken heart, and Hector “joined the seminary soon after” his brother’s 
suicide (23). This makes Bligh an ineffective preacher, perhaps precisely the morally compromised 
character a pedophile like Aloysius Garvey would hire to lead the church. As the narrator further 
speculates, “There were some who wondered why a man as rich as Aloysius Garvey would hire 
someone as worthless as Pastor Bligh, but there were others who felt they already knew.” Gibbeah’s 
moral consciousness is thus such a pastor: “People would say that if  the Rum Preacher was all that 
stood between Heaven and Hell, then everybody had better stock up on asbestos” (23). While the 
Gothic has taught us that even a flawed hero will triumph over that which threatens the community—
see Jane Eyre’s and Rochester’s happy ending—Bligh does not triumph over his foil Apostle York, and 
his death is not the sacrifice that brings about Gibbeah’s salvation. Instead, after a few violent and 
literally explosive clashes between the villagers and whoever Apostle York designates as sinners, Bligh is 
eventually stoned to death by the entire village. While “the double typically figures as an alter ego and 
articulates how cultural constraints define an individual against his or her base desires” (Wester 12), 
in James’s hands there is nothing that successfully stands between and individual and his or her base 
desires. That which is abject becomes the norm. 

  According to Hogle, “The Gothic clearly exists, in part, to raise the possibility that all 
‘abnormalities’ we would divorce from ourselves are a part of  ourselves, deeply and pervasively (hence 
frighteningly), even while it provides quasi-antiquated methods to help us place such ‘deviations’ at a 
definite though haunting, distance from us” (12). The horror of  John Crow’s devil is that it depicts the 
ease with which the Apostle is able to manipulatively wield Christian rhetoric, ironically, deliberately, 
and conspicuously devoid of  the word Jesus, to compel the community to mob violence against itself—
as if  that violence always lurked just under the surface. York tells the congregation “the Lord was 
merciful, but also vengeful” and thus, “woe to the world because of  the things that cause people to 
sin.” He exhorts, “Who’s ready to be violent for the Lord?” (98). Preaching a separatist doctrine that 
would see the village eventually endorse the slavery-style public whippings of  disobedient members and 
destroy the bridge that connects it to surrounding areas (in the name of  cutting itself  off from all that is 
sinful), York rallies the people into a violent and vengeful sense of  righteousness. As the narrative voice 
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of  the village tells us, “After the Apostle done, we did want to kill the sinner man and sinner woman 
so bad that we did have to count to ten and then again” (100). The first “sinner” to catch the village’s 
collective wrath/cleansing is Massa Fergie, who in the process of  trying to free one of  his cows from 
a fence is mistaken by the righteous mob as committing an act of  bestiality. The chorus “he’s is under 
my feet” is interspersed with the description of  how the crowd “hit, stomped, and burnt” Massa Fergie. 
The narrator notes that “it took the Apostle’s holy thunder and a couple of  verses from the Book of  
Daniel to mix the crowd’s fear and rage into a mob” (126). When that mob pulled back, “Massa Fergie 
lay in the dirt, his skull crushed and ribs bashed in as if  tramped by a bull” (128). 

  In this instance, James exaggerates to horrific absurdity a community’s anxieties surrounding 
queerness, to expose the tenuous nature of  any sense of  righteousness that is defined by sexuality. If  the 
queerness of  interracial sex threatens the essentialist eighteenth and nineteenth-century notions of  race 
upon which slavery and colonization are based, in later fiction queer sexuality that is non-reproductive 
challenges the essentialist notions of  gender upon which patriarchy continues to depend. Predatory 
sexuality, in particular, is at the core of  James’s novel and demonstrates patriarchal perversion. Apostle 
York’s secret, discovered by the widow toward the end of  the novel, is that he is one of  Mr. Garvey’s 
“nephews,” young boys who are kept and sexually abused by Garvey and other powerful men. In their 
final apocalyptic clash, York tells Bligh, “You know what he did when we got too strong for him? Send 
us off to boarding school for more men to fuck with us” (213). York returns to Gibbeah seeking revenge 
not only on Garvey, but also on the village as a whole, that allowed a predator like Garvey to exist in 
their midst. As he tells Bligh, “I belong with these people. I belong with all these fuckers who suspected 
or even knew what my uncle was, but let their nigger ways allow it. And those same nigger ways now 
allowing me” (213). York thus comes in vengeance to ensure that the community is terrorized by violent 
sexual predation in the same way he once was.

  After Bligh’s execution, the apostle is able to fully install himself  as perverse messiah in a 
completely isolated community. In his fenced-off dystopic kingdom of  the righteous, children are 
separated from their parents—“there was no mother and father, only God the eternal Father and 
his son the divine apostle” (224). Boys are separated from girls, with the former attending school, the 
latter attending to cooking and cleaning; the rape and physical abuse of  dissenters abounds (224). If  
the patriarchal structure of  Gibbeah turns a blind eye to the sexual abuse of  children, by the end, 
the novel presents a feminine future as the only way forward, albeit an uncertain way. After York’s 
right-hand man turned lover Clarence drowns him in a bathtub, the bereft villagers follow a flying 
dove—“a bird of  promise, not judgement”—to the fence that cut Gibbeah off from the rest of  the 
world, “which was covered in greenery” (230). The novel’s final image is of  the remaining villagers, or 
those who had managed to escape the village during Bligh’s execution, seeing the widow: “Through the 
spaces between the leaves.” When looking at her, “They saw judgement and redemption, rescue and 
damnation, despair and hope” (230). Ending with this widow scene, the novel’s subversion rests in the 
manner in which the abject becomes the only source of  hope for the future. Once her husband dies, the 
widow leaves the church and seals herself  off from the rest of  the community. It is the widow’s liminal 
position as a woman unsexed, without a husband/sexual partner, that makes it both easier for her to 
leave Gibbeah and imbues her with power at the novel’s end. 

  In this way, James’s writing doesn’t only subvert gothic tropes, as other postcolonial writing does, 
in order to enact correctives to colonial stereotypes; it subverts the latter subversiveness in order to 
implode how the abject feminine has functioned in fiction thus far. Indeed, both John Crow’s Devil and 



11

The Book of  Night Women end in a kind of  unformed primordial chaos, with a woman at the boundary of  
each, symbolically, as a manifestation of  the Gothic’s deepest anxieties. As Jerrold Hogle suggests, 

The repressed, archaic, and thus deeply unconscious Feminine is a fundamental level of  
being to which most Gothic finally refers, often in displacements of  it that seem to be old 
patriarchal structures, and all the blurred oppositions that are abjected unto monsters 
or specters by Gothic characters face their ultimate dissolution into primal chaos as they 
approach this feminized nadir that is both the ultimate Other and the basically groundless 
ground of  self  (11).

Here, the feminine Other is prefigured as ground zero of  gothic horror, or the site that symbolizes 
the devolution of  order. Through the widow, James engages the abject feminine as a queer site of  
regeneration. There is no vision given of  what the post-sex future will look like, but the apocalyptic 
valence of  reaching the end of  yourself  and turning to the abject feminine for redemption is 
nonetheless also central to understanding the post-apocalyptic ending in The Book of  Night Women.

The Book of  Night Women and Metafictional Self-Reflexivity

  Both John Crow’s Devil and The Book of  Night Women end, puzzlingly, with women who have 
managed to escape the horrific tyranny that destroyed their community and ways of  life, surviving at 
the edge of  the smoldering chaos. In the case of  the former novel, this escape comes through the death 
of  the grotesque Apostle who led the community on a campaign of  horrifically violent self-destruction 
as spurred by religious fervor. The latter is hardly different; The Book of  Night Women ends just after a 
failed multi-estate slave rebellion reduces Montpelier estate to smoldering cane fields and rubble. The 
last woman standing, one of  the plotters, is Lilith, who rather than fight for the rebellion, fights instead 
to defend herself  and her overseer father, Jack Wilkins. The novel explains Lilith’s strange choice as 
an entirely personal and individual one that stands in stark contrast to the needs of  the collective: “he 
save her from the field and he stop them from whipping her — even Quinn didn’t do that. And he be 
her pappy. She don’t know what that mean. Mayhaps it mean nothing, especially today. But she shed 
enough blood already, including Hypollita, who be her own kin. She not shedding no more” (398-
399). As puzzling as her allegiances may seem, even to herself, Lilith’s motivations and approaches to 
violence in particular offer an alternate way of  thinking about freedom that is contrary to how raced 
and gendered resistance have been imagined thus far. Moreover, The Book of  Night Women does not end 
with formal/legal freedom for Lilith, and this isn’t because Lilith runs away and lives as a fugitive until 
Emancipation, as is standard in the narratives of  her non-fictional slave compatriots. Instead, the novel 
ends in 1819, more than a decade before Emancipation. The narrator tells us that despite the fact that 
“Lilith didn’t get any free paper … she act like a free negro. She work in the kitchen and cook and clean 
for Jack Wilkins and do her own thing as be her mood” (412). 

  Thus, after the suppression of  a slave rebellion and a rebuilding of  the plantation, Lilith remains 
on Montpelier Estate, on a British colony where slavery still exists. This is the very picture of  personal 
and political in-betweenness, which in turn draws attention to the constructed nature of  freedom. If  the 
fact of  slave authorship compromised eighteenth-century notions of  what constituted a rational being, 
and thus humanity, notions of  freedom also rested on similarly tenuous ground. As Wester suggests, 
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“Freedom is an idea, a nameable concept, but not necessarily a material reality. For slaves, recognizing 
freedom as an arbitrary notion proves as threatening as white recognition of  race as constructed” (55). 
Conceptually, freedom is a fluid term; leaving Lilith in legal limbo unsettles its unimpeachable position 
as the objective goal of  resistance and rebellion. 

  But what would be the point of  questioning the very grounds of  freedom? Indeed, the neo-slave 
narrative form is particularly suited to this kind of  inquiry. Arlene Keizer tells us that 

in the wake of  the Civil Rights Movement in the United States and anticolonial 
movements in the Caribbean, black writers’ orientation to slavery has undergone a sea of  
change. Rather than using representations of  slavery primarily to protest past and present 
oppression — this is how slavery figured in most African American and Caribbean works 
through the early 1960s — black writers have begun to represent slavery in order to 
explore the process of  self-creating under extremely oppressive conditions (Keizer 11). 

Moreover, among the effects of  this shift from protest to self-creation, as Keizer suggests, is a forced 
“rethinking of  the unitary black subject that white supremacist and black nationalist ideologies find 
necessary for their mobilization in the present” (11). Here one sees the ways in which unitary raced 
subjectivity, rooted in slavery, remains a part of  both contemporary oppression and resistance. In this 
way, we can think of  James’s adoption of  the slave narrative form as a means of  interrogating the 
notion of  the unitary black subject often represented in previous generations of  Caribbean writing and 
the nationalist ideologies this subject served. Lilith’s refusal to form alliances or acquiesce to allegiances 
simply on the basis of  race, gender, or common status is a critique of  essentialist race and gender-based 
resistance as a primary means of  liberation that continues to underlie black subject formation across the 
diaspora. 

  Taken individually or together, Marlon James’s novels participate in a paradigm shift impacting 
literary and critical intervention in not only Caribbean fiction, but also contemporary fiction more 
generally. This intervention has everything to do with how the form of  the Anglophone novel treats the 
now-normalized identity politics that have attended narrative projects of  imagining political sovereignty 
through cultural nationalisms for postcolonial subjects and communities. While identity politics are 
central facets of  all of  James’s novels, they do not serve the now conventionalized function as the 
delimiter of  good or progressive cultural politics. Instead, James turns to gothic techniques to render 
the identity politics that often undergird cultural-nationalist narratives as horrifyingly irresponsible, 
ineffective, destructive, and ultimately irrelevant to any project of  achieving more equitable individual 
and communal realities. Jamaica’s debt to GDP ratio of  103% in 2017, for example, materially conveys 
the limitations of  conflating identity with freedom and free markets with equity. Thus, while James’s 
novels do deploy identity politics, they do so to expose their ineffectiveness in securing more equitable 
and sovereign realities for postcolonial nations like Jamaica. Lilith’s “freedom” at the end of  The Book of  
Night Women thus functions to allegorically represent the ways identity politics obscures material realities.

  In order to make this point clear, the novel effects self-reflexive and metafictional retrospection 
on the progenitive forms of  racialized discourses, while always keeping sex central, through allusions 
to scandalous and pornographic eighteenth-century fiction such as Feilding’s Joseph Andrews, Cleland’s 
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Fanny Hill, and Defoe’s Moll Flanders and Political History of  the Devil, as well as rewritings of  two of  
Caribbean literature’s canonical female-authored gothic texts, The History of  Mary Prince, A West Indian 
Slave, Related by Herself and Rhys’ Wide Sargasso Sea. Moreover, all these allusions to the literariness of  
Caribbean literature, as rooted in eighteenth and nineteenth-century writing, converge in the section 
of  the novel where Lilith spends time at Coulibre Estate, where Isobel Roget and her family reside. 
That an estate called Coulibre is the setting of  all this metafictional activity grounds James’s novel in a 
genealogical and dialogic framework that includes Wide Sargasso Sea’s interpolation of  Jane Eyre. 

  The relationship between Lilith and Isobel, both colony-born but different racially, is an 
analogue of  Antoinette and Tia’s relationship from Wide Sargasso Sea. This particular interracial 
relationship between island-born children provides a prototype for exploring the complexities of  
identity and sovereignty in contexts still influenced by cultural ordering established on slave plantations. 
We learn early in the novel that as a child, Lilith has a “white playmate from Coulibre Estate” (4). 
At the beginning of  Lilith’s fourteenth year, predictably, she is apprised of  her status as slave and is 
ordered to the fields, while Isobel becomes a lady, and their paths diverge until later in the novel. From 
what we know of  Isobel’s family structure at Coulibre, though the novel never names her as such, 
circumstantially, I assume that she is Lilith’s childhood playmate. Moreover, the word Coulibre itself, as 
the name of  the estate that gets destroyed by fire in Wide Sargasso Sea, constitutes a solid allusion to Rhys’ 
novel and its gothic eighteenth-century progenitor, Jane Eyre.  

This metatextual structure is further diversified when Lilith discovers scandalous eighteenth-
century texts, hidden behind others, in Massa Roget’s library. She “pull out four to see which books 
hiding behind them. One say Fanny Hill, one say Moll Flanders, and one say something that look like it 
write by the devil” (202).7 By having Lilith find these particular texts, notorious for their pornographic 
nature, James rewrites two of  the more graphic and disturbing scenes of  sexual violence from The 
History of  Mary Prince, which both represent the horrors and violence slave women face as subjects of  
sexual attention by white masters and overseers. The first of  James’s scenes involves the brutal murder 
of  the house slave, Hetty; and the second features Mr. D— forcing Mary to bathe him in a tub of  
water. In his rewriting of  Hetty’s demise, James presents far more graphic details than would have been 
permitted in the slave narrative’s attempts to secure the sympathies of  the pious for the antislavery 
cause, and in the process orchestrates an illuminating contrast between heavily censored slave narratives 
and the salaciousness of  what Lilith finds hidden in the library. As Moira Ferguson suggests, while the 
sexuality of  female slaves is “an issue more overtly discussed in later African American slave narratives,” 
The History of  Mary Prince, A West Indian Slave, Related by Herself  is censored

[b]y [the editor Thomas] Pringle or even Mary Prince herself, in recognition of  
Pringle’s desire to launder or morally and psychologically simplify the History. The fact 
that children are never mentioned—highly unusual in a female slave narrative—raises 
questions, understandably not mentioned by Mary Prince (or permitted to be mentioned 
by Pringle) […] (Ferguson 14).

The Book of  Night Women’s narrative voice observes no such niceties as it relates the sexual and 
reproductive lives of  slaves (men and women), and thus signals a separation between a realistic narrative 
of  slavery in its own right and a narrative of  slavery utilized as anti-slavery propaganda. One of  the 
effects of  separating a narrative of  slavery from emancipatory agendas is the release of  the slave subject 
from the burdens of  a morally circumspect signification in the interest of  political mobilization.
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  Like Hetty, James’s Dulcimena is described as the slave “who do everything, including all the 
kitchen work, cooking, and whatever the other niggers forget to do” (184). When she dies from a severe 
whipping, “all her duty fall on Lilith” (200). Similarly, Hetty is also brutally whipped and, Prince notes, 
“[A]fter Hetty died all her labours fell upon me, in addition to my own” (Ferguson 67). Both Hetty and 
Dulcimena get brutally whipped when a commotion between their masters and mistresses is followed 
by a query about whether or not the slave woman had completed a task. If  this incident ever-so-vaguely 
communicates the sexual and physical violence endured by nineteenth-century slave women as a result 
of  jealous mistresses and guilty masters, James’s recasting of  this slave-narrative trope makes it all the 
more obvious how deliberately crafted for their audiences such accounts of  sexual transgression in 
slave narratives were. Drawing from the scene alluded to in Prince’s narrative, which depicts Mr. D—’s 
“ugly fashion of  stripping himself  quite naked, and ordering me then to wash him in a tub of  water,” 
James writes his scene as one in which Lilith drowns Massa Roget as she bathes him, which in turn 
sets off a chain of  events wherein she murders everyone in the house—slaves, masters, and children—
leaving only Isobel alive. This enacts a horrifying destruction of  not only human life and property, but 
also more symbolically, a violent destruction of  the pieties of  the slave narrative form and the asexual 
positions their female authors were forced to occupy (Ferguson 77). 

  Through its gothic rendering of  the violence, horrors, and sexual excesses of  slavery in 
disturbingly explicit terms, The Book of  Night Women draws attention to how discourses of  race and 
gender-based resistance have become conventionalized and circular rather than progressive. Moreover, 
through the repetition of  the sentences “[e]very negro walk in a circle. Take that and make of  it what 
you will,” which appear at the beginning of  five chapters, the novel effects a temporal collapse that 
brings the horrific relations of  race-based oppression and the gothic terrors of  slavery into the present. 
In their first appearance, these two sentences not only grant and acknowledge the reader’s autonomy 
over her interpretations, but also introduce the routine of  lives lived in race-based bondage: “A circle 
like the sun, a circle like the moon, a circle like bad tidings that seem gone but always come back” 
(32). Circularity, as it is introduced here, conveys not only confinement and interminability, but also, 
paradoxically—as suggested by “walk”—movement and progression. In a novel about slavery, the use 
of  “negro” as the subject, rather than slave, lends itself  to non-specificity, extending the sentiment to 
those descended from slaves. These sentences, as they are repeated throughout the novel, draw attention 
to an interminable circularity in the progression of  negroes in bondage, while the use of  the adjective 
“every” extends this interminable circularity beyond the historical context of  slavery into the racialized 
oppositional work of  literary discourses. 

  The second repetition of  these lines, moreover, implies circularity in “the negro’s” lack of  insight 
into his/her strategies for gaining freedom. The narrator suggests a “negro” “never see that he walking 
round and round and always comeback to where he leave first. That be why the negro not free. He 
can’t walk like freeman and no matter where he walk the road take he right back to the chain, the 
branding iron, the cat-o’-nine or the noose” (119). At issue here are the modes of  securing freedom, 
what freedom means, and whether or not “every negro” has access to the prevailing understanding of  
freedom. Throughout the novel, Lilith’s actions pose challenges to how freedom has been imagined, 
defined, and experienced across a history of  literary forms, gothic novels and slave narratives included. 
As the narrator suggests, “the negro’s” concept of  the journey to freedom is one that ironically and 
frustratingly reinscribes implements of  bondage and, as such, becomes part of  the reason “why the 
negro not free.” 
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  In “every negro’s” third appearance in the novel, the ethos of  interminable circularity grounded 
in the historical context of  slavery shifts to reveal the possibility not necessarily of  breaking the 
circularity, but of  making it manageable enough to surmount. Accordingly, “sometimes that circle start 
to squeeze in on itself  and get smaller and smaller and smaller like a mark or a head. A head so small 
that the negro have one chance to stomp it with her foot and stomp it good” (218). Appearing midway 
through the novel, these sentences accompany a turning point in the plot when Lilith is able to shift the 
terms of  her brutalizing confinement. The “head stomping” that heralds Lilith’s literal murder of  the 
Roget family (a white magistrate, his wife, their young sons, and a slave woman) and destruction of  their 
Coulibre estate house figuratively invokes the development of  alternate possibilities for understanding 
oppositionality within literary practices. Of  Wide Sargasso Sea, I have suggested that “Bertha’s razing of  
Thornfield Hall can […] be read as an assertion of  sovereignty, one that liberates her from her attic 
prison while destroying the material and symbolic trappings of  her captivity in the process” (Harrison 
121). If  this is the case, the fact that James does not present self-immolation as the only path for Lilith’s 
empowerment offers an iconoclastic rewriting of  the possibilities for resistance among Caribbean 
women. In this instance, the repeated sentences hint at the possibility of  surmounting the problems 
within contemporary oppositional discourses by first apprehending where circular conventionalization 
occurs, and then deliberately trampling or standing on top of  these conventions. The novel enacts this 
trampling and surmounting in its at times violent re-inhabitation of  traditional forms like the slave 
narrative, and in its revisions of  gothic techniques.  

  In their penultimate appearance in Chapter 25, the repeated sentences draw attention to how a 
circularity imposed on the lives of  slaves for the plantation’s productivity also functions in the lives of  
masters. Whereas “[b]lack man wake up to find circle make for him, beginning with the shackle that 
lock round him neck. White man circle come by him own choosing.” The narrator warns, “if  you the 
negro get take up in the white man life, you travel in circle too” (304). On the surface, this appears to be 
a warning to avoid the same elements used to enact domination while attempting to escape it. Up until 
this point, walking in a circle implies not only confinement in a system of  literal slavery, but also the 
confinement of  the means through which opposition to these systems has been articulated. Reiterated 
here is the need to assume a more suspicious stance towards racial prescriptivism as it is manifested and 
conventionalized in oppositional frameworks. 

With this in mind, it is unsurprising that the final repetition of  these sentences in the last chapter 
of  the novel appears at the beginning of  a paragraph that once again inscribes the circularity of  negro 
life, in this instance with the suggestion of  generational perpetuity. Thus, “sometimes when a negro die 
and another negro take him place, even if  that negro not be blood, they still fall in step with the same 
circle” (412). The sentences literally describe the fantasy of  trans-individual transmission underlying 
race consciousness, even as they performatively enact it. At the same time, the five repetitions call 
attention to this process—and to the book’s formal strategies more generally—in ways that potentially 
undermine the frustrating ossification of  initially vital strategies for resistance. Thus, travelling in 
a circle implies not only confinement in a system of  literal slavery, but also the confinement of  the 
means through which opposition to these systems has been articulated. In repeating these sentences 
five times, circularity takes center stage on multiple levels: that of  the text itself; that of  the themes we 
associate with narratives of  slavery (racialized discourses of  freedom and resistance); and that of  literary 
practices. Circularity, on all three levels (form, theme, and practice), is illuminated by the final aspect of  
the novel’s radical race critique of  neoliberal antiracism: its ending.
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If  official anti-racisms, via liberal race narratives, have contributed to disconnecting race from 
material conditions and limiting the horizon of  social possibility for overcoming racism, then leaving 
Lilith on the estate as property at the end of  the novel—where she is free, but for the formal papers—
both forecloses the sentimentalism of  self-actualization and forces us to see how race and material 
conditions remain imbricated. Indeed, this is the inescapability of  race-based oppression that the new 
black gothic emphasizes. Neoliberalism teaches us to value our individual freedoms, but what do these 
freedoms mean when they are entrenched in a larger system of  confinement and inequality, and our 
efforts to escape this system remain fixed in individual endeavors? Indeed, if  neoliberalism remains 
committed to creative destruction as a form of  constant revolution without content, “every negro walk 
in a circle” that goes far beyond the plantation.

Notes
1  My emphasis
2  According to David Eng, the ethnic literary text “has often been said to function as a proxy for 

history. This has placed particular pressure and urgency on the literary form to perform what is 
‘missing’ in history and to represent otherwise unrepresented communities” (1484).

3  Nadia Ellis describes being “rather less convinced that understanding Jamaica requires quite this 
much of  everything: pages, characters, violence, sex.” 

4  James himself  notes his affinity for modernist writing—Faulkner and Woolf  specifically—in both 
interviews and the acknowledgements in his novels.

5  Within the gothic tradition, the western binary oppositions whose boundaries are threatened by 
the feminine include masculine/feminine, life/death, natural/supernatural, ancient/modern, 
realistic/artificial, and unconscious/conscious (Hogle 9). 

6  See Sheri-Marie Harrison, “New Black Gothic.” Los Angeles Review of  Books, 23 June 2018 
lareviewofbooks.org/article/new-black-gothic.

7  With thanks to my colleague Emily Friedman for help identifying the latter text as Defoe’s.
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Femme Finale: Gender, 
Violence and Nation in 
Marlon James’ Novels
Lauren Shoemaker

As she enters the white landowner’s house in Marlon James’ John Crow’s Devil, the 
Widow Greenfield declares that “men [are] broken in a way that no woman [can] fix” 
and “the only full man [is] a dead one, because that [is] the only time mind and body 
[do] the same thing” (185). Across James’ three novels there are plenty of  men: preachers, 
plantation owners, Johnny-jumpers, gang members and dons. Across all three novels, the 
final image is one of  an unlikely heroine surviving torrents of  violence often attributed 
to nationalist constructions of  masculinity and citizenship. Why has the endurance of  a 
woman, and an unlikely, secondary character at that, become something of  a pattern for 
Marlon James? Rather than developing into a signature, however, James’ unlikely heroines 

Source: If  the plants grow here there must be light, photo by Nadia Huggins.
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collectively form variations on a theme:1 women are often left standing when the smoke clears and they 
become symbols of  futurity, continuance or bearing witness. While it might be tempting to reduce this 
reading to a simplistic observation that a woman will survive the effusive violence James’ readers have 
come to expect in his novels, I wish instead to complicate this assertion using Sheri-Marie Harrison’s 
conclusion that “fourth-wave Caribbean literature is an evaluation not only of  the last half  century 
of  political sovereignty but also of  the mechanisms put in place to achieve that sovereignty” (Jamaica’s 
Difficult Subjects 180). It is not that women survive because of  some inherent trait, but rather because 
the project of  constructing a nation is heavily invested in reproduction, and a woman in the final pages, 
amid particularly masculine-scripted violence, easily promises this futurity. However, James increasingly 
indicts and interrogates this investment in the national ideals of  respectable femininity and sexuality: 
the women who end each novel turn this assumed image on its head by challenging the limited binary 
choice of  either resistance or complicity. James’ femme finales navigate mundane gendered experiences 
that demonstrate ambivalence towards Jamaican nationalist projects, namely, hegemonic gender 
ideology through respectable citizenship.

While each of  these women who end James’ novels are, in all but one case, fully developed 
characters with agency, they also become the voices which readers least expect to deliver the final 
addresses in the novels. Evolving in each example, James’ femme finale becomes less an obvious, 
central character and increasingly a link across space and time in order to portray particularly 
feminine experiences of  violence in Jamaica and its diaspora. Two of  these characters populate pre-
independence settings, which suggests that respectability discourse and its attendant gender ideology 
are rooted in colonial hierarchies. Caribbean studies scholarship on the primacy of  heteronormative, 
respectable citizenship and how it shapes sex work provides the foundation for a close reading of  Mary 
Greenfield’s, Lovey Quinn’s and Nina Burgess’ narratives as a continuum between resistance and 
complicity.

James indicts a few of  these conventional ideas throughout his oeuvre, most noticeably 
compulsory heterosexuality and its centrality to nation-building. Deborah Thomas’ ethnographic 
exploration of  Jamaican culture in the late-twentieth century, Modern Blackness, offers a rich description 
of  nationalism as it relates to sexual ideology and the ways it is expressed and felt in everyday activities. 
Thomas explains that the creole, multiracial nationalist project between the 1940s and 1960s, which 
sought to bring a sense of  belonging and pride (as well as naturalize new “relations of  authority”), 
upheld certain citizens’ lifestyles and visions of  economic and cultural development (Modern Blackness 
5). Debates over who is represented and what values are celebrated are ongoing in Jamaica, as in 
much of  the Caribbean post-independence. Thomas writes, “[u]ltimately, these debates have also been 
about the extent to which national representations [...]reproduce colonial racial, ethnic, class, cultural, 
and gendered hierarchies of  power throughout the postindependence period, both institutionally and 
interpersonally” (5). Thomas describes the Colonial Development and Welfare Act of  1940 as renewing 
emphasis on the conjugal, nuclear family and as a key not only to social development, but also to “the 
motor of  modern economic progress,” as familial relations are seen as influencing labor productivity, 
absenteeism and community and self-help programs (49). The social traces of  poverty are blamed 
on the lack of  family organization and the social programs aimed to “solve” this because it is largely 
believed that implementation of  other social programs focusing on health or education are contingent 
on the presence of  nuclear family units (50).
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M. Jacqui Alexander’s work on Bahamian laws that regulate women’s sexuality by 
criminalizing non-reproductive sex, in “Not Just (Any) Body Can Be a Citizen” and later in Pedagogies 
of  Crossing, reflects the state’s articulation of  compulsory heterosexuality in the twenty-first century. 
Emphasizing tourism as the economic development on which the nation relies, the state’s rationale 
is a safe environment for heterosexual North American tourists, while at the same time concealing 
the prevalence of  sex tourism and its lucrative industry (Alexander, Pedagogies 26). Such economic 
development is predicated on a particular vision of  cultural values, as Thomas argues, one that 
prioritizes “respectability.” She defines respectability as “a value complex emphasizing the cultivation 
of  education, thrift, industry, self-sufficiency via land ownership, moderate Christian living, community 
uplift, the constitution of  family through legal marriage and related gendered expectations, and 
leadership by the educated middle classes” (5–6). In Jamaica, these values have been in constant tension 
with more explicitly racialized values, associated with the rural peasantry and “ideologically linked to 
a mythical or actual Africa,” as part of  another debate on the meaning of  Africa in Jamaica’s past and 
present (6). Thomas’ study explores this racialized vision of  citizenship, informed by and informing the 
transnational movement of  people and capital, in-depth. James’ characters increasingly take part in 
these cultural debates as nuanced individuals, revealing indifference to previous representations of  the 
binary of  hegemony and resistance, which both Harrison and Thomas urge critics to abandon. Mary 
Greenfield, Lovey Quinn and Nina Burgess represent ongoing negotiations within systems of  power in 
specific historical moments in Jamaica and the diaspora.

A great amount of  the scholarship on Marlon James’ novels focuses on violence and sexuality; 
this certainly seems appropriate given how frequently his characters suffer or inflict violence, engage 
in behaviors deemed deviant by prevailing cultural norms or combine the two for the purpose of  
interrogating historically and culturally permissible agency, or its limitations. Instead of  focusing on 
the egregious examples of  violence, this analysis centers around the three women who end James’ 
novels, describing their more mundane—though no less damaging—experiences as representative 
of  black and third world feminism, and the critiques the narratives open up for dissecting race and 
gender oppression. As Cherríe Moraga articulates in the preface of  This Bridge Called My Back, “[w]
omen of  color have traditionally served as the gateways—the knowledge-holders—to those profoundly 
silent areas of  expression and oppression” (xxi). To foreground these women is to relocate the modes 
of  analysis to Sylvia Wynter’s “demonic ground,” (“Beyond Miranda’s Meanings” 356) where the 
categories of  race and gender had previously precluded the narrative function and from which 
meanings are produced that are conscious and critical of  universalist, western epistemologies. Mary 
Greenfield, Lovey Quinn and Nina Burgess do not experience the more harrowing acts of  violence in 
the novels, yet their narratives offer an array of  gendered experiences that attest to anti-black, capitalist 
patriarchy in both Jamaica and the United States. These women also connect varied historical moments 
in Jamaica and abroad, suggesting the commonalities of  such ideologies of  race and gender over 
centuries and across the Atlantic. As Moraga writes, “[t]o view the world today through a feminist of  
color lens shatters all barriers of  state-imposed nationality” (xvi). This echoes Alexander’s conclusion 
that the nation-state’s reliance on heterosexuality to constitute and imagine itself  is its very source of  
instability (Pedagogies 23). Both theorists’ assertions about the utility of  analysis that centers nationality 
and citizenship reveal the inseparable relationship between culture and politics and the private and 
the public spheres. While the constructions of  Jamaican masculinity might be more overt in John 
Crow’s Devil and A Brief  History of  Seven Killings, it is worthwhile to explore a pattern that emerges across 
James’ novels concerning female characters. The way these women sometimes knowingly conform 
to respectability politics2 demonstrates how James continues to utilize the kinds of  stereotypes that 
Harrison admits to being frustrated by in order to critique the ongoing process of  postcoloniality3 in 
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Jamaica. James’ femme finales are rarely resistant, liberated characters. However, their ambivalence 
to the gendered structures of  nationalist projects is a strength rather than a weakness in the texts; 
it interrogates the compromises and limitations that nationalist projects create in the service of  a 
normative (male) national identity.

Mary Greenfield, Like a Mother and a Lover

John Crow’s Devil follows a battle between two religious leaders in the imagined town of  Gibbeah, 
Jamaica in 1957. Both are flawed preachers: Hector Bligh, an adulterer and alcoholic incapable 
of  leading a congregation in the past but newly penitent and redeemed, and Lucas York, sexually 
abused as a child and intent on spreading syphilis through the use of  Christian fundamentalism and 
its hypocrisy. As Harrison discusses in her introduction to Jamaica’s Difficult Subjects, on the surface, the 
novel seems to participate in destructive stereotypes of  queer subjects. It is troubling that the novel 
posits Bligh as a symbol of  good and York as a devil. Harrison writes that she “had to acknowledge and 
begin to question [her] expectation that West Indian literature necessarily should serve the productive 
political purposes of  fostering and edifying post-colonial Caribbean communities” (3). Ultimately, 
she reads the depiction of  queerness in John Crow’s Devil as critique of  “nationalism’s reliance on a 
framework that is governed by essentialized notions of  national citizenship”; heteronormatively defined 
citizenship in the era between emancipation and political sovereignty (178). Starting with this reading, I 
wish to extend this framework to the depiction of  Mary Greenfield as well. She seems to be a secondary 
character whose narration becomes more central to the plot by the end and who stands as James’ first 
femme finale. The portrayal of  the Widow reveals a particularly gendered, complex experience of  
heteronormative, patriarchal citizenship in mid-twentieth century Jamaica, although she is possibly the 
least ambivalent of  the three women and the most central character discussed here.

Referred to consistently as the Widow or Widow Greenfield, she is only sporadically called 
“Mary” throughout the text, foregrounding her identity through her former marriage and the death 
of  her husband, and somewhat downplaying the biblical reference to Mary, Jesus’ mother. This name 
and identity are imposed on her by a patriarchal culture that assigns her value through the loss of  her 
husband. Initially depicted as a broken woman who curses God (possibly alcohol and Lucinda too) for 
her grief, she takes pity on Bligh at his lowest point and mothers him back to strength to battle York, 
who is known as the Apostle. Throughout the novel, she is problematically cast as a mother to Bligh. 
Such a motherly role is supposedly healing for her -- according to the third person narration -- though 
regaining her sexual life and agency is articulated more clearly by Mary herself. She is portrayed as 
indifferent to norms of  shame when Bligh exits the shower naked and she uses the toilet before he is out 
of  sight, and such indifference is attributed to her past marriage: “After eleven years with a man, she no 
longer recognized the walls that men and women kept up between each other” (James, John Crow’s Devil 
48). Narrated from Bligh’s perspective, however, the familiarity she exhibits also diminishes her sexual 
being; the bathroom, pink and lilac with a lace shower curtain, is seen as a remnant of  her former self  
(48), the elaborate meal she cooks must be for his entertainment and consumption, not a typical meal 
that she might prepare for herself  (50), and he reads bitterness into her physical features (51). The 
limited third person narration in this section frames Mary as sexless but finding new meaning in caring 
for a man again: “But widowhood came too soon. She was the youngest of  them in the village. Old 
women were better prepared [...]But Mr. Greenfield died young. She carried the memory like Sisyphus. 
This was the thing that widows did until death came for them too” (51). The ellipses above excise a 
passage about what happens to a man when sexual intimacy ceases in a marriage, and the passage 
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quoted suggests a sexless old age is somehow more expected and tolerated by women as an essential 
feature of  their gender. 

The narrator’s/Bligh’s perspective invokes the systemic denial of  a pleasurable sex life for 
older women, as materialist feminist theorists have previously outlined, tracing the earliest instances 
of  accusations of  witchcraft against elderly widows who were exercising a right to a sexual life down 
to modern instances of  respectability politics.4 Proper widowhood translates to waiting for death. Her 
caretaking of  Bligh leads her on a contradictory path that casts her as both mother and lover: “But 
he was hers now and she felt like a mother and a lover whenever she allowed herself  to.[...] She hated 
him, she thought, as all women must hate the men who undid them” (165–66). The roles of  mother 
and lover are irreconcilable for Mary; such familiarity as she expressed earlier with Bligh’s nakedness 
makes his rebuff of  her as a lover inevitable. He expressed embarrassment and resentment at her initial 
caretaking actions: “He was to be reduced from a man to a child, helpless and under manners” (48). 
The passage describing Bligh’s rejection reveals her yearning to escape her societal position and label:

‘Me don’t want to be no widow no more. Me don’t want be no widow. Me want to be a 
woman. You can give me that, Jesus? Give it to me, Jesus, give it to me, Jesus. Turn me 
back into woman. Give it to me, Jesus.’ She had lifted up her skirt and there were no 
panties underneath. She moved toward him, her eyes wet with tears and fingers gripping 
the swept-up skirt tightly. Between her legs was dark, empty[...] She grabbed his crotch 
and squeezed. Hector pushed her off, harder than he intended. The Widow stumbled 
onto the bed, sobbing. (83)

For her, “woman” and “widow” are mutually exclusive; one has the right to sexual intimacy while the 
other does not. She remains confined by gender ideology, which limits her desirability. Only through 
flashbacks to her rivalry with Lucinda does the reader perceive her as having a sexual life. Mary 
inexplicably drops this need for a sexual life over the course of  the novel, supposedly replacing it with a 
spiritual calling.

Even after Bligh’s rejection of  her, Mary remains faithful to him (“his stupidity had infected her, 
causing her to give it new names, like devotion, passion, and mission”) and receives physical violence 
from the Five, the Apostle’s unofficial bodyguards and goons in return (148). These events mark the 
completion of  Mary’s de-sexualization; if  previously she sought reentrance into heteronormative, 
respectable society through a relationship with Bligh, then these passages indicate that she has 
abandoned that desire. Clearly a much more pivotal character by the end of  the novel, her discovery 
of  the Apostle’s identity, a victim of  sexual abuse who has returned to infect and destroy the town, is 
how the reader learns his identity. Tellingly, however, she does not chase after Bligh to attempt to save 
him from the final battle with the Apostle: “The Widow remained standing, accepting his absence from 
the house. Her blue dress seemed a stupid thing. She no longer wished to wear it. She wanted to peel 
the memory of  him, the musk of  him, away from her skin” (208). Her mothering role completed, she 
seems to be preparing to be the next to lead the community. She “took out the chicken that she had 
already seasoned” and changed her dress (215). Seemingly mundane acts, these are meaningful because 
she does them for her own benefit rather than to please Bligh. The final image of  Mary presents her 
as collapsing the boundaries between binary gender (in her light blue dress and men’s work boots) and 
between “judgment and redemption, rescue and damnation, despair and hope” (230). As James’ first 
femme finale, she raises two fingers, like Bligh had previously done after his own redemption, signaling 
that she has plans to take on a spiritual role in Gibbeah, but one very different from either of  her 
predecessors. 
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Mary Greenfield’s spiritual leadership at the end of  John Crow’s Devil underscores her importance 
and amplified contribution to the narrative, which seems to follow a clash between two religious 
men, yet it also relies on an image of  a woman as a symbol of  futurity. The trope works by reducing 
individuals to the biological functions of  wombs, perpetuating a nationalist ideology that equates 
women with mothers, the same heteronormative structure that Harrison identifies as detrimental 
to queer subjects. However, Mary Greenfield has used the role respectability (and Bligh through his 
rejection) has forced on her, the denial of  a sexual life, to become a spiritual guide worthy of  her 
namesake. The ideological contradiction of  the Virgin Mary is that she sets the standard for female 
behaviour in terms of  sexual purity, yet sex is necessary in order to become a mother. Joél Madore 
identifies Mary as both the Jungian archetype of  the Reluctant Hero and the Jamaican signature of  a 
Black Moses (69), but her experience is shaped much more by gender than those archetypes reveal. At 
the end of  the novel, Mary Greenfield stands alone, a testament to the particular, gendered and raced 
experience of  Jamaican women in the mid-twentieth century—the experience of  the denial of  sexuality 
for a widow within the structure of  respectability politics but also the social mobility that an investment 
in those politics makes possible. Through a problematic participation in ‘mothers of  the nation’ 
ideology, Mary gains a certain amount of  power as Gibbeah’s next spiritual leader.

Lovey Quinn, “Somebody Must Give Account”

Though The Book of  Night Women chronicles the life of  Lilith, an enslaved, mixed-race woman on 
the Montpelier and then the Coulibre plantation in the late-eighteenth and early-nineteenth centuries, 
Lilith’s story is narrated by her child Lovey. Lovey’s existence and role as narrator is only revealed to the 
reader in the final pages of  the novel. Critical attention to this novel has produced engaging analyses on 
the specific workings of  violence and gender in plantation slavery by close reading Lilith’s relationship 
with Robert Quinn, the white overseer. Sam Vásquez and Curdella Forbes are most notable among 
these critics for illuminating how James problematizes the enslaved women’s responses to their 
domination and the ways these responses have informed a specifically Jamaican history of  sexuality 
and economy for women. Instead, my analysis centers Lilith’s progeny as a femme finale, a woman 
positioned as an unlikely character of  importance who relates a particularly feminized experience of  
Jamaican history. As Ana Ozuna writes, Lovey Quinn “reads classical English texts [...]yet embraces the 
power of  the pen to recount a gendered national history of  Jamaica, centering the historical memory 
of  the ‘night women’” (143). In the account of  her mother throughout the bulk of  the novel, Lovey’s 
subjectivity only rarely erupts to remind readers that the narration is provided by a character. For many 
scholars, this has meant that only the first few paragraphs and the final pages are the limited traces 
available from which to form a reading of  Lovey. Two recent examples of  scholarship illustrate how the 
paucity of  her textual subjectivity leads to competing interpretations. Elena Machado Saez reads Lovey 
Quinn as ambivalent to a lineage that would associate him/herself  to the night women, and she also 
reads a gender ambiguity into Lovey that other critics have not engaged (117). Part of  Saez’s argument 
is that The Book of  Night Women forecloses literacy as a means of  liberation and education, and she reads 
Lovey as “the inheritor of  a forced poetics, a discursive legacy that does not allow Lovey to formulate 
a subjectivity distinct from that of  Lilith” (118). In other words, Saez sees Lovey as forced to identify 
within a gender binary in order to establish writerly authority, because such authority will privilege the 
narrative in terms of  (cisgender) marketplace value. The same final pages lead Ozuna to conclude that 
Lovey “celebrates her ability to become spirit and [...]enter a metaphysical realm beyond coloniality 
[which] signals her affinity to the night women’s rebellious legacy, their maroon consciousness and 
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embrace of  Afro-Caribbean spiritual percepts” (143). Ozuna describes Lovey’s writing as “unapologetic 
[...]about the rebellious fervor of  her foremothers” (143). Certainly, only mining a few pages where the 
identity of  our storyteller is revealed is just as likely to produce differing interpretations as considering 
much more of  the novel—after all, the entirety of  Lilith’s life is a tale crafted by Lovey. Saez makes 
an astute critique of  Lovey’s position: it is subject to a gender binary that will grant his/her narrative 
a privileged status. I argue that there is still value in maintaining the category of  woman for analysis, 
especially when such clear relationships between a gender category and specific types of  violence 
resonate in the text. The maintenance of  a category of  difference does not need to exclude readings of  
queer characters, as Saez has demonstrated. 

Because Forbes and Vásquez’s articles unsparingly demonstrate the links between race, gender 
and explicit sexual violence as cultural and economic legacies of  plantation slavery in Jamaica, it is 
necessary only to extend these touchstone arguments in order to interrogate the significance of  this 
entire novel being delivered by a woman. Forbes only mentions Lovey in passing in her discussion of  
the prevalence of  the Jamaican badword in the women’s speech, especially those words often viewed as 
evidence of  male misogyny:

James recasts the Jamaican badword [...]as part of  a language of  horrific excess that links 
sexual relations to the abjection of  slavery. Thus litanies of  badwords, heaped in prolific 
accretions upon each other [...]function as James’s depiction of  how women’s bodies have 
been debased in slavery (serial rape; sexual mutilations; forced labor, including childbirth).

The women’s speech, as well as the men’s and the narrative register, is liberally laced with 
such words that function as a form of  expressive rage (an unpacking of  the heart with 
words whose extremity points to the inadequacy of  words to express horror). And because 
the book’s main speakers and finally revealed narrator are women, this use of  badwords 
frames the text as women’s speaking of  the unspeakable. (6–7)

Forbes notes that the “litanies of  badwords” appear in all characters’ speech as well as in the narrative 
register, suggesting that Lovey is no exception, and possibly the mouthpiece par excellence, participating 
in “a psychic rage” invoked to counter their reduction to biological parts. An appropriation of  this 
language frames the women’s experiences of  unspeakable violence in a certain way: “the women enter 
and embrace the space of  horror where they meet themselves coming back” (Forbes 7). Having Lovey 
participate in this verbal violence is James’ narrativization of  the specifically gendered sexual violence 
suffered by enslaved women. Lovey’s identity, revealed in the final pages as the progeny capable of  
narrativizing the unspeakable, is her own way of  meeting herself  (through the story of  her birth), which 
not only mirrors her mother’s birth but also revisits her mother’s methods of  resistance to colonial 
domination. 

If  the final pages of  The Book of  Night Women depict ambivalence in Lovey’s half-hearted embrace 
of  her mother and the night women’s revolutionary plight, as Saez detects, perhaps it is caused by the 
futility of  the methods available, as mirrored in the narrative that she has just related. This ambivalence 
appears in a refrain that begins five separate chapters spread throughout the novel; Lovey writes, “Every 
negro walk in a circle. Take that and make of  it what you will” (James, The Book of  Night Women 33,120, 
223, 313, 421). While the refrain refers to specific plot turns each time it occurs, taken together they 
suggest that we notice the cyclical nature of  the first few and final pages, leading to an understanding 
of  Lovey’s feeling of  futility. Lovey describes reading the same texts that Lilith used to learn to read; she 
is a child born from coerced sex, if  not rape, just like her mother, and she finds comfort in some of  the 
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practices of  the night women, if  not their company and association, just like her mother did (426–27). 
Lovey’s ambivalence towards even relating the story surfaces as well: “The first time me write, me 
wanted to tell a different story, a story ‘bout me, not a story ‘bout her, but such is she that every nigger 
story soon become a tale ‘bout they mother, even the parts that she didn’t tell herself ” (427). Though 
she completes Lilith’s story, she describes her reluctance to do so. Literacy did not offer her mother 
liberation, and Lovey feels it was given to her merely as a means to narrate Lilith’s story and is therefore 
a burden, not a gift: “But she didn’t teach me for me but for her, for when the time come to write her 
song, she have somebody true to be her witness” (426). Lovey is certainly a less central character than 
Mary Greenfield, only exerting her subjectivity in small passages, but Lovey is more ambivalent about 
espousing a radical politics or even resisting the colonial violence she is witness to through her mother’s 
narrative—she participates in the linguistic violence of  the woman’s reduction to female reproductive 
biology and processes, the “psychic rage” that Forbes identifies as horror poetics (7). However, Lovey 
falls in the middle of  a continuum regarding her ambivalence because she does provide a detailed, 
gendered history of  enslaved Jamaican women, even if  begrudgingly.

Nina Burgess, “The Only Way Forward is Through”

Based on the first few pages of  Nina Burgess’ first section in A Brief  History of  Seven Killings, the 
reader might assume she is a bystander, a groupie of  the Singer, meant merely to confirm details in 
the narrative about the security surrounding the Singer’s house and the developing importance of  a 
suspicious green scooter. Hoping to catch the Singer’s attention and ask for help obtaining passports 
for herself  and her family, Nina is on a stakeout at the bus stop on Hope Road until she is picked up 
by police for breaking curfew. Between the police and her confrontation with her parents, her sections 
depict a particularly gendered, violent experience of  Jamaica in 1976. Confirmed by her much later 
in the novel, the account of  the assassination attempt on the Singer by Bam-Bam in free verse poetry 
places Nina at the house as Josey Wales and his men exit: “Angel don’t know she stepping into hell” 
(A Brief  History 243). Terrified that she will be hunted and murdered for being present at the shooting, 
she disappears to evade Josey—though it remains unclear from others’ narratives whether or not Josey 
sees Nina as enough of  a threat to search for her and have her killed. Three times throughout the rest 
of  the novel, we are introduced to a seemingly new woman, working diligently to suppress a secret 
past and blend in with her surroundings and who is revealed to be another identity of  Nina. While the 
majority of  the novel centers on the men responsible for the assassination attempt on the Singer, as well 
as these gang members’ associations with CIA agents, the character of  Nina, aka Kim, aka Dorcas, 
aka Millicent immigrates to the United States along with the gang members’ narrative. Nina narrates 
specifically gendered experiences of  violence and residual trauma that prioritize self-preservation and is 
ambivalent toward either rejecting or espousing a Jamaican nationalist project based on respectability 
politics.

It might seem strange to apply a feminist lens to the novel given its subject matter, but James’ 
final character is yet again a woman, and perhaps the character least central to the story. This femme 
finale offers the most complete inner monologue to demonstrate how her everyday experiences are 
shaped by Jamaican middle-class gender ideology, yet Nina shows the most ambivalence towards the 
respectable citizenship expected of  Jamaican women. Resentful that politics dictates so much of  her 
life, Nina attributes this to her nationality and culture, rather than an inherent connection between 
public and private life through mechanisms of  power. “I hate that just because I live here I’m supposed 
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to live politics. And there’s nothing you can do. If  you don’t live politics, politics will live you” (31). 
Nina sees Jamaican culture as exceptional in this regard, but as feminist and especially materialist 
feminist conceptual frameworks teach us, politics register very clearly in mundane experiences, which 
we assume to be in the private sphere, in many historical contexts and geographical boundaries.5 The 
most noticeable trait of  Nina’s narrative is the degree to which her experiences and opinions are shaped 
by middle-class, Jamaican respectability politics. These kinds of  politics surface in a number of  places 
and reveal her ambivalence towards them in the methods Nina chooses of  either espousing or rejecting 
them.

Nina reminisces about her sexual encounter with the Singer, a moment that she revels in 
frequently, as she mentions her “song” almost as a refrain: “Midnight Ravers is about me” (46). 
However, she counters such reminiscing with an internalized policing of  feminine sexuality. “What 
does it say that I can pass the entire day doing nothing. If  it means I’m one of  those girls that serve no 
damn purpose” (103). Her own thoughts are reinforced by the interactions that she has with men in 
two scenes in particular. Again, her reactions in these situations are mixed; she seems indignant at times 
about the misogyny she encounters, and yet she embraces it, even partaking in it herself  at other times.

Her first encounter is with the police who pick her up for violating curfew. She narrates the 
trauma of  knowing that rape is imminent:

You can’t really know how it feels, just knowing deep down that in a few minutes these 
men will rape you.[...]The men haven’t touched you yet but you’ve already blamed 
yourself, you stupid naïve little bitch this is how man in uniform rape a woman, when you 
still think they are there to take your cat out of  a tree, like this is a Dick and Dora story 
[...]Because when this happens it’s your fault. Why didn’t you get out? Why didn’t you 
leave? (121)

Nina narrates a painful list of  thoughts while she waits to be raped, a powerful indictment of  how 
sexual violence against women is normalized, especially by the police, in 1970s Jamaica: “I can’t 
imagine anything worse than waiting for a rape [...]You’re already thinking past the rape, to the longer 
dresses you will buy, the stocking that will reach just above the knee” (122). While she is thinking 
through how she will change her appearance so as to not attract male attention, she finds herself  
cussing and starts to allow respectability discourse to shape even her experience of  sexual violence. 
Nina reprimands herself  for cussing through a comparison to her sister: “Any more cussing and I might 
as well call myself  Kim-Marie Burgess. She should be the one in this car right now, she and her free-
loving ways. No. That is a wicked thing to think. Except me can’t stop thinking it. Nobody deserve 
this. But she deserve it more than me” (123). Even as she is waiting to experience sexual violence, she 
partakes in victim-blaming rather than interrogating the respectability ideology that displaces the 
blame from violent patriarchy onto women’s sexuality. Nina’s relationship with her sister is certainly one 
shaped by a misogyny that pits women against each other in competition for both sexual partners and 
affection or approval from parents. The latter provides Nina’s second violent interaction with men that 
reinforces her internalized policing of  women’s sexuality. This time, however, her response is a much 
more resounding rejection of  the respectable citizenship defined by men.

Asked to come to her parents’ house, Nina arrives, not suspecting that Kimmy has told their 
parents about Nina and the Singer. Their mother voices her disappointment: “All those years of  bathing 
and I still couldn’t wash the slut out of  you. Maybe you should have get more beating. Maybe I should 
have just beat it out of  you” (199). Nina tries to compare her sexual intimacy with that of  Kimmy and 
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her Rastafarian boyfriend, but Nina knows she cannot tell her mother the truth, that Kimmy also has 
had sex with the Singer: “She knows I’m not going to tell them about her because one bad daughter 
would depress my mother, but two would finish her off[...] I’m almost impressed by the bitch” (201). At 
first it seems as though Nina will take the punishment in silence rather than forcefully include her sister 
in it as well, and Nina’s physical overpowering of  her father comes as a surprise. She beats him with 
the buckle end of  the belt while her mother screams and she “look[s] at Kimmy” (204). This time she 
directs her anger and her rejection of  such policing of  her sexual agency at its source, though she knows 
that her sister has used this expectation of  respectability as a weapon against her. Nina’s first section 
alone establishes James’ portrayal of  women’s complicated embeddedness in respectability discourses.

Kim Clarke’s narrative, two years later, brings Nina’s ambivalence to respectability into sharper 
focus. As Kim, Nina embodies a contradiction, condemning her own sexual thoughts about Luke Duke 
from The Dukes of  Hazzard, yet ultimately banking on her sexuality to be her way out of  Jamaica (279). 
She has “shacked up” with Chuck, an American working for Alcorp, Bauxite mining near Montego 
Bay, in the hopes of  leaving the island with him when he returns to Arkansas. Kim uses her sexuality for 
self-preservation even as she reproduces a respectability discourse. She expresses concern about how her 
neighbors might view her, first as “a woman,” then “that woman,” and finally “him woman,” moving 
from the probable prostitute, then possible maid and finally to his regular lover (277). Kim describes sex 
with Chuck and mentions the probability of  Chuck’s familiarity with the stereotype of  hyper-sexualized 
Jamaican women before coming to Montego Bay, but she does not express any reluctance to utilize the 
stereotype for her benefit: “of  course he likes it the black bitch that finally makes him go wild—he must 
have heard the story about Jamaican girls two years before he even landed with a technical drawing kit 
and a cock-stand” (279). Kim also trades sex for her visa at the Justice of  the Peace earlier that same 
day, first reliving it in a dramatic retelling, then correcting her memory: “You’re lying now. A lot of  
that really happened. But you said nothing to the man, you didn’t even grunt. You just raised your skirt 
and pulled down your panties and prayed that the man didn’t have syphilis” (293). She even wonders if  
the sex was necessary or if  she “were probably the first woman that fell for the threat and he couldn’t 
believe his luck” (293). Kim asks herself  if  it was worth it, and answers with an emphatic “yes, yes, yes 
damn it” (293) followed, for dramatic effect, by a litany of  other sexual favors she would have done, if  
necessary, for an exit. Her imaginative flourishes and profanity become a stylistic trait—one that helps 
readers to identify her each time we are introduced to a “new” woman. 

Also, these articulations of  sex as part of  a transaction, whether for the transportation or the 
documentation to go to the United States, have a long history within the Caribbean where over-
sexualization, as Kamala Kempadoo argues, is part of  the colonial legacy (2). Kempadoo traces “how 
sexuality in the Caribbean has been and continues to be material for the reproduction of  the workforce, 
family, and nation as well as for boosting national economies and, as such, constitutes important 
economic resources in the region” (3). Race and ethnicity play large roles in this global sexual economy, 
and have, since the earliest colonial encounters, as Robert J.C. Young and Anne McClintock have 
argued, shaped fantasies about the exotic and align women with the landscapes of  the Caribbean, 
both at the ready for European expansion and consumption. Both Kempadoo’s Sexing the Caribbean 
and Denise Brennan’s What’s Love Got to Do with It? foreground sex work or sex in exchange for a visa 
as avenues for women’s agency in the context of  sexual commodification via tourism, yet as Donette 
Francis points out, by the end of  Brennan’s study, “locations like Sosua [in the Dominican Republic], 
firmly situated in the developing world, reproduce existing global inequalities” despite the women’s 
best efforts to engage in sex work as an “advancement strategy” (Francis 57). Vásquez sees Lilith as 
complicating Kempadoo’s theorization of  servitude in The Book of  Night Women when she acts as much 
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as a sexual master as a servant, and I posit Kim’s use of  transactional sex—with the Justice of  the 
Peace and with Chuck—as complicating Kempadoo’s articulation of  sexual labor as agential (Vásquez 
53). Transactional sex allows Kim to be an agent, accomplishing her own liberation in the case with 
the Justice, but a similar act with Chuck is difficult to read as liberating, especially when the terms of  
a transaction are unclear or avoided altogether. Chuck has exploited hegemonic gendered, racialized 
structures of  domination over his babykins; a white man purposefully avoiding putting a label on his and 
Kim’s relationship, but keeping the receipts by never removing his wedding ring during their affair. 

Kim’s belief  that sex with Chuck was transactional was naïve, so her ambivalence about living 
a hyper-sexual stereotype, even if  rationalized through the economic framing of  goods and services, 
is necessary for her survival and escape. In “Novel Insights,” Francis analyzes Angie Cruz’s Soledad to 
discuss the emotional toll on sex workers and how the abstraction of  emotional labor is inseparable 
from the worker’s identity and world (58). The protagonist, Olivia, much like Kim, finds ways to 
disassociate from her labor. When they are not able to disassociate themselves, sex workers suffer from 
“viewing themselves as deviants [...]which makes visible the link between this labor choice and mental 
and spiritual well-being” (62). Kim’s dream illustrates that she has come to value self-preservation over 
everything else, which horrifies her. She describes a child standing in her way to get through a gate, 
and her gory, repeated, stabbing of  the child does not bother her so long as she gains passage (A Brief  
History 284). The dream suggests that if  her moral compass has been compromised enough to allow her 
to remorselessly kill a child, then what is the significance of  adhering to respectable sexual mores? Yet, 
her self-policing of  dirty thoughts continues. Kim makes self-preservation her priority, and the constant 
inner monologue telling her to stop thinking (about her past life as Nina and that she will be killed for 
being a witness) is both how she will survive and how readers become aware that she is Nina living 
under a new name. The identity changes that Nina undergoes throughout the course of  A Brief  History 
of  Seven Killings are to some degree caused by her misreading her first transactional sexual encounter 
with the Singer years ago: as a former, one-time lover, she thought he might feel he owed her a visa. 
This misreading and her stakeout, position her to be in the wrong place at the wrong time, with life-
altering consequences.

When it becomes clear that Chuck does not intend to take her with him to Arkansas, Kim 
rejects this reliance on Chuck for her exit; having been exploited, she lights his beach shack on fire 
(313). Trying two avenues to leave Jamaica, Kim is successful in obtaining her visa, but the experience 
with Chuck changes her. Kim, in her identities yet to come, will not mistake sex for foolproof  currency 
again. She continues the inner monologue of  respectability and self-policing, but she also lives a 
modern life of  casual sex in New York, according to a few brief  anecdotes that slide into her narrative, 
which contradicts the image her conscience would have readers believe.

As Dorcas, Nina’s third identity, she finds work through a Jamaican temp agency in the Bronx. 
Dorcas also expresses contradictory feelings—she is terrified of  being recognized by other Jamaicans, 
yet her ability to live and work successfully in the United States is contingent on her employment 
at God Bless Employment Agency, an agency run by and for Jamaican immigrants. Dorcas is 
complimented on her manners and placed in wealthy houses because of  her “proper” English, evidence 
that she either willingly embraces respectability or will at least feign it for economic opportunities (441). 
At the same time, she would like to tell Chuck that the word “nigger” does not “quite have the kick he 
was counting on, nor bitch, nor cunt since Jamaican girl don’t response to none of  them things” when 
he threatens her after she asks for money (442). Dorcas’ Jamaican femininity encompasses both others’ 
expectations to conform to respectability and the expectation of  experiencing sexism, whether in the 
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form of  verbal abuse or, more commonly, unwanted sexual advances. These advances turn into sexual 
liaisons, muddling the distinction between sexual harassment and sexual liberation and foreclosing 
the possibility of  living up to respectability; Dorcas narrates her annoyance with Jamaicans (especially 
Jamaican men) one minute, only to be in bed with them, seemingly by choice, the next. She visits a 
Jamaican club in Brooklyn where a man approaches her:

[T]he Rasta eyeing me since I came in slid up to me at the bar and told me I needed a 
back rub. This was the part where they taught you that if  you ignore men they would go 
away. Except boys were always in the same class[...] He left his number on the dresser 
when I was asleep. Part of  me was prepared to be offended if  I saw money under the 
note, but part of  me kinda was hoping it was at least fifty bucks. (443–44)

This last line reveals ambivalence about the nature of  the encounter. James depicts Dorcas in a way that 
brings into relief  the emotional complications of  having previously engaged in sex work while also now 
seeking sex and a relationship for one’s personal needs and desires. That Dorcas’ sexual interactions are 
further complicated by her criticisms of  “real” Jamaicans versus second generation immigrants adds yet 
another level of  contradiction to her ambivalence. Being identified and discovered by someone from the 
island terrifies her, yet she ridicules the language of  the inauthentic Jamaican man: 

[W]hat type of  Jamaican uses a phrase like doesn’t look too good[...] He kept talking with 
the little Jamaican accent he got from his parents or maybe his neighbors. I didn’t have to 
hear him shorten Montego Bay to Montego, instead of  Mobay, to know he wasn’t a real 
Jamaican. (444)

Authenticity, in this case, might have scared Dorcas into rejecting the man. Someone she identifies 
as safely removed, a “no-commitment Jamerican,” however, will do (444). Her quip, “he gave 
himself  away the second he asked me if  I had cum” again articulates authentic Jamaican-ness as 
sexist, expecting sex that centers around male pleasure, yet her ridicule of  him for such a concern 
expresses ambivalence towards female sexual liberation (444). She redirects her orgasm to be about his 
authenticity instead of  about her own pleasure, demonstrating how even something as dis-respectable 
as casual sex can be made to adhere to a discourse of  national identity articulated through, seemingly, 
private cultural norms.

Dorcas’ ambivalence towards women’s sexual liberation continues in the jokes she shares with 
Ken, the man for whom she is hired to care. The dirty, sometimes racist, sometimes sexist, jokes they 
bond over sharply contrast with the self-policing she continues to narrate, though her mind wandering 
to the possibility of  sex with Ken suggests that she is attracted to him to some degree. She polices 
herself  through amusing quips, what has come to be part of  her signature voice, signaling to readers 
that we are still following Nina: “isn’t offering a drink just code for would you like to fuck me now?[...] 
A smile from a man is a down payment, Dorcas Palmer. Don’t sell him nothing” (532). Through Ken’s 
discovery of  How to Disappear Completely and Never Be Found in Dorcas’ bathroom, the reader discovers 
the strategies Nina has been using to change her identity and avoid detection. The memory lapses 
associated with Ken’s Alzheimer’s, however, provide Nina an escape from having to start over again 
and give up employment in a place where she enjoys the company. While Dorcas’ narrative brings Nina 
to the United States and continues her portrayal of  gendered experiences of  Jamaican diaspora in the 
late-twentieth century, it is through Millicent Segree that the reader feels and understands the long-
reaching effects of  the assassination attempt on the Singer.
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As the journalist Alexander Pierce describes to Eubie, the don threatening him to alter his story 
in the penultimate chapter, “at some point you gotta expand on a story. You can’t just give it focus, you 
gotta give it scope. Shit doesn’t just happen in a void, there’re ripples and consequences” (671). Nina’s 
narrative functions as just that—a scope that includes bystanders exposed to shocking violence. James 
choosing to end the novel with Millicent’s voice is testament to the importance of  following the last 
ripple to its decrescendo. In Nina’s final identity, she is training to be a nurse at Beth Israel hospital and 
her uniform provides the perfect outward appearance of  respectability: “Me looking like Miss Virgin 
Mary[...] You actually like the white stockings and no-sex-here shoes, remember?” (612). Millicent 
mentions menopause and the director of  her nursing school commenting on her age, though she makes 
it clear she still has casual sex, because relationships are complications (612). Her situation becomes 
complicated when Jamaicans start showing up to the hospital with gunshot wounds. As she cares for 
them, she is careful to not make eye contact because she “not no kindred spirit,” revealing that she 
still fears recognition (613). She experiences trauma when people around her talk of  Josey Wales, who 
is clearly responsible for the gunshot patients, and a prolonged encounter with the woman of  one of  
the Ranking Dons gang members causes her to have a flashback of  the shooting when she hears that 
Josey Wales is in prison (651). Just as Nina thought that it was particular to Jamaica that citizens live 
the politics of  their nation, Millicent believes that gun violence is endemic to Jamaica: “But why they 
bring it here? Why bring it to America?” (633). The woman corrects her reasoning, first asking if  she 
left everything behind in coming to America (“Is so you do it?”), then explains, “For some man, for 
plenty man, is that same crap the send them here. Otherwise them wouldn’t have no way to come to 
America” (633). These responses from the woman are effective in two ways. First, the latter explanation 
requires thinking through Jamaican violence as exceptional in the same way Deborah Thomas does in 
Exceptional Violence. Thomas carefully considers historical and economic global processes—of  slavery, 
debt and literal arms supplied by the CIA—over the centuries in order to reject Jamaica as the origin 
of  gang violence. Second, in asking if  Millicent was able to leave everything behind in immigrating, the 
woman prompts Millicent to reflect and admit that her past precipitated her life of  running and hiding. 
Put together, these two responses from the woman require Millicent to revisit her earlier assumption 
that only in Jamaica do citizens need to live politics or politics will live its citizens; citizenship is 
embodied, gendered and felt in mundane experiences as Nina’s placement in the novel solidifies. Yet 
citizenship is not contained within the nation; it exceeds it, destabilizing the usefulness of  the nation’s 
boundaries. This is not to say that nationhood is not a useful term of  analysis, but certainly James, as 
many diasporic writers do, problematizes its reaches.

The final chapter from Millicent, and the novel’s final one as well, follows her first visit to a 
Jamerican restaurant, which feels like cultural reconciliation. “I should think it’s a sign of  something 
deeper, that what I really want is to taste Jamaica and that just sounds like some psychological bullshit. 
Funnier to think I just want something Jamaican in my mouth that’s not a penis. Damn dirty woman—
no, damn dutty gal” (682). The conversation with the gang member’s woman spurs her search for 
comfort in cultural food, space and language, and the last line above, which echoes her earlier insistence 
on respectability, here reads closer to playful teasing than to self-chastisement. Millicent vomits when 
she reads the headline that Josey Wales burned to death in prison and, with that, she expels more than a 
decade of  fear and anxiety (685). Finally free to reconnect with her past, she calls her sister Kimmy. An 
uneasy relationship at best, Nina and Kimmy’s sisterhood is analogous to Nina’s relationship with her 
nation; where formerly resentment curtailed connection, a second chance creates new possibilities.

James’ works of  fiction cannot be said to focus on women overall, yet the women he writes allow 
us to think through explicitly gendered experiences of  violence and citizenship because he invests a 
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great deal of  storytelling craft into them. The overwhelming masculine focus of  A Brief  History of  Seven 
Killings (and less so John Crow’s Devil) may marginalize Jamaican women’s experiences to some degree, 
confining women’s perspectives to a few characters, but their experiences are certainly at the center of  
The Book of  Night Women. Because of  the femme finales’ complicated paths through choices of  resistance 
and complicity, James cannot be accused of  either creating one-dimensional women or of  dismissing 
gender’s role in experiences of  violence in Jamaica. These three women characters are chosen to 
close his novels not because they offer a lazy, symbolic representation of  futurity, which reproduces a 
nationalist project of  mothering driven by respectability, but because their narratives are capable of  
challenging such discourses while helping us to recognize the limits of  such challenges. James allows 
the complication, necessary in his femme finales, to embody the uneasy intersections of  gender, nation, 
power and agency.

Notes
1 There are other character types, such as Rudies and Rastas, that James features in A Brief  History; 

these identities have been theorized by literary and cultural critics. See Clinton Hutton for 
cultural context, and Sheri-Marie Harrison (“Global Sisyphus”) for a specific analysis of  A Brief  
History of  Seven Killings.

2 When I use “respectability politics” from this point forward, I am referring to prevailing values 
of  education, land-ownership, marriage and nuclear family arrangements, thrift, a moderate 
Christian lifestyle and productive citizenship that Thomas identifies. However, I am also 
signaling the way in which these values are used by Jamaicans in order to police the behavior 
of  fellow Jamaicans who do not fall in line in order to demonstrate that Jamaican cultural 
values are aligned with those of  powerful nations instead of  critiquing residual anti-black 
ideologies. Because I am focusing on respectability politics within an argument about gender and 
nationalism, the prevailing values which I invoke the most are a Christian modesty in style of  
dress and women’s abstention from sex outside of  marriage.

3  Ania Loomba’s conception of  postcoloniality in Colonialism/Postcolonialism informs my use 
of  the term here. Loomba writes, “Although the word ‘postcolonial’ is useful in indicating a 
general process with some shared features across the globe, if  uprooted from specific locations, 
‘postcoloniality’ cannot be meaningfully investigated, and instead, the term begins to obscure 
the very relations of  domination that it seeks to uncover” (22). The “process” of  colonization 
in Jamaica was characterized by Christian ideology because of  such a large presence of  
missionaries. James highlights this specific history, especially in John Crow’s Devil, and Harrison 
makes the point that not all literary subjects need to be positive portrayals of  politics resistant to 
colonialism in order for the work to offer a critique of  colonial ideologies. 

4  For a complete history of  expanding capitalism’s role in regulating the sex life of  elderly women 
and widows, see the chapters “The Great Witch Hunt in Europe” and “Colonization and 
Christianization:  Caliban and Witches in the New World” in Silvia Federici.
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5 While there is considerable debate over nomenclature, and few of  these scholars would agree to 
the umbrella term of  materialist feminism, the work of  Rosemary Hennessy, Maria Mies, Silvia 
Federici, Cynthia Enloe and Sara Ahmed best illustrate how the political economy is felt by 
women in everyday experiences of  work and recreation, many of  these in third world contexts.
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“So Many Incredible 
Gehennas”: Musicality and 
(the Poetics of) ‘Relation’ in 
the Novels of  Marlon James
Emma Crowley

Towards the end of  Marlon James’ A Brief  History of  Seven Killings, as the ailing Bob 
Marley, aka ‘The Singer,’ lies dying on his bed, he hears the strains of  a familiar melody 
filter through the street noise outside. Sir Arthur Jennings, the novel’s spectral narrator, 
observes how, “Something coming from out the window sounding like that Stevie Wonder 
tune ‘Master Blaster’? In New York City and in Kingston both skies blazing bright with 
noon white, thunder breaks out and a lightning bolt slashes through the clouds” (437). 
This epic, celestial image of  a lightening-streaked sky soundtracked by “Master Blaster” 

Source http://jamaicansmusic.com/learn/origins/sound_systems
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alludes to the glorification of  Bob Marley, the icon, in pop culture history. In this beatific moment, it is 
Wonder’s ode to Marley that symbolizes the vital legacy of  the latter, a gesture towards the global reach 
and musical influence of  Marley beyond the world of  reggae. But digging deeper, this intertwining 
of  musical icons and urban centres reveals the structural blueprint for the inter-generic, intermedial 
dialogism that characterizes the kinetic style of  Marlon James’ third novel. For A Brief  History of  
Seven Killings is a text steeped in musical history, a veritable pop culture encyclopaedia that fashions 
the minutiae of  the historical moment from the allusions and referentiality of  the song lyric. Like in 
John Crow’s Devil and The Book of  Night Women, A Brief  History of  Seven Killings exudes a musicality in its 
structure and tonality that embraces an intermedial comprehension of  the complexities of  coloniality 
and the post-postcolonial in an articulation that is both linguistically and sonically legible. Taken 
together, these novels excavate the harmonies and discordancies of  Jamaican subjectivities along the 
familiar lines of  the slave narrative, Christian revival and the detective genre, seeking out the awkward, 
or what Sheri-Marie Harrison terms the “difficult subjects” that elide the conventions and paradigmatic 
characterizations of  the Caribbean literary landscape (5). Their musicality, I argue, supports a socio-
historical critique of  the exclusionary legacies of  revolt and emancipation that have shaped the 
Jamaican imaginary, questioning the liberatory function of  music and ritual and their strained formal 
and ideological mapping onto individual consciousness.  

This article’s theoretical frame draws upon both Paul Gilroy’s assertion of  the primacy of  music 
in what he terms the black Atlantic world and the writings of  Édouard Glissant. Although Gilroy’s 
conceptualization of  the black Atlantic has been criticized for failing to incorporate Caribbean cultural 
forms and for falling prey to a fetishization of  hybridity and fluidity over the material and the systemic 
(Donnell, Twentieth-Century Caribbean Literature 81; Barnes 106; Puri 19; Chrisman 75), the black Atlantic 
model provides a useful starting point for engaging with the questions of  post-nationalism, sovereignty 
and diaspora that simmer beneath the narratives of  James’ novels and, indeed, contour his reception 
as a Jamaican writer living and working in the United States. Gilroy’s recognition of  the reciprocity 
of  musical and literary forms, and the centrality of  this relationship to the assertion of  black identity, 
adjoins an attempt to move beyond the binary of  the local and the global in the formulation of  a 
somewhat clumsy, if  not pragmatic, concept of  the anti-anti-essentialist position. Drawing upon the 
writings of  W.E.B. Du Bois and Michel Foucault, Gilroy argues, here quoting Foucault, that an anti-
anti-essentialist position, 

sees racialised subjectivity as the product of  social practises that supposedly derive from 
it: “Rather than seeing [the modern soul] as the reactivated remnants of  an ideology, one 
would see it as the present correlative of  a certain technology over the body. It would be 
wrong to say that the soul is an illusion, or an ideological effect. On the contrary it exists, 
it has a reality, it is produced permanently around, on, within the body by the functioning 
of  power that is exercised.” (Foucault 1995, qtd. in Gilroy 102) 

Gilroy’s writing thus insists upon the structural and material constitution of  the racialized subject 
while upholding the importance of  subversion and self-assertion through diverse and varied cultural 
forms—a position that corresponds to James’ representation of  interlocking struggles for material, 
spiritual and cultural emancipation. Furthermore, Gilroy’s insistence on the primacy of  a politics of  
authenticity highlights the agonistics which shape the production, distribution and reception of  musical 
forms that have emerged from anticolonial, anti-racist struggles only to be adapted, appropriated and 
commodified in a global music marketplace (Gilroy 97). Bearing this argument in mind, the dispersal 
of  Jamaican folk songs, spirituals and reggae throughout the novels of  Marlon James immerses the 
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reader in aural, oral and performative cultural modalities that are recognizably Jamaican, playing upon 
a hermeneutics of  context that signifies the narrative as embedded in a specific place. In James’ texts, 
however, the emancipatory causes out of  which these different forms of  music originally emerged are 
re-imagined as failed projects, rife with prejudice and tyranny. The positive value of  these markers of  
‘authenticity’ are thus rewritten as false symbols of  cultural and national rejuvenation, exclusionary 
traditions that falter and catch within a web of  colonial and neo-colonial interests. Indeed, the very 
fictiveness of  James’ work—the extent to which his novels incorporate a dense body of  historical 
fact derived from archival sources—functions to underscore the oppositional politics of  his aesthetic 
practise, a writing that is informed by and works with the genealogical legacy of  Caribbean literature 
while radically positing a new conception of  Jamaican identity, both within the past and the present. 

 In addition, this reading of  James’ oeuvre acknowledges questions of  relationality, or “fractal 
rhizomatics” (Gilroy 4), that are embedded in Gilroy’s work and reveal his indebtedness to the writing 
of  Caribbean cultural theorists, in particular Édouard Glissant. Glissant’s poetics of  relation, which 
evolved during the later years of  his thought to encompass the concept of  ‘Tout-Monde’ (La Terre, le 
feu, l’eau et les vents : Une anthologie de la poésie du Tout-Monde 2010), have been critiqued as a poetics of  
affirmation rather than a politics of  emancipation, a critical aesthetics rather than a revolutionary 
philosophy (Nesbitt; Hallward; Bongie). However, Glissant’s insistence on the aesthetic value of  a 
poetics of  relation and its subversion of  what he terms “an affective standardization of  peoples” echoes 
a desire in James’ writing to turn towards the possibilities of  aesthetic relation (Poetics of  Relation 148). 
These possibilities include discursive correspondence and collocation, aural discordance and atonality, 
as an exploration of  the consequences of  the self  being with, rather than being in place of, the Other. 
In this light, the supposed political and material ambivalence of  Glissant’s concept of  ‘Relation’ offers 
a point of  departure for considering how the intermedial, dialogic nature of  musicality in James’ work 
shapes a decolonial politics that is seemingly ambivalent towards a Caribbean revolutionary heritage 
and yet deeply engaged with regionally specific and culturally particular expressions of  ‘Jamaicanness.’ 
From this perspective, the musicality of  James’ novels exceeds the dichotomy of  home and diaspora 
or roots and routes that characterizes the spatialization of  social relations as critically interpreted in 
Caribbean literature, questioning the rejection of  a poetics of  relation on political or material grounds 
and opening up the boundaries between a critical aesthetics and a political literature.

 My use of  the term musicality here refers to a general concept rather than a particular form—a 
musicality that is culturally encoded rather than ossified within the parameters of  a specific set of  notes 
and harmonies. Drawing upon the work of  Emilie Crapoulet, I deploy the idea of  musicality as a 
phenomenon rooted in a critical outlook: 

 Musicality is [...]a travelling concept which belongs neither to music nor to literature. It is 
a concept which defines what music is and defines it through its cultural and disciplinary 
travels. It describes and embodies a phenomenon which is rooted in our critical outlook 
and only if  we understand it in these terms can we legitimately call a novel, “musical.” 
It is only by going beyond a historicist conception of  music, to consider instead music 
in terms of  a living, fluid and unbounded musicality, that we may legitimately study 
the implications of  a musical conception of  art. In concrete terms, this can only mean 
an intermedial conceptualization of  musicality which takes into account the musical 
aesthetics of  both past and present. (Crapoulet 89)

Musicality in the work of  Marlon James therefore corresponds to and works within the specificities of  
a contemporary reckoning with the historical sites of  slavery, revivalism and the 1970s in Kingston, 
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unearthing a transhistorical referentiality woven through a constellation of  sound structures, syntactical 
rhythms and repetition. That is, as James’ novels break down the known and familiar signposts of  
historical narrative in Caribbean literature, their musicality subverts and re-orients the cultural markers 
and soundscapes of  historical context by scrambling the syncopation of  black history and black identity, 
juxtaposing Captain Beefheart and revivalism, or disco and lynching. As George Lipsitz argued in 
1990: “The creation of  musical affect always takes place within a historical context. Musical forms have 
meaning only as they can be interpreted by knowing subjects” (89). 

In this context, the term intermediality reckons with a literary composition’s absorption of  
core elements of  musical form and structure. In the novels of  Marlon James, this structural absorption 
is paralleled alongside the absorption of  these same musical elements by the characters themselves. 
Hence, the work of  fiction may thematically and structurally comment on or critique musical sources—
just as the influence of  a literary work may be made evident in alternate modes of  intertextuality. 
Consistent with the field of  Caribbean performative criticism, this use of  intermediality signifies an 
analysis of  the residue of  non-scribal forms in the literary text, while seeking to move beyond the 
reductive impasse of  an oral-scribal binary.1 I therefore agree with Jeannine Murray-Román’s analysis 
that the writing of  Marlon James recuperates the politics of  oral performance as legible historical and 
political narrative that is intertwined through the oral-scribal relationship (18). But where Murray-
Román, Carolyn Cooper and other critics have largely focused on the literary inscriptions of  Caribbean 
modes of  cultural performance as a recuperation of  non-Western, anti-colonial, anti-racist art forms, 
this article endeavours to capture the enmeshing of  the local and the foreign, the Caribbean and the 
elsewhere, in James’ writing as an elucidation of  the complexity of  a neo-colonial present-past—a 
spectral condition of  transculturation embedded in textual intermediality. I thus situate James’ oeuvre 
as both within and outside the Afro-Caribbean tradition of  ritual performance, acknowledging his 
indebtedness to the legacy of  writers such as Erna Brodber, Olive Senior and Kamau Brathwaite, 
while noting a reflexive act of  distancing in his work that seeks to trouble, subvert and ultimately sever 
the yoke of  tradition and legacy bound up in the identity of  the Caribbean writer. This positioning 
reflects the explicit distancing that James himself  has taken from the identity of  ‘postcolonial writer,’ a 
decision that, I believe, springs from a desire to re-imagine resistance, traumatic history and self-hood 
outside of  the conscripts of  the postcolonial, nationalist paradigm (James and Naughtie 2014). The 
politics of  a poetics of  rupture and disruption in the service of  a repressed Afro-Caribbeanness are 
thus re-routed in Marlon James’ novels into a critique of  the imbrication of  that same Afro-Caribbean 
self  within the violence that his works portray—a rejection of  what Achille Mbembe terms the “pathos 
of  victimization” in favour of  an abrasive scrutiny of  the consequences of  revolt and the failure of  
emancipation that is rooted in the present (22). James’ novels therefore seek to locate new forms of  
Afro-Caribbean selfhood in which a poetics of  rupture and discordancy is key to representing the 
violence inherent to the post-postcolonial condition.
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Antiphonal Discordancies in John Crow’s Devil 

Two pages before the beginning of  the novel John Crow’s Devil, a short epigraph draws the 
reader’s attention:

Three little children

With doves on their shoulders

They’re countin’ out the Devil

With two fingers on their hands (vi)

The verse is an extract from the song “Dachau Blues” by Captain Beefheart, the stage name of  the 
enigmatic songwriter, musician and visual artist Don Van Vilet, infamous for his eccentric experiments 
with free jazz and psychedelia. This paratextual reference, culturally abstracted from the pre-
independence, rural Jamaica in which the novel is set, gestures towards a transnational, hermeneutical 
paradigm that decouples the narratives of  James’ novel from an exclusively Caribbean-oriented 
literature. “Dachau Blues” was composed and recorded in Los Angeles in 1968 during the making of  
the album Trout Mask Replica. The song’s lyrics reflect on the Holocaust and human suffering in a world 
teetering on the edge of  World War III and are sung in an ominous, bluesy growl by Beefheart over an 
increasingly frenetic drum and guitar rhythm. Their transposition onto the opening pages of  John Crow’s 
Devil—a narrative rooted in the power of  the church and the image of  Jamaican rural life—suggestively 
juxtaposes the legacy of  slavery and colonial authoritarianism that haunt the novel with the systematic 
degradation and extermination of  human life under the rubric of  nationalism and propaganda during 
World War II. This epigraph thus marks the avian motif  that is woven throughout the text while 
highlighting the vulnerability of  those caught up in the midst of  battle, connecting the doomed fate of  
the children in Dachau to the lost innocence of  the young boys in John Crow’s Devil who are entrapped 
and abused by the town patriarch, Aloysius Garvey. As a paratextual event, the insertion of  “Dachau 
Blues” in advance of  the body of  the text immediately distends the local specificity of  the novel, 
bringing Gibbeah into relation with the historical and geopolitical paradigm of  the World Wars. The 
text is thus opened up to analogous parallels outside of  the Caribbean, hinting at an ethos of  ‘Relation’ 
in which the rhizomatic frameworks of  the world system transcend a Caribbean imaginary of  the 
suffering self, rooted in place, to an awareness of  the self  as embedded in a matrix of  relationality. This 
paratext thus functions as the first in a series of  associative principles that structure John Crow’s Devil, 
forging an imaginary receptive to extensions of  meaning and in which thought, as Glissant conceived it, 
“spaces itself  out into the world [...]relentlessly” (Poetics of  Relation 25).

 John Crows Devil tells the story of  the people of  Gibbeah, a fictional village outside of  Kingston 
riddled by dark secrets, at the mercy of  revivalist evangelism by day and obeah by night. The novel is 
structured formally and thematically along lines of  opposition, folding the minor chords of  folkloric and 
oral genres into a succession of  dualisms: the redemption of  the Rum Preacher Henry Bligh and the 
fall of  the Apostle York, the liberation of  the Widow Greenfield and the degeneration of  the witchlike 
Lucinda, the latent malevolence of  repressed homosexual desire and the brutality of  heterosexuality, the 
recitation of  biblical verse and the whispered snatches of  obeah incantations and the infusion of  North 
American popular culture through technological media and the sanctified rituals of  Church mass. 
Narrative discourse propels these binaries, opposing standard Jamaican English with creole in order to 
represent the split between individual protagonists and a collective, loose-tongued village community. 
In contrast to Bligh, York, Lucinda and the Widow Greenfield, the villagers are voiced through an oral 
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narrative that adopts the phonetic rhythms and vernacular idiosyncrasies of  Jamaican patois, retaining a 
legibility that flirts with the opacity of  code-switching.

 As John Crow’s Devil oscillates between discursive registers of  creole and standard English, the 
narrative forms itself  around rhythmical changes and prosal disruption, developing a structure attuned 
to the themes of  division, repression and discordancy that characterize the conflictual landscape of  
Gibbeah. Central to this movement of  oscillation is the antagonism between the collective and the 
individual: a conflict guided by the strength of  the forces of  conformism and repression. Repression 
is a latent force that rules over the sexual drives and moral consciousness of  the villagers, manifested 
in furtive night-time acts of  bestiality, adultery, masturbation and homosexuality. Images of  venereal 
disease manifesting on the body as red marks and weeping sores are an embodiment of  the disastrous 
consequences of   the repression of  sexual desire and of  moral consciousness: In the final section of  the 
novel, Aloysius Garvey’s mansion is revealed to have been a hiding place for a rampant and long-term 
practise of  child sexual abuse that had been steadfastly ignored by villagers unable to perceive the signs 
and take responsibility for preventing such evil unfolding in their midst. This disturbing and provocative 
imagining of  Jamaican community, what Harrison calls “a grotesque and victimizing collective” 
(179), attacks the act of  repression as a force lodged within community consciousness, supported by a 
duplicitous morality and enflamed by the hyperbole of  the rhetoric of  judgment and salvation within 
church discourse. Conformism, on the other hand, functions as an organizing force within the narrative, 
marshalling the wayward desires of  the village behind the leadership of  an authoritative patriarch—
whether Aloysius Garvey, Hector Bligh or the Apostle York. In Gibbeah, the logic of  repression is 
thus predicated upon conformism to the good book, to the will of  the crowd and to the word of  the 
preacher. In this collectivist environment, any external influence such as the music of  Elvis, or any 
individual contravention such as the blasphemy of  the Widow Greenfield, earn the wrath of  the crowd. 
Like in the image of  a world order organized according to the principles of  death and destruction in 
“Dachau Blues,” the order that descends upon Gibbeah in John Crow’s Devil do not leave much room for 
errantry or the outsider.

 The warp and weft of  conformism and repression are manifested in the novel by the eruption 
of  snatches of  spirituals, sermons, incantations and superstitions in the prose, juxtaposing the public 
rhetoric of  religious teachings with the latency of  Afro-Caribbean folklore and obeah rituals. Drives to 
suppress these superstitious urges in the night-time are masked by church attendance in the daytime—a 
contrapuntal relationship of  vice and salvation in which the hypocrisy of  Gibbeah is expressed in 
the singing of  hymns. The dispersal of  spiritual refrains throughout John Crow’s Devil are opposed to 
intertextual references to folk songs and fragments of  Yoruban prose poetry and sound words. This 
intermedial juxtaposition of  contrasting musical traditions deepens the antinomies of  Gibbeah’s double 
consciousness, aurally evoking a town divided between the spiritual teachings of  the church and an 
Afro-Caribbean cosmology. As the Apostle York’s grip on the collective soul of  the village strengthens, 
he appeals to their superstitious beliefs in increasingly vehement sermons, manipulating the antiphonal 
charge of  the call and response form of  the church hymn to excite his parishioners to actions of  
extreme violence and revenge. Song is here revealed as a pernicious tool in the struggle for power, more 
a weapon of  mass populism than a symbol of  democratic ritual: 

Before he could finish, singing disrupted church. The Rum Preacher was outside in the 
exact spot where he had been beaten and dumped the Sunday previous, singing “Rock 
of  Ages.” His voice was thunderous, full of  blood and melancholy. The Apostle heard his 
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song and felt the hatred of  Cain for the Preacher, newly able. York pointed at the choir, 
who erupted into “God is a Good God.” The chorus rose above the song of  the Rum 
Preacher and consumed it. But as soon as the choir’s song sputtered to a close, there was 
Hector Bligh, his voice rising. A few in the church began humming with him. The Apostle 
pushed away the podium in a rage and it fell, sending books skidding across the floor. 
(James, John Crow’s Devil 81) 

John Crow’s Devil hence exhibits a musicality steeped in the soundscapes of  the call and response forms 
of  Jamaican song—both spiritual and folkloric. A musicality that, as Kamau Brathwaite wrote in 
History of  the Voice, corresponds to the “sonority contrasts” and “decorative energy” of  the “riddims 
[of] voice spreads, syllable clusters, blues notes, ostinato, syncopation, and pauses” that are invested in 
a performance of  nation language (45). And yet, James’ first publication emerges in an era in which 
the concept of  nation language has become pockmarked by the denigration of  the idea of  the nation 
itself, made vulnerable by the anti-foundationalist discourse of  postcolonialism and the rejection of  
heteronormative concepts of  national identity in which the articulation of  gay, lesbian and other non-
normative sexualities have been silenced (Harrison 144). In this context, John Crow’s Devil’s sinister 
re-telling of  the Jamaican pastoral deliberately invests the musical foundations of  Brathwaite’s nation 
language with a malevolent energy in which the structure of  counterpoint emerges not as “a locus of  
communitarian action” or “a beneficial friction between individual and collective” (Brathwaite 17), but 
as a paradoxical act of  silencing. From this perspective, it is not only the young boys muffled inside the 
Garvey mansion, but also the tragic figures of  Mr. and Mrs. Johnson who come to signify the despotism 
of  exclusionary concepts of  identity and institutionally ratified modes of  belonging. Mr. Johnson’s fate, 
to swing “from a rope that hung from a high branch [...] dressed for combat in his camouflage uniform 
from the World War” while Mrs. Johnson sat on the porch step, “her back bleeding and her arms 
wrapped around herself ” (John Crow’s Devil 144), signify the impossibility of  ignoring the encroachment 
of  the outside and of  attempting to turn away from the unfamiliar. Harking back to the epigraph, 
these sorrowful figures remind the reader of  the broader, geopolitical paradigm of  suffering in which 
Gibbeah is situated, and of  the endurance of  trauma and alienation beneath the scars of  repression. 

Song Cycles and Concatenation: The Ground-beat of  History in The Book of  Night 
Women 

 In his 1990 work, Poetics of  Relation, Édouard Glissant foregrounds the event of  the middle 
passage as a shared experience that has been shaping Afro-Caribbean consciousness since the time of  
slavery:

Within the ship’s space the cry of  those deported was stifled, as it would be in the realm 
of  the Plantations. This confrontation still reverberates to this day [...]The second dark 
of  night fell as tortures and the deterioration of  person, the result of  so many incredible 
Gehennas. (5)

In Jewish, Christian and Islamic scriptures, Gehenna signifies the destination of  the wicked, an image 
of  hell whose origins lie in a burning rubbish dump outside Jerusalem where children were once 
sacrificed to the God of  Molech. In Poetics of  Relation, Gehenna is metaphorically conjured to evoke 
the unspeakable horrors experienced by those aboard the coffin ships as they made their way across 
the Atlantic. Glissant brings forth this memory as a demonstration of  the ways in which knowledge, 
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unfathomable in its opacity and yet fathomable in its familiarity, creates a continuity between the past 
and the present—what he conceives of  as the absolute unknown of  the past becoming knowledge 
in, and of, the present (8). “Gehenna” is also the title of  the final chapter of  Marlon James’ second 
novel, The Book of  Night Women—the fictional story of  a failed slave rebellion on the plantation of  
Montpelier in early nineteenth century Jamaica. The singular Gehenna in James’ novel, however, is 
deceiving, for The Book of  Night Women reads as a relentless chronicle of  the brutal conditions of  slavery, 
a concatenation of  so many Gehennas that the final, bloody denouement is less shocking so much as it 
is a logical exposition of  the thanato-sphere in which the characters are entrapped. 

 In a similar fashion to John Crow’s Devil, The Book of  Night Women underscores the failures of  the 
collective in the creation of  a coherent community, illuminating the complexities of  loyalty and identity 
within a plantation system where slaves are trained to brutalize and spy on each other in order to gain 
favour and survive. The novel’s unflinching examination of  the pathological sadism of  slave owners 
and the multiple acts of  complicity on the part of  slaves and maroons reveals an environment that 
fosters the degradation of  the slaves’ humanity: an epistemological process of  entrapment in which the 
slave-master dialectic is eternal and unbroken and in which emancipation is no longer only a matter of  
breaking free from the chains of  the plantation, but learning to recuperate a consciousness independent 
of  this dialectic. This entrapment is conceived of  as circuitous, a looping refrain in which the ‘circle of  
living’ for the slave is compared to the Grecian myth of  Atlas condemned to carry the weight of  the 
world for eternity. This refrain is structurally incorporated into the text as the opening paragraph to 
intermittent chapters, fomenting an intervallic pattern of  repetition that begins with the mournful line, 
“Every negro walk in a circle”: 

Every negro walk in a circle. Take that and make of  it what you will. But sometimes when 
a negro die and another negro take him place, even if  that negro not be blood, they still 
fall in step in the same circle. The same circle of  living that no nigger can choose and 
dying that come at any time. Perhaps nigger take things as they be for what used to be 
will always be what is. Maybe it better for backra and nigger that things go back to what 
people think is the best way until the fire next time. White man sleep with one eye open, 
but black man never sleep. (The Book of  Night Women 411)

In these passages the linearity of  historical time is imploded, replaced by a cycle of  living and dying 
only occasionally interrupted by “the fire next time”—a symbol of  the fire by which Lilith exacts her 
revenge on the Rochet family as well as a reference to a line in the popular spiritual “Mary Don’t 
Weep.” This intervallic rhythm hints at the continuity of  this “same circle of  living” today, alluding 
intertextually and architectonically to the continuity of  slave narratives in the present as a vital 
touchstone for contemporary anti-racist and anti-imperialist struggles.

 As the novel continues, patterns of  prosal disruption emerge in the text, creating measured 
pauses through the repetition of  sing song fragments, such as “six tell six tell six” or the beginnings of  a 
chorus, 

Bufu-bufu 
Backra riding through the bush (90) 

This fragment appears three times during the scene of  Lilith’s first attempt to escape Montpelier as 
she is chased down by Robert Quinn on horseback. In Jamaican patois “bufu-bufu” can mean obese, 
sloppy or lazy, while “backra” designates the white master: these lines thus conjure the timbre of  
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the hunt—inserting measured pauses into the text that heighten the affective power of  Lilith’s flight 
through changes to the ground-beat of  the prose. Like an off-stage chant, they escalate the tension of  
the moment, emphasizing the danger of  Lilith’s actions while creating a rhythm that mimics the beating 
of  her heart, “her own drum” (90). The refrain is picked up once more in the text upon Lilith’s sudden 
encounter with Gorgon the following day:

Gorgon smile like the devil. She say something without talking but Lilith hear it loud like 
a church bell. 

Bufu-bufu 
Backra riding through the bush (95)

The refrain’s rhymical beat, emphasized by careful line spacing and syntactical italicizing, coordinates 
the thumping in Lilith’s chest with the hooves of  the backra’s horse, sounding out, rather than speaking, 
the visceral experience of  terror and survival on the plantation. Sound displaces thought in Lilith’s 
consciousness, beating out an instinctive drive for survival that emerges as an unfathomable, wordless 
knowledge, “Lilith not thinking, Lilith not frighten, the only sound she hear is her heart beating like a 
drum in her ears. Boom. Boom. Boom. She hearing the drum beat. Seven drumbeat” (223). These sounds 
and looping fragments of  oral verse form an echoic reverberation in the text, highlighting the relation 
between sound and language in the semiotics of  resistance and recalling Gilroy’s argument that, 

[m]usic becomes vital at the point at which linguistic and semantic  
indeterminacy/polyphony arise amidst the protracted battle between masters,  
mistresses, and slaves. This decidedly modern conflict was the product of   
circumstances where language lost something of  its referentiality and its  
privileged relationship to concepts. (74) 

James’ distribution of  these sonic triggers in the novel endeavours to recreate the point at which sound 
transcends language as a means of  communication in slave society. From this reading, the musicality of  
the text is integral to its recreation of  the conditions of  slavery, reflexively expressing the relationality of  
the scribal and the oral and, thereby, asking questions of  what constitutes modes of  remembrance and 
knowledge in Afro-Caribbean culture. Indeed, the musicality of  The Book of  Night Women is embedded 
in an intervallic patterning of  refrain and repetition that symbolizes the secretive or unfathomable 
knowledge of  lived experience across the long durée of  black consciousness. James’ second novel 
therefore exhibits a musicality through its exploration of  the modalities of  cultural and epistemological 
continuity which is formed as a cyclical refrain that invokes, both within Lilith and within the reader, a 
critical consciousness of  the sedimentation of  the plantation system in the present.

In the aftermath of  the slave rebellion at Montpelier, all that survives of  the original night 
women—besides their charred and beaten bodies—are the songs sung in their memory. Rising from the 
ashes of  this deathly landscape, this song cycle forms a threnody that distinguishes each of  their stories 
while also conjoining them as an expression of  the resistance and strength to be found in the collective 
(Murray-Román 23). Memory is here conceptualized as both performed and inscribed, encoded in the 
song cycle of  the night women that emerges in the wake of  their death and in the journal of  Lovey 
Quinn, whose careful recording of  the memories of  her mother, Lilith, “give[s an] account of  the night 
women of  Montpelier. Of  slavery, the black woman misery, and black man too” (416). Through the 
eyes of  Lilith, the novel excavates the residues of  desire, dignity, culture and community that sustain the 
humanity of  the slaves and their will for freedom in the face of  a relentless system of  dehumanization 
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and death. Crucially, the feminine is foregrounded both as the locus of  revolt and the site of  
destruction: the scarred bodies of  the night women—Homer, Callisto, Iphegenia, Pallas, Gorgon and 
Hippolyta—bear witness to their extreme vulnerability at the forefront of  sexual violence, where rape is 
wielded as a blunt tool of  power and control that abjects the female body. And yet, the night women are 
also leaders of  the rebellion, creators of  a legacy that foregrounds the feminine as an agent of  resistance 
and revolutionary change. This re-articulation of  the gender dynamics of  resistance focalizes the 
pedagogical role of  women in the performance and transferral of  rituals on the plantation, gesturing 
towards the matrilineal line as the carrier of  embodied and oral/aural knowledge. The Book of  Night 
Women thus expands the role of  the Anancy-like, female rebel, inhabited by Widow Greenfield in John 
Crow’s Devil, to encompass a gang—one could say coven—of  women, overturning the male-dominated 
narratives of  physical rebellion and masculine prowess symbolized by figures such as Cudjo and Tacky.

Such a re-articulation of  the gender dynamics of  resistance questions how knowledge 
is translated as both, what Michael Bucknor has termed, “a body-memory poetics” in which 
“compositional processes in a text such as “graphic configuration, aural structure and spatial 
arrangement” are read as textual translations of  bodily encoded cultural performances” (303), and as 
a written text. The novel incorporates these divergent forms of  remembrance, not as dichotomous, 
but as relational in the sense that the text itself  reflexively articulates, or rather, audibly sounds out, 
the mechanisms of  embodied memory through intervallic patterns of  refrain and disruption, while 
ultimately upholding the written form as concomitant to the song cycle. As Jeannine Murray-Román 
has noted, this juxtaposition of  the song cycle and written narrative creates space for an acceptance 
of  both oral and scribal modes of  remembrance, one based on performance and affect, the other on 
urgency and clarity, both countering erasure of  different forms (23). I would further argue that this 
deliberate blurring of  the boundaries between the performative and the inscribed, in which giving 
account signifies both “to sing the song” and “to write in darkness [...]free as free can be” (The Book of  
Night Women 416), suggests the novel’s reflexive critique of  the binary between, on the one hand, the 
association of  individualism with the act of  novelization and control, and the association of  the oral 
tradition with community and a democratizing collective on the other. Taken in this context, The Book 
of  Night Women continues the critical work of  John Crow’s Devil in examining the power of  antiphonal 
poetics in the Caribbean literary tradition, highlighting the always-already intertwined relation of  
the oral and scribal as emerging from their shared roles in the historical struggle for the material and 
psychic emancipation of  the Afro-Caribbean subject. 

Polyphonic Aesthetics in A Brief  History of  Seven Killings 

Split into five sections and four decades, from 1959–91, A Brief  History of  Seven Killings negotiates 
the aftermath of  Jamaican independence from the point of  view of  twelve different narrators. In 
this novel, character is described in the image of  a narrator’s voice, where the auditory cadences of  
conversational speech allow for a textual register of  individuation through orality, separating the jaded, 
North American downbeats of  CIA agent Barry di Florio from the lilting phonetics of  the voice of  the 
ghetto patriarch Papa Lo. These language variations create a contrasting sonority in A Brief  History of  
Seven Killings—gathering together a multiplicity of  selves as they pass through a state of  flux, fuelling 
the novel’s presentation of  a gridlocked world of  international drug running and political panhandling. 
As the narrative arc moves from Kingston to Miami and finally to New York, these polyphonic voices 
create, what Alison Donnell has described as, a literary cacophony, within which the productive meeting 
points between alternative sound signatures and literary rhetorics converge (“The Lives of  Others” 



44

423). Speech and song combine at these junctures to re-imagine a violent past: a re-articulation of  brief  
histories mapped along the intangible traces of  popular music culture.  

This reading of  A Brief  History of  Seven Killings therefore perceives the polyphonic novel as a 
framework within which James adapts and interweaves aesthetic features normatively classified within 
distinct categories of  a genre or as indigenous to specific locales. Immersed in an era in Jamaica in 
which popular culture gained significant traction as a political tool, as well as a marker of  identity 
(Collins 174), the novel deploys this polyphonic framework to create a Cold War landscape in which 
music signifies the intertwining of  the cultural and political spheres and underscores the aesthetic 
possibilities of  a literature attuned to the political and historical dimensions of  a critical musicality. 
Disco, for example, subtends the narrative arc of  the section of  Brief  History entitled “Shadow 
Dancing” to foment an ominous atmosphere of  mistrust and fear that reflect the deeply sown divides 
and bitter conflict that saturate the Kingston of  the novel. Reggae, on the other hand, is thematically 
and formally embedded in the text as a field of  cultural power and political influence symbolized by 
the anonymization of  Bob Marley as ‘The Singer’—the symbolic point of  convergence within this 
deeply plural text. The third section of  A Brief  History of  Seven Killings, “Shadow Dancing,” is set on 15 
February 1979. The political chaos of  the 1970s in Kingston is all but over, Manley’s People’s National 
Party having ceded power to Edward Seaga’s Jamaica Labour Party after a drawn-out conflict in which 
the CIA are portrayed as having a heavy hand in deciding the outcome. What Rhone Fraser describes 
as the “corrupt neo-colonial system” (70) has been critically exposed and, as Sir Arthur Jennings 
repeatedly divines, “something new is blowing” (A Brief  History 432). 

Papa Lo, the ageing ghetto patriarch striving to support peace in Kingston is the focus of  this 
narrative as he and his hired gun, Toni Pavarotti, drive around in search of  the perpetrators of  an 
attempted assassination on ‘The Singer.’ Here, Papa Lo comments on the strains of  Andy Gibb’s disco 
hit, “Shadow Dancing,” warbling from the car’s transistor radio:

Tony Pavarotti driving the car and a song come on the radio. Do it light, do it through 
the night, shadow dancing. I know this song. My woman love it, say is some man named 
Gibb sing it. Me ask her how she know and she shoot back, So you think me is ignorant 
woman? I laugh because me been dancing with shadow in the dawn and in the night. 
Even in broad, bright daylight we searching for dark. (332)

The innocuous disco tune begins to haunt the text, reappearing as an ominous soundtrack that loops 
around the chronological jumps and starts of  Papa Lo’s narrative. During the ritual murder of  two 
young rudeboys from the ghetto, hanged by Rastafari in revenge for the attempted assassination of  
‘The Singer,’ the track becomes audible once more: 

Then me woman say, But Papa, you is a thinking man. I look and I think I see her 
standing at the top of  the gully, but is nothing, not even a tree. Cold breeze sweep down 
into the passage. I swear I could see it hanging above for a second then dive down, though 
breeze don’t have no colour. That song jump out of  the radio and dive down the gully 
too. Do it light. Do it through the night. Shadow. Me and Tony Pavarotti driving the car. (352)
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The song returns yet again, as Papa Lo and Toni Pavarotti are pulled over by a police car. “A radio? 
In ghetto man cyar? How that work? Turn it on. Hold on deh, turn it up... louder. What a thing. 
Then Corporal you know how fi dance the disco? Spoon it right, spoon it through the night, shadow 
dancing” (359). Juxtaposed with the extreme violence of  these scenes, the banal melodies of  this 
innocuous disco track infuse the text with a hauntological dimension, as if  signalling to Papa Lo 
the immanence of  his violent death. The spirit of  his wife and the song comingle in a ghostly vision 
that creates a disjointedness in the text and subvert the chronology of  his narrative so that time and 
place become dissociated. Radically estranged from the metropolitan club scenes in which disco had 
its origins, “Shadow Dancing” is here re-contextualized as a sign of  dread—infusing the positive 
cheeriness of  a crooning Andy Gibbs with the discordant, haunting image of  young rudeboys swinging 
by their neck and Papa Lo’s wry comment that, for him, dancing with shadows has been an integral 
part of  life in the ghetto. This absorption of  elements of  disco into the text thereby forges a political 
musicality that metonymically performs the absorption of  foreign art forms into everyday life. “Shadow 
Dancing” here attests to a Kingston soundscape heavily influenced by North American and European 
imports—an aural reckoning with the cultural turn that characterized the transition from a postcolonial 
to a neo-colonial era (Mordecai 5). As Papa Lo’s brutal murder unfolds, disco is not just an historical 
marker but is intertextually re-appropriated as an affective signifier of  the realpolitik of  neo-colonialism. 

While disco was globally popular during the 1970s, in Kingston the vitality and innovation of  
sound system culture was producing record after record of  ground-breaking compositions in roots 
reggae, ska and rock-steady. A Brief  History of  Seven Killings’s attestation to the reverberations of  this 
thriving industry bears out the relationality of  the aesthetic of  musicality in James’ writing—focalizing 
the routes of  reggae culture while bearing witness to the individuals who slip through the cracks of  
newly powerful, cultural communities of  belonging. Indeed, the very structure of  the text, in its formal 
heteroglossia, the polyphonic interplay between the multiplicity of  the narrative structure and the 
vernacular individuality of  each voice and the retelling of  history that forges an interplay between past 
and present, suggests an affinity with certain aspects of  what Kwame Dawes has termed the reggae 
aesthetic in Caribbean and diasporic literature (1999). In Natural Mysticism: Towards a New Reggae Aesthetic 
in Caribbean Writing, Dawes describes how reggae relies on the dialogue between instruments in a way 
that does not give one instrument privilege over the other. A sometimes competing and rhythmically 
contradictory patterning, accommodated within the same composition, is key to the multidimensionality 
of  reggae music. This insistence upon variation and a melding of  musical sensibilities in the work of  
Lee Scratch Perry and King Tubby, for example, achieves a congregation of  national and international 
sounds within a single musical composition. Dawes suggests that this collective quality of  reggae sound 
and its foregrounding of  melodic and vocal counterpoint are indicative of  a reggae aesthetic that is at 
once rooted in the origins of  the reggae genre, but also transferable to the domains of  literature and 
the arts, as witnessed in the lyrical attitudes and literary achievements of  certain Jamaican artists and 
writers, including Linton Kwesi Johnson and Erna Brodber (119). 

And yet, where Dawes conceives of  the reggae aesthetic as a liberatory and revolutionary force 
drawing upon an “outlaw culture” that is deeply anti-establishment and anti-colonial (120), James’ 
third novel questions the radical politics of  a cultural movement embroiled in the dirty gang-warfare of  
1970s Kingston—driving towards a more complex and inclusive vision of  the revolutionary rhetoric of  
this period. Like John Crow’s Devil and The Book of  Night Women, A Brief  History of  Seven Killings scrutinizes 
the place of  the outsider in the Jamaican historical narrative, positing reggae—and the Rastafari culture 
with which it is deeply entwined—as a site of  conflictual political rhetoric. Marley’s anonymization, for 
example, heightens the uniqueness of  his global success in comparison to his reggae peers while diluting 
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the singular attributes of  his personality, transforming ‘The Singer’ into a hallowed icon whose messiah 
status belies the continued immiseration of  his disciples in Kingston. In contrast to this hallowed 
figure, A Brief  History of  Seven Killings illuminates the lives of  the rudeboys sent to kill him—curling 
their histories like silent screams under Marley’s familiar life narrative. The novel’s polyphonic frame 
thus scrutinizes the discordancies and similarities between ‘The Singer’ and his would-be assassins and 
imagines a space in which their short, sharp lives, and the life of  the global icon, come together. The 
depersonalization of  Marley and the individuation of  the rudeboy enables the creation of  an uncanny 
kinship, conceiving a literary memory of  the global reggae icon that turns upon the dynamics of  ghetto 
relationality. The intimacy of  the origins of  the rudeboy and Rastafarian communities is foregrounded, 
linking these groups back to the well-spring of  reggae music as if  it were a connective tissue looping 
through and around the violent fighting of  the ghetto.

As A Brief  History of  Seven Killings lurches from Kingston to the crack cocaine scene in New 
York City, the reader witnesses ‘The Singer’ fade and succumb to cancer. The utopic residues of  
Pan-Africanism in his lyrics are replaced with the refrains of  imported Disco tracks and the arrival 
of  Dancehall and hip-hop that characterize a new soundtrack and a new mode of  living. His death 
frames the penultimate section of  the book, narrated by the panoptic ghost of  Sir Arthur Jennings, 
whose laconic voice charts the failure of  the friends of  ‘The Singer’ and the failure of  his faith to save 
him from ruin, condemning the weakness of  Rastafarianism in the face of  cancer and the corruption 
of  “Babylon.” The erosion of  the physical health of  ‘The Singer’ thus comes to symbolize the gradual 
erosion of  Pan-African internationalist movements during the neoliberal turn, his funeral a vista upon 
the divided and disillusioned remainders of  the Rastafarian community. The autonomy and pride of  
the Rastafari vision of  emancipation are here shown to be vulnerable at heart, riven by corruption and 
exposed to the desire of  an encroaching Babylon.

A Brief  History of  Seven Killings may thus be read as a literary excavation of  the potentialities of  
Jamaican cultural expression that engages with the roots of  reggae in its attention to the vernacular, 
Pan-Africanism and a dialogic historicism; paying heed to the autochthony of  the reggae lyric, it 
lavishes care upon the cadences of  the patois voice. Crucially, the text does not flatten out the indigeneity 
of  the reggae aesthetic by adapting it to the polyphonic form, but rather, this form allows for a 
multiplicity of  narratives and perspectives that creates space for the complexity and relationality of  
these historical movements. A Brief  History of  Seven Killings re-inscribes these aesthetic features within the 
Jamaican literary canon, but further adapts the model of  the reggae aesthetic as described by Dawes 
into a critique of  the historical and metaphysical roots from which the said aesthetic emerged. 

Conclusion

In 2015 Marlon James became the first Caribbean author since V. S. Naipaul to win the Man 
Booker Prize for A Brief  History of  Seven Killings. His work has since come to be emblematic of  a new 
wave (or fourth wave) of  Caribbean writing that has come of  age in an era when forms of  locality and 
community-fashioning have been perceived as under threat by cosmopolitan visions of  mobile and 
hybrid identities. Writing from a diasporic position as an associate professor of  English at Macalester 
College in the United States, James has not shied away from expressing his personal reasons for leaving 
Jamaica (James and Naughtie 2014), and yet, his work reflects a preoccupation with the Jamaican 
subject that rejects any easy celebration of  hybridity or mobility unattuned to the residuality of  
placeness, kinship and culture. Indeed, James’ writing is deeply embedded in the historical continuities 
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that shape iterations of  the Jamaican subject, revealing how submerged lineages of  slavery, coloniality 
and liberationist movements may provide fertile ground for imagining solidarity and relationality 
outside of  the received image of  the nation. 

What I conceive of  as the musicality of  James’ work functions to illuminate the historical 
resonances, and in particular those echoes that are atonal and discordant, that complicate possibilities 
of  collective harmony in James’ fictive re-imaginings of  Jamaica. The auditory cadences of  these 
soundscapes and speech rituals thus engage with discordancies between the individual and the 
collective, creating an atonal poetics that exposes the failure of  community-fashioning to account for 
the repressed and the ‘downpressed.’ John Crow’s Devil exposes a tyranny of  antiphonal democracy 
that subverts the resistant qualities of  ‘body-memory poetics’ in Jamaican literature, while The Book of  
Night Women draws out the difficult task of  recuperating sisterhood under the conditions of  slavery and, 
finally, A Brief  History of  Seven Killings unfolds a complex creolization through multiple iterations of  the 
Jamaican and non-Jamaican self, recalibrating the audiopolitics of  reggae in light of  the neo-colonial 
frameworks of  influence and power that circumscribe Josey Wales and Weeper’s Kingston. In the latter, 
the polyphonic or multivocal narrative structure facilitates a dialogic representation of  Jamaican society, 
both as a site of  conflictual domestic politics and as a node to the Cold War paradigm—interrogating 
the pragmatics of  decolonial politics in a world beholden to the scourge of  ‘isms and schisms.’ These 
texts have absorbed the musical principles of  the antiphonal song structure, the threnody of  the slave 
song and the variations and cut n’ mix characters of  reggae and dub as literary patterns that shape their 
fictional worlds according to a culturally ‘authentic’ image of  Jamaica. But they have also defamiliarized 
these worlds through a musicality that embraces the erroneous and the errant, inserting anachronistic 
forms of  music, as in the epigraph to John Crow’s Devil, or decontextualizing disco, as in A Brief  History of  
Seven Killings, in order to create a textual sense of  dread. 

 This aesthetic of  musicality in James’ writing then, reflexively instrumentalizes the symbols and 
tropes that normatively define Jamaican (and by extension, Caribbean) literature within a world literary 
system—be it Bob Marley, the phonetics of  creole or the religious ecstasies of  revivalism—without 
recourse to allegory. The confluence of  authenticity effects and musicality in James’ writing positions 
his readers as ethical subjects who bear witness to provocatively brutal representations of  familiar 
historical settings, defamiliarizing the decolonial politics of  cultural forms and unlinking the concepts 
of  community and liberation, sovereignty and tradition, that shape the boundaries of  the Caribbean 
canon. That is, James’ work deploys a logic of  context in its aesthetic only to subvert this logic in the 
service of  a rejection of  prescribed sentiments and structures of  feeling. That these sentiments and 
structures of  feeling adhere to a fixed idea of  the postcolonial may be up for debate, but it is certainly 
true that the qualities that mark James as a writer past the point of  postcolonialism, that is, perhaps, 
‘post-postcolonial’, resonate with the critical ambiguity integral to Gilroy’s idea of  anti-anti-essentialism. 
I would suggest that such a critical, or reflexively political, aesthetic may be situated within a tradition 
of  what Loretta Collins terms, “an anxiety and ambivalence over the ominous ‘sufferers beat’” (182) 
that she associates with the writing of  Andrew Salkey, Mervyn Morris, Dennis Scott and others during 
the turbulent 1970s. These writers, jaded by the rhetoric of  “the consciousness of  the nation” (182), 
endeavoured to fashion a critical epistemology that transcends what William Brevda conceived of  as 
“the artwork’s capacity to be both inside and outside of  the structure” (100). They, and James, capitalize 
on what Mikhail Bakhtin envisaged as the novel’s structural capacity to stage multiple discursive and 
subjective perspectives against one another as one of  its defining structural elements (290). 
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Notes
1  I take the term “performative criticism” from the writings of  Barbara Lalla, and as cited in the 

work of  Michael Bucknor (260), to mean the field of  Caribbean literary and cultural criticism 
that focuses on the presence of  performative modalities, whether oral or aural, in Caribbean 
cultural forms, notably expressed in the work of  Kamau Brathwaite, Carolyn Cooper and 
Gordon Rohlehr.
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Re-evaluating Religion and 
Superstition: Obeah and 
Christianity in Marlon James’s 
The Book of  Night Women and 
William Earle Jr.’s Obi, or The 
History of  Three-Fingered Jack
Jhordan Layne

I don’t discuss obeah as a religion, but I do see it as religious, and as part of  
many overlapping and intersecting Caribbean religions, which were and are engaged 
in their own processes of  boundary making and self-definition. I think we can and 
should argue for decriminalization without having to demonstrate that obeah is ‘a 
religion’ in any singular sense. 

— Diana Paton, “Interview: Obeah’s cultural politics”

Source: , photo by Stephan Hornsey
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The prohibition of  obeah in Jamaica after Tacky’s Slave Rebellion of  1760 marks its beginning 
as a literary motif  in colonial writing. Although most colonial historians, legislators, and writers 
emphasized obeah’s African origin when portraying it as an intrinsically destructive evil, racism and 
Afrophobia represent only part of  the motivation for its prohibition and demonization. Obeah’s 
representation in colonial texts also reflects a category crisis in colonial epistemology that allowed 
colonial and plantation authorities to see obeah alternately as devil-worship, superstition, and 
charlatanism. Obeah’s position at the intersections of  binary oppositions that are crucial to European 
epistemology — between the secular and the religious, and the natural and supernatural — exposes 
the inadequacy of  colonial approaches to Afro Caribbean religions. Yet, many of  the most recent 
analyses of  obeah in literature tend to skim over the questions of  religion opting instead to examine 
its implication for medical knowledge of  the plantation and colonial archive.1 In the epigraph to this 
article, cited from an interview with Toni Wall Jaudon and Kelly Wisecup in the 2015 Special Issue 
of  Atlantic Studies on obeah, Paton stakes the claim that obeah is religious. She also raises the concern 
that, although placing obeah in the category of  religion opens the door to its decriminalization and 
protection, such a classification can be as limiting to obeah as it is liberating. It is precisely obeah’s 
interactions with the category of  religion that I want to highlight as this paper’s primary concern. 

I do not want to understate the value of  contemporary discussions on obeah. Many recent 
scholars both witness and contribute to a shift from the repressive view of  obeah to a perspective that 
treats it as an essential aspect of  British Caribbean culture and religion.2 Their interventions undermine 
more than 200 years of  colonial condemnation, showing that obeah was and is an ethically neutral, 
often productive practice.3  With the view of  obeah as a morally objectionable, destructive practice 
losing its viability as a critical stance, it is time to reformulate the series of  epistemological frames 
through which obeah has been viewed. Secular-rationalism was one of  the most influential frames 
through which colonials established that obeah was other-than-religion. It was this understanding 
that allowed them to juxtapose obeah against the putatively rational religion of  Christianity. I argue 
that Marlon James’s novel The Book of  Night Women (2009), influenced by contemporary postcolonial 
conceptions of  religion and religious freedom, articulates and critiques this juxtaposition. Yet, Night 
Women reveals that colonial views on and representations of  obeah were not monolithic, but rather 
differed a great deal depending on their opinions on the division between the natural and supernatural. 
James’s text thereby provides a new lens for reading colonial texts like William Earle’s novel Obi, 
or the History of  Three-Fingered Jack (1800). This lens reveals that Earle’s novel juxtaposes obeah and 
Christianity as two supernatural powers vying for dominance, not as false superstition/true religion 
antinomy that would vacate obeah of  its claim to spiritual truths. Of  course, Earle stages Christianity as 
the winner in this competition, but the mere suggestion that obeah’s power is not imagined challenges 
the colonial claim to rational superiority. Looking at these texts in conversation with one another reveals 
the inconsistency in the colonial claim that obeah is not and cannot be conceived of  as religious. 

In 1760, Tacky, a Jamaican slave-turned-overseer, brought obeah’s transgressive power to a new 
height when he led a slave rebellion in the parish of  Saint Mary with the help of  obeah practitioners. In 
the aftermath of  the rebellion, the “Act to Remedy Evils Arising from Irregular Assemblies of  Slaves” 
was brought to the Jamaican Assembly (Paton, Cultural Politics of  Obeah 17). The law included provisions 
to prevent slaves from meeting and possessing weaponry; and, most importantly, it contained a clause 
that prohibited the practice of  obeah (“Witchcraft, Poison, Law and Atlantic Slavery” 258). Accounts 
of  the use of  obeah in the rebellion cemented its place as a practice inimical to the plantocracy and 
thus destructive to wider Jamaican society. The criminalization of  obeah was the first time that a slave 
cultural practice was deemed dangerous enough to be legislated against in the House of  Jamaican 
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Assembly. The most obvious use for obeah prosecutions was to cripple the leadership and solidarity 
of  slave resistance at their source. Nonetheless, obeah law offered wider uses, as Paton notes, it gave 
slave-owners “the ability to prosecute — and thus rid themselves of  — enslaved people whose spiritual 
power was not in itself  directly related to rebellion” (Cultural Politics of  Obeah 41, emphasis in original). 
Being under the purview of  “The Act to Remedy the Irregular Assembly of  Slaves” meant that, even 
when obeah was used without seditious intent, it was understood as always carrying the germ of  slave 
rebellion. 

To prevent obeah from being used against the plantation, it was necessary to construct a specific 
legal definition. Under that mandate, legislation attempted to “[produce] obeah as a singular, unitary 
phenomenon,” (“Obeah Acts” 2), when it was, in fact, a multiplicity of  practices derived from several 
African religious sources. By identifying obeah as a singular phenomenon, legislators reinforced the 
idea that they could contain and control its practice. The 1760 Act described obeah as “the wicked Art 
of  Negroes going under the appellation of  Obeah Men and Women, pretending to have communication 
with the Devil and other evil spirits” (“Witchcraft, Poison, Law and Atlantic Slavery” 258, emphasis 
added). The term “pretending,” Paton continues, became critical to support the claim that obeah was 
not able to affect the physical world and to confirm that colonial authorities did not believe in obeah’s 
power (259). Through this official disavowal of  belief  in obeah, the Jamaican Assembly could avoid 
breaching the metropole’s Enlightenment-inspired rejection of  anti-witchcraft legislation (Cultural 
Politics 41). Even if  certain legislators did believe that its power was real, it was important that they 
officially declared that obeah practitioners only deluded superstitious slaves into believing in its power. 
For all the laws’ “traces of  scepticism and anti-supernaturalism,” the lawmakers were more interested 
in suppressing obeah practice rather than its belief  (41). This fixation on controlling its practice 
reveals a subtle uncertainty concerning obeah’s ability to harness supernatural power. Although the 
Act’s objectives were material, it was a defensive measure against the property damage and political 
upheaval that resulted from slave rebellion, the law also extended their authority to the immaterial. 
Throughout the legacy of  slavery, slaves’ use of  the supernatural exposed vulnerabilities in the systems 
of  colonialism and the plantocracy.

The criminalization of  obeah and the attack on the return to Africa narrative were both 
methods of  shoring up the weaknesses of  plantocratic authority in the contest of  spiritual power.  In 
“Spiritual Terror and Sacred Authority in Jamaican Slave Society,” Vincent Brown explains that 
plantation authorities were under constant threat of  being dispossessed by suicides and rebellion 
because the slaves’ religious beliefs suggested that they would be rewarded with a return to Africa and 
their ancestors in the afterlife (25). In response, Jamaican planters often performed violent spectacles 
of  execution, torture, and post-mortem mutilation to demonstrate to the slaves that their bodies could 
be destroyed and they remained on the plantation after death (27). Their aim was to “give governing 
authority a sacred, even supernatural dimension,” and to allow “the plantocracy’s power to reach 
into the spiritual imaginations of  the slaves” (27). Plantation authorities found it necessary to commit 
what can only be described as acts of  spiritual terrorism, to contend directly with the supernatural 
beliefs of  the slaves. As obeah’s influence was in large part drawn from its connection to spirits and 
death, the prohibition of  its practice provided an additional strategy that limited the “sacred authority 
slaves derived from spirits of  the dead” (44), and allowed the colonial and plantation government 
to monopolize control over the deceased. The plantation’s urge to tie practical concerns to the 
supernatural realm indicates that their position on the supernatural world was even more ambivalent 
than the obeah law suggests. The plantation authorities used spiritual terrorism to deny the African 
slaves their otherworldly rewards. Their focus on crippling the slaves’ spiritual connection to Africa and 
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the dead, rather than challenging their beliefs, emphasizes the planters’ latent belief  (or even fear) of  
Africans’ supernatural power. 

Obeah’s unique place between belief  and unbelief  in the colonial imaginary was partly shaped 
by an epistemological shift that originated in the metropole’s process of  secularization.4  Throughout 
the eighteenth century, new paradigms of  scientific inquiry and debates concerning the widespread 
religious conflict of  the previous century resulted in the gradual deprivileging of  the supernatural 
realm. The authority and the legitimacy of  the divine was transferred to the natural realm in a process 
of  disenchantment that runs parallel to the process of  secularization (Daston 151-52). While the schism 
between the natural and supernatural was being widened, the sixteenth and seventeenth-century 
terms of  “idolatry” and “devil worship” (devotion to false gods) were the default terms to indicate 
any belief  in the supernatural other than those found in Christian dogma. After the Enlightenment, 
however, superstition was converted into what Talal Asad calls the “secular concept of  ‘superstition’” 
(35). So, superstition became synonymous with beliefs untenable in relation to the natural laws defined 
by scientific reason. In both the colonies and the metropole, scepticism became the elite and official 
reaction to the ‘pretense’ of harnessing supernatural power. The passing of  the new Witchcraft Act 
in English parliament in 1736, which decriminalized witchcraft and instead outlawed ‘pretending’ to 
perform witchcraft, authorized this scepticism towards the supernatural (Cultural Politics 40). Indeed, 
this Act was an attempt to “suppress the popular belief  in witchcraft” and “to generalize the idea that 
witchcraft was not possible” (40). That is not to say that the previous understandings of  superstition 
changed from one view to the other unanimously and without recourse. European opinion on the 
supernatural moved on a continuum between religious-magical and secular-rationalist paradigms.

 Moreover, these opinions were associated with the class to which Europeans belonged —the 
vulgar classes were linked more with the religious-magical, whereas the elite were allied with more 
secular-rationalist opinions.5 This continuum becomes even more complex on Jamaican plantations, 
where obeah’s practical influence on the plantation prevented it from being summarily dismissed. For 
any figure of  plantation or colonial authority (whether plantation owner, manager, overseer, legislator, 
even missionary), disparagement of  the African supernatural was a way to establish the rational and 
cultural superiority of  whites above their black slaves. Even if  the specific rationale for the denigration 
of  obeah varied along the religious-magical/secular-rationalist continuum, the main foundation for 
that response was anti-African sentiment already established in European culture before the slave trade 
(Stewart 75). 

The longstanding European tradition of  Afrophobia led to the characterization of  any African-
derived system of  belief  as essentially superstitious rather than religious; that categorization easily 
justified colonial disdain and disregard for obeah. By the eighteenth century, many European and 
colonial writers argued that Africans were no more intelligent than apes (Stewart 75-76) and were 
therefore incapable of  producing anything that could be considered a ‘religion’ (Richardson 18). 
Religion, then, is the term that marks the boundary between beliefs that are worthy of  respect and 
beliefs that warrant derision and vilification. This boundary between Christianity (religion) and obeah 
(superstition) was an important tool in plantation societies to ensure the sense of  cultural superiority in 
‘civilized’ white planters over ‘primitive’ black slaves who were susceptible to such superstition (Paton, 
“Obeah Acts” 2). Ultimately, Christianity’s position at the center of  European culture, and its status 
as ‘religion,’ allowed its interpretation of  the supernatural to be adapted to the secular-rationalist 
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philosophy that was developing in the metropole. On the other hand, racism and Afrophobia already 
condemned obeah, subjecting it to both negative definitions of  superstition simultaneously—as non-
Christian, and irrational. 

Marlon James’s The Book of  Night Women reveals the link between contemporary views of  obeah 
and the historical context of  the subjugation of  African spirituality during slavery.6 His novel explores 
the categorical division between religion and superstition to encourage the collapse of  the colonial 
hierarchies of  belief  that exalted the religion of  the colonial population and authorities over those of  
the slaves. I analyze James’s juxtaposition of  the voice of  the colonist against that of  the slave to bring 
James’s critical voice into sharp relief. The revulsion his colonial characters express at obeah belief  in 
the “age of  Christ” (112), mirrors the view of  obeah in the popular imagination of  both the eighteenth 
century and the contemporary period. James targets the eighteenth century, a cultural moment in 
which rational religion and scientific reason was expected to banish such superstitions, to reveal that 
contemporary views on obeah are not far removed from that moment. Drawing such a comparison 
suggests that Caribbean people are still participating in Eurocentric ideologies when it comes to 
discourses of  religious belief. James’s narrator, the voice of  Lilith’s future child, is meant to counteract 
this complicity by providing them a new way of  reading discourses of  religion. The narrator’s sardonic 
(mis)reading of  Christian dogma reveals the constructed nature of  boundaries between religion and 
superstition and challenges obeah’s relegation to the order of  superstition. Through the narrator’s (mis)
reading, James pillories the notion of  universal rationalism and logic that justifies the classification 
and separation of  obeah and Christianity. Her voice is one that reaches from a colonial past into 
a postcolonial present to encourage the descendants of  Afro Caribbean slaves to be critical of  the 
Eurocentric notion of  rational religion and recognize the importance and validity of  the embattled 
spiritual beliefs they inherited from their ancestors.

The Book of  Night Women makes the conflict between secular-rationalism and slave religion 
explicit when, after the death of  a slave allegedly caused by obeah, the Wilson plantation owner is 
caught between his presumed rationality and the effect obeah appears to have had on one of  his slaves. 
Humphrey, the plantation owner, exclaims: “Confound it that the age of  reason should visit everywhere 
but the goddamn colonies,” to which Isobel, the creole daughter of  a white planter, replies “[a]ge 
and reason have nothing to do with the colonies” (James 112). As part of  the elite of  English society, 
plantation-owners like Humphrey were expected to uphold the views of  secular-rationalism popular 
in the metropole at the time. Humphrey evokes scorn for superstitions such as obeah in the Age of  
Reason and the Age of  Christ, a period in which “science and rational religion [should] banish magic 
and superstition” (Murison 147). Humphrey is, therefore, both frustrated and shocked to find out 
that the civilized understanding of  natural law has not demystified beliefs like those of  obeah, he asks: 
“How in the age of  Christ could so many be swayed by this…this darkness?” (112). In his eyes, obeah 
is opposed to the truths discovered by his civilized European society, namely: the acceptance of  natural 
law as interpreted by the scientific method and the revelation that Christ, the son of  the one true 
God, sacrificed himself  to absolve the sins of  humankind. Humphrey sees no discontinuity between 
his religious knowledge and his knowledge of  natural law. Christianity evades the demystification of  
what I call the “supernatural core” (of  miracles, resurrection, a divine realm, among other things) by 
authorizing natural law and attributing to God the power to suspend those laws. Humphrey’s definition 
of  religion, however, does not tolerate other interpretations of  the natural and supernatural. Any 
system of  belief  that exceeds his Eurocentric definitions and categorizations is placed in the order of  
superstition. 
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James reveals that many disparaging views of  obeah are related to colonials’ scientific certainty 
that obeah is sign of  Africans’ biological predisposition to credulity, and that fetishistic beliefs are 
evidence of  primitivity. Isobel explains to Humphrey that obeah (or superstition, more broadly) “flows 
in them [the slaves] like blood...I daresay it comes as natural to them as our lord and saviour is to 
us” (James 112).  By virtue (or rather by vice) of  being African, she acknowledges that slaves were 
biologically predisposed to superstition. Isobel juxtaposes slaves’ gullibility against the whites’ natural 
inclination towards the rational religion of  Christianity. James thus exposes the entanglement of  
Christian exceptionalism and scientific ethnography in discussions of  race.  Despite the racist principles 
on which Isobel’s dichotomy is based, the comparison of  obeah with what is considered a ‘proper’ 
religion exposes the inadequacy of  the term superstition to describe obeah, and a reluctant necessity 
to comprehend it in religious terms. Isobel hedges her contradiction when Humphrey’s head overseer, 
Robert Quinn, responds to her comment by denigrating obeah: “Looks like stupid nigger superstition 
to me, that’s all it is” (113). She disagrees, retorting: “This is not some nigger All Hallows’ Eve, sir…
It’s a tad more serious than that. I’ve seen an entire estate go to a standstill over their superstitions” 
(113). Robert Quinn’s interjection portrays the anxiety and subsequent policing that accompanies the 
category crisis of  religion and superstition. Obeah is quickly returned to the category of  superstition 
when Isobel is challenged by Robert, who is evidently irritated by Isobel’s far too liberal comparison 
between obeah and Christianity. Isobel then clarifies her position: “[obeah] may seem to be about 
spells and witchcraft, but really it’s about their religion, potions and poisons. Even if  these dim blackies 
believe that it’s more than that” (James 114). Isobel demonstrates more knowledge about the culture 
of  the slaves than the newcomers, Humphrey and Robert, but not much more. She begins by claiming 
that obeah only seems as though it is magical, it is really about religion, returning obeah to the far more 
respectable classification Europeans usually reserved solely for their own belief  systems. Yet she limits 
her argument again by relegating obeah to solely the realm of  natural phenomenon. By calling obeah 
and its accessories “potions and poisons,” Isobel declares that obeah has no access to the supernatural 
and that it can be essentialized into governable components that “a wise master would do well to 
understand” and manipulate in order to maintain control over his plantation (114).7 Isobel’s argument 
echoes the sentiment that colonials used to “distinguish white’s rational selves from ‘superstitious,’ 
‘deluded Negroes,’ who saw inexplicable death as the wielding of  supernatural powers” (Bryson 68). 
Isobel dismantles obeah in front of  the men by arguing that its supernatural power is explainable and 
therefore reducible through material and scientific means. In this way, she acknowledges the essential 
material applications of  obeah, while denying its access to the supernatural.8

While Robert and Humphrey represent the compulsion of  colonial authorities to exclude obeah 
from the category of  religion, Isobel’s more nuanced view reveals the difficulty of  understanding obeah 
without challenging that exclusion. When that difficulty arises, she has no option but to fall back onto 
the scientific certainty that fetishism is evidence of  the slaves’ biological susceptibility to naïve belief. 
Through Isobel, James shows that opposition to obeah is not the result of  rational, critical, or scientific 
thought, but rather a belief  in the intellectual vulnerability of  black people. Disdain and derision of  
obeah in contemporary Jamaica, therefore, represent the continued participation and reinscription of  
the discourse of  the colonizer, masked as modern scientific truth.   

 James shows that the very ontology of  the natural and supernatural is charged with racial 
significance. The rigid division between the natural and supernatural embedded in Western and 
colonial epistemology since the Enlightenment did not exist in the African traditions, from which obeah 
was derived. Many of  the central aspects of  these traditions were intimately connected to material 
and embodied experience. Obeah involved “intercourse with invisible beings, ancestral veneration, 
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possession, trance and mediumship, food offerings and animal sacrifice, divination and herbalism, and 
reliance upon mystical power” (Stewart 26), all of  which are contingent upon a connection between the 
natural and supernatural. The plantocratic elite imposed the concept of  a supernatural realm distant 
from human life and experience upon slaves with fundamentally different religious emphases. For many 
of  the slaves, their first encounter with the strict distinction between the supernatural and the natural 
was likely in Christian teaching from missionaries visiting the plantation. When the narrator of  Night 
Women declares “negroes get preaching” (James 148, emphasis added), James reminds readers of  how 
fraught spiritual agency is on the plantation. The slaves did not possess the right to understand the 
order of  existence in their own way. It was the mandate of  the preachers to teach them the ontology 
of  the Christian worldview and simultaneously delegitimize their African-derived religious beliefs.  The 
narrator of Night Women embodies, among other forms of  resistant slave discourses, resistance to the 
spiritual subjugation on the plantation. 

 Her satirical response to Christian dogma disputes the categories of  ‘true religion’ and ‘false 
superstition’ to demand a reconsideration of  religious classifications that traditionally take Christianity’s 
superiority for granted. She problematizes two central ideas of  Christian dogma: God’s isolation from 
the material realm in a supernatural (divine) realm, and his inherent frailty when he is embodied in 
Jesus Christ. The narrator identifies these aspects of  Christian dogma as critical lapses that justify the 
slaves’ intransigence to missionary sermons. She recounts that, although “they preach the same thing 
every Christmas and New Year’s, niggers don’t understand what a baby in the bush can do” (148). 
The slaves’ concern over what the infant Jesus can do demonstrates the cultural specificity of  religious 
emphases. In the African tradition, spirits and deities brandish supernatural power that could help the 
slaves survive in an environment where death, torture, and ill-health were commonplace. The figure of  
an infant child being the supreme power of  ‘the whites’ obviously does not inspire the same confidence 
as the supernatural entities that would intervene on behalf  of  obeahmen and women. This is evident 
to the narrator, whose interpretation of  infant Jesus is more informed by the vicissitudes of  mortal life 
than the interpretation of  the missionaries, “if  baby get left in manger he would scratch up, bite up, 
and dead by the third day. But white people think this be the greatest thing” (148). There is a latent 
rationalism in the narrator’s critical (mis)reading of  the infant Jesus. With subtle critical inquiry and 
irony, she expresses that this rational religion possesses its own series of  irrationalities. Without mentioning 
her own beliefs, she draws a comparison between beliefs that are considered ‘religion’ and those 
considered ‘superstition.’ Her understanding of  the birth of  Christ in the manger is read through the 
challenges of  her personal experience, as opposed to the missionary’s lens that takes those earthly trials 
for granted. She elides the boundaries of  those categories, rather than reifying them, to reveal that the 
rationales that influence the categorizations and interpretations of  religions are highly dependant on 
the lived experiences of  the cultures who evaluate those systems of  belief.

 Furthermore, the narrator’s reading of  the Trinity and the resurrection denounces the belief  that 
the rationality, and therefore validity, of  a given religion can be evaluated by the putatively objective 
and universal reason of  colonial and plantation authorities. She recites the missionary’s teachings 
while pointing out that, for the slaves, they are not compatible, “[p]reacher tell nigger that God is man 
and baby” (148). The idea that God forsakes his supernatural power to become human echoes her 
confusion concerning the reverence for the infant Jesus. That a deity would willingly diminish its power 
seems absurd — why would God surrender His power and immortality, and then subject himself  to a 
world where power alone guarantees continued existence? The spirits and deities that aid in obeah have 
the power to prevent illness, heal the sick, or cause harm to an enemy without being subject to illness or 
death, while a human is always at risk of  succumbing to their own fragility. Of  the Trinity, the narrator 
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recites: “God is father and he is son and he is spirit,” commenting that “[t]hat sound like he breed 
himself  to get himself, then kill himself ” (148). Lilith’s daughter not only criticizes the overcomplicated 
process by which the Christian God must act on the world, “White man God perplexing like the white 
man” (148), but also draws attention to how the Christian God must circumvent the boundary between 
the divine and earthly realms by manifesting himself  as human. For obeah, however, Gods, spirits, and 
other supernatural beings enter, inhabit, and act upon the earth regularly without needing to perform 
the circuitous task of  giving birth to themselves to sacrifice themselves. Although Christianity is the 
ostensible target of  the daughter’s religious satire, her goal is not to deride Christianity, but to call 
into question the concept that a culture can use ‘objective’ reason and logic to evaluate the religion of  
another culture. Her (mis)reading of  Christian dogma shows that, there is neither a universal logic nor 
reason, they are always culturally mediated; and, on the plantation they are fraught with the culture of  
racism and slavery. 

 The narrator’s discussion of  the crucifixion veers out of  religious satire and moves into a sincere 
critique of  violence on the plantation. She relates that the infant Christ “grow up…they kill him, and 
white people think that be even greater. It make plenty sense that white people would get so much 
mirth and joy out of  this ‘cause nobody kill for fun like backra” (148). The narrator suggests that the 
slave owners’ satisfaction concerning the crucifixion mirrors the sadistic satisfaction they would need 
to maim, kill, and torture slaves so prolifically. The violence expressed in scripture becomes linked 
to the violence of  the plantation — the colonial and plantation authorities, who are the followers of  
Jesus, also become the Romans who flogged and crucified him. She turns the violence that colonial and 
plantation authorities usually mitigate or disavow (the violence they displace onto so-called ‘barbaric’ 
races, cultures and religions) back towards the perpetrators. While they claim to exemplify the virtues 
of  Christendom, they embody and proliferate the violence available to them in religious dogma. 
The narrator uses a principal Christian narrative as an analogy to implicate colonial and plantation 
authorities in the violent mistreatment of  the slaves. 

In her account of  the missionary’s preaching, the narrator avoids overt comparison between 
her own African-derived beliefs and Christianity. The implicity of  her comparison indicates the flaws 
in Eurocentric evaluation and classification of  religion, without having to rely on pretense toward 
universal standards of  what religious belief  ought to consist of. Her explicit discussion of  what a 
“God supposed to be,” on the other hand, acknowledges her cultural identity as a slave descended 
from transported Africans, while staking her own claim as to what constitutes a ‘rational religion.’ 
Of  the missionary’s preaching, the narrator says “We still don’t know what all that have to do with a 
God. God supposed to be God of  things people can be or use or be ‘fraid of, like Asaase Yaa or the 
terrible Ogun or the Imilozi bush spirits” (148). She argues that the slaves are unwilling to convert to 
Christianity because the foundation of  that religion does not make sense to them. In their worldview, 
spirits and deities are active among them, these beings are capable of  acting upon the world, and 
their supernatural power is a large part of  the identity of  those beings. If  a deity or spirit cannot 
be used to heal or cause harm, if  it cannot possess a body nor be cause for fear in others, then their 
identity and the role that they play become problematized. Evidently, the slaves’ intransigence with 
regard to Christian teaching is not caused by the racial inferiority imagined by colonial and plantation 
authorities, but because the European religious emphases often did not align with their standards of  
religious experience. This becomes even clearer when the narrator recounts: “Preacher say there be 
only one God right after he explain that there be three God and look up in the sky when he say so. 
Some people wondering what God doing up there so long and how come he no fall down yet?” (148). 
The missionary’s contradiction prefaces the slaves’ interrogation of  God’s role, showing their suspicion 
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concerning the validity of  Christianity’s internal logic. Because of  his alienation from the earthly realm 
in which they need aid, God is imagined as both disinterested (“what God doing up there so long”) and 
impotent (“how come he no fall down yet”). Obeah was a salient religious belief  for the slaves because 
it took shape from their worldviews and religious experiences, of  which a core component was the 
influence of  the supernatural upon the natural world.

Disbelief  in the existence of  supernatural beings, realms or events is alternately the saving grace 
of  rational religion and an epistemological trap into which it falls. Colonial powers brandish selective 
disbelief  against superstitions of  the peoples they colonize, but the counter-hegemonic practices of  (mis)
reading Christian scripture and articulating an Afro Caribbean religious discourse in Night Women 
show that selective disbelief  can also be mobilized against the colonial authorities. The narrator’s 
appropriation of  disbelief  identifies and dismantles components of  Christian exceptionalism, opening 
the door for readers to accept obeah as part of  Afro Caribbean cultural identity and afford it the 
respect commensurate with the respect provided Christianity. Before such a possibility can even be 
imagined, however, obeah must be taken seriously; its claim to the supernatural must be seen as equally 
valid as the supernatural claims of  any religion. Taking obeah seriously will seem impossible to many, 
but the suspension of  disbelief  required of  the novel might prove an indispensable means to this end. 
William Earle’s novel, Obi, or The History of  Three-Fingered Jack (1800) is a convincing example how 
suspension of  disbelief  might provide a more equitable way of  approaching obeah. Obi was published 
while the supernatural foundations of  Eurocentric belief  systems were being challenged internally by 
Enlightenment natural philosophy. Indeed, by the turn of  century the sociocultural pressure against 
belief  in the supernatural must have been immense. Yet, Obi frequently pushes against the ideological 
pressures of  the late 18th century, challenging the impulse toward demystification and asserting the 
significance of  the supernatural in Christianity — even if  that means affording credence to belief  in 
obeah.

Earle’s text emphasizes ambiguity whenever the question of  obeah’s supernatural power is 
raised. Contrary to the colonial and planter impulse to demystify obeah as a false superstition, Earle 
does not attempt to debunk obeah’s supernatural power. Despite the uncommon amount of  credence 
Earle affords obeah, his novel still portrays it as inferior to Christianity. Yet, Obi uniquely proposes 
that obeah is inferior because Christianity possesses more potent supernatural powers, not because 
obeah is false. His depiction of  the victory of  the baptised slave hunter over the obeah-supported 
escaped slave betrays a latent belief  in the supernatural and a suspicion concerning a disenchanted 
world. He portrays the characters who most eagerly espouse secular-rationalist worldviews as the 
morally bankrupt villains of  the narrative — the planters and slavers. Earle’s text resists the surging 
vein of  secular-rationalism in Christian European culture, proposing instead that if  obeah and other 
‘primitive’ systems of  belief  are to be challenged, they ought not to be challenged by secular-rationalist 
epistemologies, but by the power of  the Christian God. In Three-Fingered Jack, versions of  secular and 
non-secular Christianity are competing for the eighteenth-century colonial imagination. Earle’s aim to 
encourage abolition is evidently unconcerned with treating obeah belief  with the equal respect afforded 
to Christianity, yet he uses obeah’s ambiguous supernatural power to encourage suspicion towards 
secularism in the colonial Christian imaginary.

The story on which Obi is based has been subject to numerous revisions since its initial 
publication in Benjamin Moseley’s A Treatise on Sugar: With Miscellaneous Medical Observations in 1799. 
Moseley introduces the story of  Three-Fingered Jack as a compelling digression from his general 
reflections on the state of  health on the plantation. A year afterwards, in 1800, a pantomime by the 
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name of  Obi, or Three Fingered Jack was written and produced by John Fawcett for London’s Covent 
Garden Royal Theatre. Shortly after the first pantomime production of  Obi, Earle’s novel, Obi or, The 
History of  Three-Fingered Jack was published in the same year. Both of  Obi’s forms (novel and pantomime) 
have been examined extensively by literary scholars of  various fields. It has been considered part of  
18th century (Aravamudan 2005), Romantic (Richardson 1993), and American literary discourses 
(Jaudon 2012, 2015). Nearly all discussions of  Earle’s Obi, however, fall short of  considering obeah as 
fundamentally religious. Only Diana Paton’s “ Afterlives of  Three-Fingered Jack,” treats the religious 
in Earle’s novel with any emphasis (58-59), and therein religion only plays a role in her reading of  
the novel’s end. Scholars like Jaudon (2015) and Wisecup (2013, 2015) rightly acknowledge obeah’s 
intersection between medicinal and religious regimes of  knowledge, but their analyses tend to overlook 
obeah’s implications for challenging Eurocentric foundations of  religious thought. Indeed, William 
Earle’s Obi reveals much more about colonial views of  religion and superstition than thoughts on 
medicinal and natural effects of  obeah materials. 

The epistolary narrator of Obi, George Stanford, first introduces secular-rationalism through the 
slaver, Captain Harrop. Earle associates Harrop with that elite European worldview; yet, the narrator 
denounces him as being one of  those who are “Britons born, but are not Britons at heart” (82). Harrop 
is criticized because of  his treacherous capture and enslavement of  the pregnant Amri and her husband 
Makro, even after the two Africans rescued him from death at sea. In Frances Botkin’s treatment 
of  Harrop in Thieving Three-Fingered Jack, she concludes that “Harrop represents the degenerate, 
emasculated white West Indian who deteriorates physically and morally in direct relation to his colonial 
tyranny and slave-trading” (52). Botkin’s conclusion is certainly robust, yet it passes over Harrop’s role 
as the novel’s exemplar of  secular-rationalism. He holds many instructive conversations with Amri 
and Makro about his secular-rational worldview. His teachings delight Amri and Makro and through 
those teachings he gains their trust so that he might later capture them. Hence Harrop’s morally 
reprehensible act of  enslaving his saviours calls into question the moral ground of  his worldview. 
Stanford relays one of  Harrop and Amri’s many conversations: 

[Amri] ask[s] in unaffected ignorance, Who was nature? ‘The great Creator,’ answered he 
[Harrop]; ‘He to whom you owe your being.’ I did not rightly comprehend him, but he 
soon gave me to understand that I worshiped a false god…He told me that the glorious 
sun was but a substance created by his God, who was the great father of  all. (77)

The Christian God, like the colonial enterprise, is presumed to have a global claim and influence. One 
of  the reasons for Harrop presuming global claim and influence is because of  the putative universality 
of  natural law. The sun is not a supernatural entity tied to any particular place, but rather a natural 
substance created by the Christian God. Harrop continues by explaining that the “descent of  yon 
bright orb is not into the sea, as you imagine; it goes to illumine other parts of  this vast globe” (78). The 
orbital path on which the sun is set becomes an example of  the Christian God’s global reach. All things 
that inhabit the earth and are lit up by the sun thus owe to that god their existence, even Amri and 
Makro. Amri and Makro’s god is presumed to have no claim over natural law, and therefore no claim to 
power or legitimacy whatsoever. 

Harrop’s preoccupation with natural law alludes to the influence of  the scientific revolution on 
the eighteenth-century English intellectual tradition. Harrop also vigorously ties god to all the scientific 
observations he shares with Amri and Makro; he exclaims “How complete are his works” before asking 
that they “observe the gradual approach of  night” (78). He continues asking that they observe the 
anatomical function of  a tree: “‘[o]bserve that tree” adding again “[t]hus you see how complete Nature 
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is in all her various performances” (83).9 Harrop’s instruction continues up until the very moment 
he captures and enslaves his two pupils. At that moment, this instructor of  Enlightenment wisdom, 
proclaiming the completeness of  nature and teaching the virtues of  rationality, also becomes the 
character for which Earle evokes the most disdain. Harrop’s turn, from altruistic instructor of  civilized 
knowledge to treacherous slaver, calls into question the morality of  his teachings. The novel posits an 
association between his worldview and his apparent immorality, then connects his depravity to the 
occupation of  capturing slaves. 

Earle’s abolitionist aim takes another form in the confrontation between the plantation owner 
and Feruarue, the obeah man. Their conflict is analogous to the conflict between the rational-secularist 
beliefs of  the plantation authorities and the religious-magical beliefs of  the slaves. Feruarue is captured 
among other rebellious slaves and all of  them are to be “brought to justice, and, to intimidate the other 
negroes of  several plantations, were all executed” (97). Plantation authorities relied on specific forms of  
mutilative execution as not only a deterrent or preventative measure against rebellions, but also to assert 
control over death. In particular, they targeted obeahmen in order to maintain their monopoly over 
death and thus enhance social subjugation. It should come as no surprise then that “[a] separate day 
was appointed for the death of  the Obi-Man, who was to be made a terrible example of, and executed 
in the presence of  every slave” (97). The separate execution of  the obeahman serves as an example for 
those slaves who would attempt to exercise their own control over death on the plantation, and it also 
serves as an opportunity to force the obeahman to confess and demystify the workings of  obeah. 

Ferurarue’s confession is deemed so important to his prosecution that the plantation owner 
is willing to forgo the punishment entirely to reveal the trickery of  the obeahman to all the slaves in 
attendance. Mornton, the plantation owner, declares:

‘Feruarue, the plantations have suffered greatly by you; it seems you have, by some hidden 
means, spirited up the negroes to a rebellion, and those that have refused to raise their 
hands against their masters have died in the most cruel manner by your means. Tell me 
how you have effected this; let me know how to avoid its pernicious consequences; and 
you shall be rewarded with life, and liberty to return to your own country.’ (98)

The strong appeal for a confession in this passage suggests that Mornton is looking for a way to reduce 
obeah’s supernatural power to a material or psychological concern, so as to convince others that he 
can control or contain it. Still, as the prosecution continues, Feruarue provides no detailed explanation. 
He admits only that: “I spirited up the slaves to rebellion; I acknowledge I struck terror to the hearts 
of  many that refused their aid” (99). His confession confirms Mornton’s suspicions that Feruarue was 
involved in the rebellion, but where Mornton had been led to believe that he was directly involved in 
the death of  many of  his slaves, Feruarue only dubiously acknowledges that he “struck terror to [their] 
hearts” (99). Earle deliberately leaves the question of  obeah’s supernatural power ambiguous and 
pits his depictions of  obeah as “pretend” against events which were suspiciously aided by its power. 
Earle’s reluctance to debunk obeah in his novel reveals that he has no interest in the demystification of  
supernatural beliefs. Even as he writes that Feruarue “was covered over with the farrago of  his weak 
and impotent charms” (99), insisting that his powers are trickery and fraud, the execution leaves the 
question as to whether his obeah could kill Mornton’s slaves unanswered. Instead of  using this overt 
opportunity to prove the rational superiority of  colonial authorities by discrediting obeah belief, Earle 
deliberately avoids disproving it. Earle’s resistance to the demystification of  the supernatural emphasizes 
his doubts concerning the secular-rationalist worldview that many colonial and plantation authorities 
used to differentiate themselves from their overly credulous slaves.
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Although Earle’s novel acknowledges obeah’s ability to resist demystification, he still represents 
obeah as the vanquished when competing with the power of  the Christian God. Earle signifies this 
conflict of  beliefs in the opposing figures of  Jack and Quashee. After he escapes imprisonment for 
arousing an insurrection on the plantation, Jack visits Bashra, another obeahman. At Bashra’s cave, 
he “filled Jack’s horn with his Obi; and gave him an ointment, with which he rubbed the brows of  his 
countrymen that they might not betray him” (Earle 121). By filling Jack’s horn with his obeah materials, 
Bashra aims to defend him from the weaponry of  his pursuers. In the various instances where Jack’s 
obeah is referred to, it is described as a “powerful Obi,” one that makes other slaves fear to attempt 
his capture or assassination (123; 136). Even when his assassination is attempted, “some asserted that 
the shots passed through his body and left no trace behind; nay, all unanimously declared that it was as 
idle to attempt to shoot at Jack as to wound a shadow” (140). The belief  that Jack’s obeah is capable of  
protecting him indicates that obeah does indeed possess supernatural power. In addition, Jack is also 
assured of  his obeah’s power to defend him. When Jack returns to the plantation to save Amri from 
execution he declares: “‘let no man advance, as he dreads this all powerful Obi, which renders me 
immortal, and devotes him to death’” (148). Of  course, the reader is fully aware that, regardless of  how 
powerful Jack’s obeah may seem, it does not prevent him from being shot, earlier in the narrative, by 
Quashee, a slave who has made it his objective to retrieve the reward for Jack’s capture or death (125). 
This contradiction in the text plays with ideas of  belief  and disbelief  in the supernatural. Does obeah 
protect Jack from dying, if  not from being injured? Is obeah’s power real, or is it false? The ambiguity 
of  the text challenges the secular-rationalist frame that would refute obeah’s supernatural power.

Earle’s reluctance to have obeah explained away is not out of  tolerance for the religious belief  
of  the slaves, but rather an insistence on the role of  Christianity on supplanting that belief. Quashee, 
who was able to wound but not kill Jack previously, wants to carry on his mission against him. He is 
“not intimidated by [Jack’s] imaginary spell,” yet, on a whim, decides to be christened (156, emphasis 
mine). During the final confrontation between Quashee and Jack, Quashee “told [Jack] that his Obi 
had no power over him, for that he was christened, and was no longer Quashee, but James Reeder” 
(156). Christianity has afforded Reeder a mystical upper hand and “Jack started back in dismay; he 
was cowed; for he had prophesied that White Obi should overcome him, and he knew the charm, 
in Reeder’s hands would lose none of  its virtue” (156). With the power of  “White Obi” behind him, 
Reeder succeeds in assassinating Jack and claims his reward. Botkin identifies the usage of  the term 
“White Obi” as a “hybridization of  European and African belief  systems” (56). Although the term is 
certainly suggestive of  hybridization or creolization, the novel makes no gesture toward a process of  
hybridization. Rather, Earle’s coinage of  Quashee’s Christianity as “White Obi,” and a “charm” is a 
provocative metaphor that brings obeah and Christianity back into a religious comparison that blurs 
the categorical distinction between superstition and religion. Earle’s comparison between the putatively 
secular-rationalist Christianity, and the superstitious and magical obeah reminds the reader that, at their 
core, they both rely on belief  in the supernatural. The conflict between Christianity and obeah is not 
a battle of  rational religion against superstitious magic, but a battle between two systems of  belief  that 
belong in the same category. Earle makes it clear that the confrontation between Jack and Reeder is a 
religious or spiritual confrontation, not to decide which belief  is true and which one superstition, but to 
decide which belief  is more powerful.

The power struggle between obeah and Christianity on the slave plantation illustrated in The 
Book of  Night Women and Obi or, The History of  Three-Fingered Jack is still being played out in Jamaican 
public politics. When the 1898 obeah law came under review in 2013 to bring it into accordance with 
the United Nations Convention against Torture, flogging was removed as punishment for practicing 
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obeah (Cultural Politics 7). In the public debate that followed ,obeah’s decriminalization was still opposed 
by others on the grounds that its legalization would be anti-Christian (7). Throughout the course of  
this essay I have revealed that obeah’s exclusion from the category of  religion subjects it to the whims 
of  secular-rationalist and Christian political ideologies of  slave society. Even though James’s and Earle’s 
texts provide invaluable tools for breaking down the boundary between obeah and religion, Night 
Women shows that the category of  religion might be just as limiting to obeah as it is liberating. After the 
secularizing effects of  the Enlightenment, the divide between natural and supernatural orders became 
a precondition for the category of  religion. For obeah to be considered religion, then, means the 
incorporation of  that division to the detriment of  its many core supernatural elements. To relieve obeah 
of  this double-bind, to recognize it as worthy of  the protections of  religion without leaching it of  the 
supernatural belief  that is a crucial part of  its cultural relevance, is to redraw the contours of  religion 
and religious freedom. Literary representations of  obeah are invaluable means to this end. To read 
obeah is to give credence to its supernatural elements in a way that encourages the re-evaluation of  the 
post-Enlightenment category of  religion and challenges obeah’s exclusion from discourses of  religious 
freedom.

Notes
1  The Atlantic Studies 2015 special issue on obeah’s relationship to knowledge, power, and writing in 

the early Atlantic world is perhaps the best example of  this tendency. The issue includes a great 
many persuasive investigations that treat obeah’s intersection between religion and medicine in 
plantation society, but few of  the essays in the collection address obeah’s religious emphases with 
the depth I think it demands.

2  Diana Paton cites the decriminalization of  obeah in Anguilla (1980), Barbados (1998), Trinidad 
and Tobago (2000), and Saint Lucia (2004), the production of  two Institute of  Jamaica 
exhibitions— “Of  Things Sacred” which included obeah as one of  Jamaica’s “sacred traditions,” 
and “Guzzum Power: Obeah in Jamaica” which discussed obeah as an important part of  aspect 
of  Jamaican social history—as signs of  this shift. She also cites the official recognition of  “obeah 
practitioner” as an occupation in Jamaica’s Standard Occupational Classification (The Cultural 
Politics of  Obeah 4-5).

3  For a more detailed historical discussion of  the connections between how obeah was used during 
slavery and how perspectives around it were formed see Paton’s The Cultural Politics of  Obeah 
(2015), Vincent Brown’s The Reaper’s Garden (2008), and Kenneth Bilby and Jerome S. Handler’s 
Enacting Power (2012). Thanks in part to their emphasis on field research in the British Caribbean, 
Bilby and Handler’s work is particularly insightful. Their prioritization of  community-based 
research complements literary and sociohistorical investigations, by conveying contemporary 
perspectives concerning obeah in the Anglophone Caribbean.

4  In Charles Taylor’s A Secular Age he identifies three forms of  secularity. Secular¹ relates to absence 
of  religion in public spaces and in spheres of  public activity (e.g. economy, education, recreation). 
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Secular² refers to the decreased involvement in places of  worship.  He defines secular³ as the 
lived conditions of  belief  in the modern era, which “involves denying—or at least isolating and 
problematizing—any form of  interpretation between things of  Nature, on the one hand, and 
‘the supernatural’ on the other, be this understood in terms of  the one transcendent God, or of  
Gods or spirits, or magic forces” (12-16). I exclusively use Charles Taylor’s definition of  secular³ 
to discuss secularism in this paper.

5  As Lorraine Daston and Katherine Park explore in their book Wonders and The Order of  Nature 
the elite classes were thought to be inclined towards a disciplined rationality, whereas the vulgar 
classes (including women, the very young, the very old, primitive peoples, and the uneducated 
masses) “stood as the antonym of  enlightenment; they were barbarous, ignorant, and unruly” 
(343).

6  James’s novels have only recently drawn sustained literary interest after winning the Man 
Booker Prize in 2015 with A Brief  History of  Seven Killings. Most investigations are centered 
around A Brief  History with contributors such Marie-Sheri Harrison (2015) and Fraser Rhone 
(2017) examining the contemporary neo-colonial context of  the novel.  Notably Curdella Forbes 
(2017), and Sam Vásquez (2012) have recently contributed to scholarship on The Book of  Night 
Women, though their treatments of  the novel are concerned primarily with discourse of  violence, 
gender, and sexuality. A cursory search through popular academic databases will show that 
there is shockingly little written on Marlon James, and almost nothing is written on religion and 
superstition in his novels.

7  This was a common opinion among the plantocratic elite.  Just as Brown demonstrates in 
“Sacred Authority,” they sought to use African religious beliefs against the slaves. An explanatory 
note in James Grainger’s The Sugar-Cane declares: “as the negroe-magician can do mischief, so 
they can also do good on a plantation, provided they are kept by the white people in proper 
subordination” (370). Ultimately, such opinions imply that many plantation authorities believed 
in the supernatural powers of  obeah practitioners. 

8  Despite the ignorance represented in Isobel’s claim that obeah is reducible solely to material 
concoctions, the character evokes the important, but often misunderstood, medical practices that 
are an essential part of  obeah. For a more detailed analysis of  how these medical and healing 
practices were perceived in the colonial archive and imagination, see Kelly Wisecup’s “Knowing 
Obeah,” Wisecup and Toni Wall Jaudon’s “On Knowing and Not Knowing About Obeah,” 
Justine S. Murison’s “Obeah and its Others: Buffered Selves in the Era of  Tropical Medicine,” 
and J. Alexandra McGhee’s “Fever Dreams: Obeah, Tropical Disease, and the Cultural 
Contamination in Colonial Jamaica and the Metropole”.

9  Here Nature is a distinct feminized entity, subservient to the will of  the masculine Christian god.
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Violence, Imperialism and 
Male Socialization in Cormac 
McCarthy’s Blood Meridian and 
Marlon James’ A Brief  History 
of  Seven Killings
Michael K. Walonen 

Imperialism and masculinism have mutually informed and reinforced each other 
in a multitude of  ways and in a host of  different historical conjunctures; that is, social 
constructions of  masculinity structure and impel imperialism in assorted manners in 
different places and times. For example, European colonial encroachment into Africa, Asia 
and the Americas was often symbolically evoked and justified by representing the conquered 
land as a submissive female, while decolonizing anti-imperialist movements would often 
represent the motherland as a woman to be taken back (Loomba 129, 180). The former 
of  these, the initial spread of  European colonialism, was driven, in part, by possibly the 

Source: “Fighting after school in central Jamaica - all shoelaces are open” by Phototravelography 
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first “recognizable ‘masculine’ cultural type” of  the modern era, the conquistador (Connell, “The Big 
Picture” 607), who exerted masculinist violence to spread Spanish dominion in the “New World” and 
plunder the wealth that would later flow through Europe’s banks to fund the emergence of  capitalism 
and then early industrialization. And then, moving forward in time, at its late nineteenth-century zenith, 
the spread of  the British Empire was fueled in part by a cultural association between masculinity and 
by the flight from female-gendered domesticity into the colonial arena (Hooper 66). This conjunction 
between masculinity and carrying out the “civilizing mission” of  colonization is evoked in Rudyard 
Kipling’s notorious poem, “The White Man’s Burden,” with its specifically gendered title and its 
exhortation to the would-be agent of  imperialism “to search your manhood” by serving “Your new-
caught sullen peoples, / Half  devil and half  child” (311).

R.W. Connell has defined a form of  hegemonic masculinity he sees as having been historically 
spread by way of  Global North imperialism, with the result that alternative forms of  masculinity have 
been largely eclipsed or destroyed (“The Big Picture” 606). Oftentimes these imperial encroachments, 
in both the earlier age of  European empires and more recent times of  less direct neocolonialism, have 
been justified by attributing a lack of  proper masculinity to the dominated country (Jackson and Balaji 
18). This globally-disseminated hegemonic masculinity should be understood as a dominant cultural 
construct that, while certainly not homogenous in its instantiation in different societies nor completely 
successful in effacing alternative masculinities, is particularly effective at taking root because at its core 
is the expression of  power through acts of  violence and more indirect forms of  aggression. Some have 
claimed that the biologically male of  the human species has a particular propensity towards violence 
due to its general production of  higher levels of  testosterone than females, but scientists have been 
largely unable to find a strong direct corollary between testosterone and the committing of  violent 
acts (Goldstein 143–57). Rather, it would seem that the male bio-chemical capacity for violence and 
aggression is channeled into social institutions that either exacerbate or mute it.1 In the hegemonic 
mode of  masculinity, aggression that potentially spirals into violence is encouraged in the forms of  
athletic and martial prowess, cutthroat business practices and the domination of  spouses and children, 
among other practices. As a result, hegemonic masculinity is deeply implicated in the uses of  violence 
(Hearn 782), which manifests itself, for example, in men being the perpetrators of  the vast majority of  
violent crimes: 79.9 per cent of  arrested perpetrators of  violent crime in the United States in 2001 were 
male, and a comparative study of  thirty-five different societies has shown that over ninety per cent of  
same-gender murders are perpetrated by men (Archer, “Human Sex Differences” 105–106). 

This interweaving of  violence and masculinity, as observed above, drives the imperialist 
impulse to subdue and control foreign territories. This phenomenon takes on particularly clear and 
untrammeled contours in “frontier” spaces, that is, spaces of  imperialist economic, political and cultural 
geographic expansion where the social rules and controls of  the group whose territorial occupation 
is being encroached upon have been compromised or are weakly established. Both psychologist John 
Archer and gender sociologist R.W. Connell observe this fact, with the former noting that violence 
between men to advance dominance occurs particularly in social settings where the rule of  law is 
missing or weak (“Power and Male Violence” 318–19) and the latter pointing out that historically “[v]
iolent or wild masculinities were … socially constructed on the colonial frontier” (“The State, Gender, 
and Sexual Politics” 522). In these spaces, violence serves as a tool of  imperialist expansion, but these 
spaces subject to imperialism equally serve as arenas in which masculinist identities can be formed and 
asserted through particularly egregious acts of  violence. 
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In this essay, I consider how this “constellation” of  violence and masculinism/male socialization 
that plays out on the imperial frontier is thematically explored in two recent novels that have come 
to be as critically lauded as they are renowned for their violent content: Cormac McCarthy’s Blood 
Meridian (1985) and Marlon James’ A Brief  History of  Seven Killings (2014). While the former is set amidst 
the imperial frontier of  the United States’ westward expansion in the wake of  the Mexican-American 
War, it may seem odd at first blush to refer to the gangland battlegrounds of  1970s inner-city Kingston, 
where the first parts of  A Brief  History of  Seven Killings take place, as a (neo-)imperial frontier. However, 
the geopolitical inroads the United States was attempting to make into Jamaica and the weak presence 
of  the Jamaican state in the ghettos of  Kingston at the time made them such and, as the following 
analysis will show, James’ fictional inhabitants of  these neighborhoods have seen it in these terms, 
even using repeated borrowings from the cultural iconography of  the “Old West” to evoke their social 
environment. Both Blood Meridian and A Brief  History of  Seven Killings illustrate how macro- and micro-
level masculinist violence are mutually reinforcing: masculinist imperialist agendas push largescale 
violence that manifests itself  in local acts of  killing and assault that perform masculinist identities, which 
in turn drive further geographical expansions of  violence-driven imperialism. 

In Blood Meridian, this intertwined nature of  local-level and geopolitical violence is starkly 
manifested, as violence in the narrative serves both as a means for men to exert their will to power over 
other men, women, children and the natural world and as a means of  “opening up the frontier” for 
resettlement and capitalist geographic expansion. The novel follows the progress of  its protagonist “the 
kid” as he runs away from his Tennessee home at fourteen; travels westward; is recruited by a band 
of  filibusters attempting to invade and annex the Mexican state of  Sonora in the year following the 
cessation of  the Mexican-American War; takes up with the Glanton Gang, a band of  United States 
scalp-hunters paid by the government of  Sonora to exterminate the Apaches who have been raiding 
the state’s frontier settlements; and, after most of  the gang has been decimated after its acts of  carnage 
redound back onto it, engages in a life-or-death struggle with the judge, a sinister renaissance man 
who embodies man’s drive to dominate his environment through killing and chronicling. The kid, in 
the early parts of  the novel, twice comes into contact with the four of  cups tarot card (McCarthy 63, 
98), which traditionally augurs a period of  decision-making, contemplation and possibly being forced 
to do things that are wrong or undesirable. And this is precisely the situation the kid finds himself  in 
throughout the main body of  the narrative: forced to make a number of  moral decisions that will either 
affirm or negate his capacity for compassion and other-directedness as he is drawn towards the more 
ordered violence of  the gang leader John Joel Glanton and the more savage, all-encompassing violence 
of  the judge.   

Both Glanton and the judge represent would-be father figures to the kid who would continue 
the process of  masculinist socialization that the kid broke off with his alcoholic, biological father when 
he left home at fourteen. The Oedipal struggle of  the young male against the shadow of  the father is 
evoked at the beginning of  the text when the kid witnesses a parricide by hanging (5) and the notion 
that his experiences in the West will comprise an indoctrination into the world of  masculinist violence is 
suggested by a reference to him appearing “like some wholly wretched baptismal candidate” at the close 
of  the chapter, just prior to him joining forces with the filibusters (29). Most analyses of  the novel focus 
on the judge and his relationship to the kid. This is only natural given how the judge comes to steadily 
eclipse all other aspects of  the text, from about its midpoint onward, with his verbal grandiloquence, 
his monstrous appetites and his larger-than-life embodiment of  philosophies of  extreme masculinist 
individualism culled from the likes of  Hobbes, Nietzsche and Bataille. But the judge and Glanton, often 
depicted in conference with each other in the narrative, represent complementary forces of  masculinity 
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and violence towards which the kid is drawn. During one of  a series of  episodes in which the kid must 
decide whether to act with compassion and mercy or brutal, selfish individualism—which includes his 
choice to help draw an arrow from the leg of  the wounded Davy Brown (168–169) and culminates in 
his decision to not shoot the unarmed judge after the gang has been massacred by Yumas—the kid 
draws a lot dictating that he must put down Shelby, a wounded confrere, as the gang flees from General 
Elias and the Sonoran cavalry. With the kid standing over the crying Shelby, the latter opines/queries:

 You’re no better than him. Are you?

 The kid didn’t answer.

 What if  he comes back.

 Glanton.

 Yes. (217)

While the pronoun “him” here is initially vague, just as likely referring to the judge as to Glanton, as 
the figure the kid is potentially becoming equivalent to in his capacity to act in a bloody and merciless 
manner, the latter part of  this passage, with its sentences phrased as interrogatives but punctuated with 
periods rather than question marks to signify an air of  definitiveness, makes it clear that were he to kill 
a companion in accordance with the rules of  the gang, the kid would be following in Glanton’s, rather 
than the judge’s, footsteps. 

Shortly after the kid joins the gang, Glanton tames a dog that he finds in an abandoned Apache 
village (155–156), which follows along closely beside him until his death at the hands of  the Yumas, at 
which point it is tied to his corpse and tossed onto a bonfire “in howling suttee to disappear crackling 
in the rolling greenwood smoke” (287). The dog symbolizes both the loyalty that governs Glanton’s 
being in a world replete with the violence he sows and how his leadership is predicated on his providing 
for those who are abandoned, like the kid, and who fall under his sway. As he says to a doubtful Davy 
Brown upon first taming the dog with a piece of  beef  jerky, “I can man anything that eats” (155). In 
being thus “manned” as well, the kid is taken up into a male order of  violence for profit, as part of  
which he participates in a series of  genocidally motivated massacres of  Native Americans and then 
Mexicans—whose scalps can be passed off as Native American to collect a bounty—up until the 
dissolution of  the gang when Glanton and most of  the other remaining members are massacred by the 
Yumas. 

At this point in the narrative, the kid and Tobin, the former novitiate priest, try to make their 
way across the Southern California desert as the judge hunts after them and hurls the accusations of  a 
disappointed father at the kid. Earlier in the narrative the judge delivered one of  his many baroquely 
worded, philosophical pronouncements, this one in the form of  a story about a child who grows up 
fatherless because his dad has been robbed and murdered before he is born. The judge concludes that 

[t]he father dead has euchered the son out of  his patrimony. For it is the death of  the 
father to which the son is entitled and which he is heir, more so than his goods. He will 
not hear of  the small mean ways that tempered the man in life. He will not see him 
struggling in follies of  his own devising. No. The world which he inherited bears him false 
witness. He is broken before a frozen god and he will never find his way. (152)
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That is, the father’s legacy is the negative example he sets for the son, who draws from it the ability 
to surpass and outlive the father in a quasi-Oedipal manner. The kid has truncated his relationship 
with his biological father in “lighting out for the territory,” and he has outlasted Glanton, under whose 
leadership he has further developed the capacity for violence that was already in evidence before he 
had taken up with the filibusters. But in the desert, which comes to take on biblical, existential overtones 
during his flight from the judge after the Yuma massacre, the judge harangues the kid as one who would 
not take his fatherly lessons to heart: “There’s a flawed place in the fabric of  your heart,” he cries out, 
“Do you think I could not know? You alone were mutinous. You alone reserved in your heart some 
corner of  clemency for the savage” (312). The judge censures the kid as having not fully embraced life 
as a war of  all upon all, of  having maintained too much kindness and a capacity for sympathy. “Don’t 
you know that I’d have loved you like a son,” he calls out shortly thereafter, yet “[o]ur animosities were 
formed and waiting before ever we two met. Yet even so you could have changed it all” (319). The kid 
has had the power to exert agency in becoming like the judge, but has failed to do so, the latter avers, 
by committing his small acts of  mercy and not killing the judge when he had the choice. And so, the 
judge sets himself  to annihilating the kid, which he accomplishes decades later, after the passage of  the 
Civil War and the decimation of  the Great Plains buffalo herds have signaled the ending of  an epoch 
of  social tumult and frontier violence. Approaching the kid, now forty-five and referred to as “the 
man,” in a North Texas saloon/brothel, the judge addresses him again as “son” (340) and, after a final 
dialogue, “rose up smiling and gathered him in his arms against his immense and terrible flesh” in an 
act that is simultaneously an embrace, an effacement and a violation (347).2 Thus, the conflict between 
the kid and the judge is resolved, with the former annihilated due to his moral hesitation and refusal to 
step, unalloyedly, into the former’s world of  wholly individualist, masculinist violence. The judge, on 
the other hand, is left dancing in ebullient, somatic affirmation of  the enduring masculinist principle of  
affirmation of  the self  through the violent destruction of  the other that he personifies: “He never sleeps. 
He says that he will never die. He dances in light and in shadow and he is a great favorite. He never 
sleeps, the judge. He is dancing, dancing. He says that he will never die” (349). 

Josef  Benson reads this conflict between the judge and the kid that drives the latter part of  the 
novel as the story of  a father rejecting his son “for not living up to his standards of  hypermasculinity,” 
that are primarily expressed through acts of  violence (76). Violence, which the judge sees as a 
“fundamental law of  masculinity,” fails to turn the kid into a man (71), but regardless of  the kid’s 
demise, Benson sees the kid’s “failure” here as a triumph against a regressive form of  patriarchy put 
forth by the seductive figure of  the judge, and thus, even in death, the kid represents a “hope for 
humanity,” the possibility of  moving past its historically violent, masculinist ways (84).

This existential struggle between proxy fathers and sons does not take place in a socio-political 
vacuum; rather, it is reciprocally a product and driver of  the United States’ imperialist, nineteenth-
century, westward expansion. Manifest Destiny and the white supremacist ideologies it was built upon 
provide the warrant for both the filibusters’ would-be and the scalp-hunter’s consummated acts of  
masculinist violence. In his insightful “Evening in America: Blood Meridian and the Origins and Ends 
of  Imperial Capitalism,” Dan Sinykin reads the latter as “ignorant actors in the institution of  U.S. 
imperial capitalism” (363) who, working simultaneously for the state government of  Chihuahua and 
the US consul (373), open up the mineral riches of  Northern Mexico for exploitation by US mining 
interests (364–-365). Sinykin links the filibusters, on the other hand, to the post-1848 phenomenon of  
US-recruited “private militias . . . invad[ing] Mexico and Central America to claim these lands for 
these filibusters’ greed and glory” (368), though he does not mention the earlier role of  filibustering in 
the US imperialist annexation of  what are now the states of  Florida, Louisiana, Texas and California. 
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The text ironically refers to the filibusters, lost and wandering through the desert parched with thirst, 
as “these elect, shabby and white with dust like a company of  armed and mounted millers wandering 
in dementia” (50), the term “elect” here evoking the American exceptionalism that has historically 
provided the rationale for US imperialism, derived as it is from the Puritan concept of  the elect, 
those chosen few predestined for salvation. Captain White, leader of  the filibusters, gives voice to this 
sense of  predestination and divinely ordained US superiority/right to rule over Mexico: “There is no 
government in Mexico. Hell, there’s no God in Mexico. Never will be. We are dealing with people 
manifestly incapable of  governing themselves. And do you know what happens with people who cannot 
govern themselves? That’s right. Others come in to govern for them” (36). After noting French colonial 
encroachments into Mexico,3 Captain White concludes that “[u]nless Americans act, people like you 
and me who take their country seriously while those mollycoddles in Washington sit on their hindsides, 
unless we act, Mexico—and I mean the whole of  the country—will one day fly a European flag, 
Monroe Doctrine or no” (37). By conceiving of  Mexico as a frontier that has to be occupied by some 
Global Northern power, Captain White justifies the illegal military encroachment onto Mexican soil 
that results in the Apache massacre of  the filibusters, the kid’s imprisonment and him eventually joining 
up with the Glanton Gang.

White’s name evokes how notions of  racial superiority justify American imperialism—which he 
evinces when calling Mexicans “a race of  degenerates. A mongrel race, little better than niggers” (36). 
The members of  the Glanton gang also carry out their masculinist violence undergirded by notions 
of  white supremacy; evinced in their manner of  referring to all racial Others they encounter, both 
Mexicans and different groups of  Native Americans, as “niggers.” Apropos this mutual imbrication 
of  racialism, masculinism and expansionist imperialism explored by Blood Meridian, Sarah Spurgeon 
interprets the novel as a strong indictment of  a US identity based on bloody violence towards “both 
racialized Others and feminized nature” and the judge as an embodiment of  the savagery at the heart 
of  American civilization, with its instrumentalist relationship to the world that has historically led to 
environmental pillaging and genocide (19, 27, 32). As stated above, the killings the gang perpetrates 
both are an instrument of  US imperialism and are opportunistically enabled by it; what is intrinsically 
masculinist about this imperialism is the nature of  attempting to impose one’s will on the external 
world through violence, as personified in the judge, who declares war “[t]he ultimate trade awaiting its 
ultimate practitioner” (259) and “[m]oral law . . . an invention of  mankind for the disenfranchisement 
of  the powerful in favor of  the weak” (261). But given that the rule of  law persists in the settled regions 
of  the United States and Mexico—the gang is eventually chased out of  Sonora and then pursued by the 
Mexican cavalry—this violence can only be practiced freely in frontier spaces and upon the vulnerable. 
As Spurgeon notes, its victims are the Native Americans and then Mexicans that the gang slaughters, 
as well as the feminized natural world, which is plundered for what can be taken from it, as in the scene 
when the judge transmutes a host of  natural ingredients into gunpowder and in the image of  fields of  
the bones of  slaughtered buffalo in the novel’s concluding section.

While the government of  Sonora and the US consul seek to use this violent capacity of  the 
gang to advance their territorial, political and economic ambitions, it ends up spiraling out of  anyone’s 
ability to control it, both in Mexico, with the gang’s turn to slaughtering Mexican citizens for their 
scalps, and boomeranging back onto US soil when the gang effectively devolves into highwaymen at 
the Yuma ferry. Sinykin interprets this as the gang “outstrip[ping] their economic imperative … as if  in 
the realization of  their role in a market economy unleashes a force opposed to capitalism, attempting 
to expose it as absurd because, from the outset, it has tried to harness a violent irrational force that 
denies enclosure” (373–74). In this regard, the Glanton Gang, with the judge as its mouthpiece, 
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represents a social force akin to Georges Bataille’s concept of  expenditure: the notion of  human socio-
economic systems being driven by ostentatious destruction, loss and waste in the form of  “war, cults, the 
construction of  sumptuary monuments, games, spectacles, arts, perverse sexual activity,” rather than 
the classical economists’ production and accumulation (169). In embodying the violently masculinist 
face of  this impulse, the gang ultimately resists attempts to turn to profit-making ends and belies the 
common rationalizations of  imperialism as the spreading civilization that sows havoc on both sides of  
the imperial divide—represented by the US/Mexican border in the novel.

Though just as rife with violence as Blood Meridian, Marlon James’ A Brief  History of  Seven Killings 
offers a vision of  masculinist encroachment along a less literal imperial frontier. Divided into five parts 
and set over a fifteen-year period stretching from 1976 to 1991, roughly the first two-thirds of  A Brief  
History of  Seven Killings take place in Kingston, Jamaica amidst the political street violence leading up to 
the 1976 and 1980 Jamaican national elections, while the latter portion of  the narrative focuses on how 
the gangs, who honed their skills of  perpetrating violence during this period, then came to dominate 
the crack trade in New York City and Miami during the late 1980s and early 1990s. Narrated, 
interchanging between twelve characters, in a manner James cites as inspired in part by Faulkner’s As I 
Lay Dying (687), most of  the novel focuses on the violence leading up to and spiraling out of  the wake of  
the attempt by gang members connected to the conservative Jamaica Labour Party (JLP) to assassinate 
Bob Marley—referred to simply as “the Singer” throughout the text. Spurring the novel’s rendition of  
this attempted killing,4 is gang leader Josey Wales’ desire to curry favor with the CIA so that they would 
turn a blind eye to his future efforts to serve as a middleman exporter for the Medellin cocaine cartel. 
With then-Prime Minister Michael Manley leading Jamaica down a path of  democratic socialism, entry 
into the Non-Aligned Movement, and rapprochement with Castro’s Cuba (Prashad 226–228, 235–236), 
the novel represents the CIA as seeking to destabilize the nation and foment a regime change by arming 
and training the neighborhood gangs affiliated with the JLP opposition—hence the assassination 
attempt. While the narrative presents Barry Diflorio, its fictional CIA Jamaican station chief, as not 
directly involved with the plot to kill the Singer, who is perceived to be too sympathetic to Manley’s 
People’s National Party (PNP), agent Louis Johnson and Cuban counterrevolutionary “consultant” 
Doctor Love are posed as the local agents of  US imperialism pushing for the attempted killing.  

As Rhone Fraser argues, the CIA functions as a force of  neocolonialism in the novel (78), striving 
to reorient Jamaican society along lines beneficial to the United States’ geopolitical and economic 
agenda. Following the prologue delivered by the ghost of  a Jamaican politician, the novel opens with 
Bam-Bam, a teenage gang member, recounting being taught to shoot and targeted for indoctrination 
with Cold War anti-communist propaganda by Johnson and Dr. Love. Johnson has attempted to 
link Manley’s Jamaica to other instances of  progressive populism in the Global South put down by 
the United States through the CIA: “it sound strange,” Bam-Bam reflects, “how he put your name 
beside people we never hear ‘bout, Allende Lumumba, a name that sound like a country that Kunta 
Kinte come from” (James 7). Here, Johnson’s propagandizing misses its mark because Bam-Bam lacks 
the frame of  reference to understand the developing world’s Cold War efforts to achieve political 
autonomy and economic development, and how the CIA sabotaged these in places like Chile and the 
Republic of  the Congo. Throughout the novel, the efforts of  the CIA to imperialistically stage-manage 
the socio-political destinies of  the Global South, and the ways these have faltered and occasioned 
what the intelligence industry terms blowback,5 are placed in evidence. Just before being reassigned 
to Argentina in 1979, Barry Diflorio fulminates over the flashpoints of  popular resistance to Global 
Northern imperialism carried out through either handpicked despotic local leaders, like the Shah of  
Iran, or through lingering forms of  colonial occupation, as in Rhodesia/Zimbabwe. About the former, 
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Diflorio reflects on the seizing of  the US embassy in Tehran that “[s]hit just blew up in Iran . . . it 
was like Cuba in 1959, only worse because this was all religious” (314, 320), while about the latter 
he fumes, “[w]e shouldn’t even be in fucking Africa, leave that to the fucking limeys and the fucking 
Belgians and the goddamn Portuguese, still so fucking bad at colonialism after all these years” (316). 
Implicit in his outburst is a Monroe Doctrine-esque assumption that the United States should be free to 
exert imperial influence tantamount to control over Jamaica and the rest of  the Western Hemisphere, 
while the geopolitically diminished powers of  Europe do the same for the Eastern Hemisphere. What 
this influence would consist of  is clarified later in a scene in which Dr. Love and Mr. Clark, the covert 
agent who succeeds Louis Johnson, meet with Josey Wales. In a touch of  dark comedy, Clark tries 
to explain the Cold War to Wales—who affects a deep patois to disguise his intelligence and level of  
understanding—through a propagandistic coloring book entitled Democracy is for US! (412). “This is the 
world in a democracy,” Clark beams, showing Wales the illustrations, 

Children running down the ice cream truck, maybe somebody over there is grabbing a 
Twinkie …  And watch that hot chick, right? Wearing that miniskirt. Who know what 
those kids are learning, but they go to school. And every adult in this pic? They can 
vote. They decide who should leave, I mean lead, the country. Oh yeah, look at the tall 
buildings. That’s because of  progress, markets, freedom. That’s the free market, son. (412)

The use of  appeals to mass consumption (Twinkies) and sexual allure (“that hot chick”) to sell capitalist 
political-economy jumps out of  this passage, as does the paternalistic use of  “son.” But the slip of  the 
tongue between “leave” and “lead” is also significant, both because it points to the fact that socio-
political success comes with the possibility to exclude or expunge other factions, and because massive 
numbers of  Jamaicans were leaving the country at this historical moment due to the fallout from the 
structural adjustment of  “free market reforms” that the very undemocratic International Monetary 
Fund was pushing onto the country at the time.6  

The CIA’s efforts to imperialistically influence the future course of  Jamaican society by arming 
and instigating the JLP-aligned street gangs that are represented in the novel set in motion mounting 
waves of  violence that devastated the neighborhoods of  downtown Kingston, but they also gave rise to 
blowback in the form of  a short-lived, counter-imperialistic, territorial encroachment. While the United 
States entered Kingston through the CIA in an attempt to force a regime change, Josey Wales, based 
closely on the historical figure of  the gang leader Lester Coke, aka Jim Brown, took the weapons and 
international contacts the CIA provided him with and builds a cocaine distribution empire centered 
in New York City and Miami. In other words, the CIA attempted to exert a paternalistic presence in 
Jamaica by directing and teaching members of  Wales’s gang as adoptive children (see the use of  the 
word “son” in the passage quoted above), but as a result Wales “grows up” and exerts his masculinist 
presence on US soil in the role of  a drug don, which culminates in his massacre of  the habitués of  a 
crack house in retaliation for the infantilizing humiliation of  having been squirted with a water gun full 
of  urine (575–-580). So, attempts to destabilize Michael Manley’s Jamaica through opening up a violent 
imperialist frontier in the ghettos of  Kingston result in this masculinist violence reverberating back into 
the geographical confines of  the United States.

The name Josey Wales, drawn from the title character of  the 1976 Clint Eastwood Western, 
speaks to the masculinist outlaw mentality fostered by this exacerbation of  the political violence that 
had existed in a much milder form during the earlier elections following Jamaica’s independence, as 
well as to how the Jamaicans who participated in and experienced this violence draw on US-exported 
popular culture, particularly the genre of  the Western, to conceptualize it. Alex Pierce, a US journalist 
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attempting to do a story on the Singer and the rising tide of  political violence, reflects on this complex 
of  social vectors: 

This is the story of  the gunmen of  Wild, Wild West Kingston … Every sufferah7 is a  
cowboy without a house and every street has a gun battle written in blood in a song  
somewhere. Spend one day in West Kingston and it makes perfect sense that a Top 
Ranking8 calls himself  Josey Wales. It’s not just the lawlessness. It’s the grabbing of   
a myth and making it theirs…. (84 italics in original) 

So while there is an element of  US cultural imperialism here to complement the geopolitical 
imperialism of  the CIA’s destabilization efforts, the text does not apprehend this process as a simple 
matter of  indoctrination through US popular culture, but rather a more selective process wherein the 
young Jamaican men who perpetrate violent acts in this poor, urban, frontier space draw selectively 
on Hollywood myths to make sense of  their tumultuous experiences. This is placed in evidence in the 
cases of  Bam-Bam and Demus, two of  the young men recruited to carry out the attempted killing of  
the Singer, each of  whom draws on another Clint Eastwood character, the latter-day, Western-style 
lawman, Dirty Harry, to give form and focus to the acts of  violence they find themselves pulled into (39, 
248). 

Both of  these characters come to this situation, having to make sense of  the acts of  violence 
they are committing, because they have been drawn into a local-level social system in which male 
socialization is carried out through subjecting young men to acts of  violence and then encouraging 
them to commit such acts in turn. Bam-Bam has fled the PNP-aligned ghetto, The Eight Lanes, for 
the JLP-aligned Copenhagen City9 after he witnesses the sexual violation of  his father and the killing 
of  both of  his parents (13–15), while Demus has been transformed from a staid, law-abiding citizen to 
someone filled with rage and vindictive impulses due to being publically humiliated, beaten and falsely 
imprisoned by the Jamaican police (52–54). Josey Wales feeds on the latter’s discontentment, offering 
guns and cocaine to bump his criminality up a level, from robbery to the attempted killing of  the Singer 
(56), while, in a sort of  ritual transference of  phallic power, he has the former shoot a young man from 
a rival neighborhood to socialize him into the world of  gang violence, as Bam-Bam recounts:

Right now, he say, and shove the gun into my hand. I hear the boy crying.… Right 
now, Josey Wales say again. Gun weight is a different kind of  weight. Or maybe it be 
something else, a feeling that whenever you hold a gun is really the gun holding you. Now, 
or me deal with the two of  you, Josey Wales say. Me walk right over to the boy and smell 
him sweat and piss and something else and pull the trigger. The boy don’t scream or shout 
or ungh like when Harry Callahan kill a boy. He just jerk and dead. And the gun jerk my 
hand hard but the shot didn’t sound like when Harry Callahan fire a shot, where the echo 
going on so long it don’t end with the movie. (39)

The “Top Rankings” like Josey Wales achieve social power by fostering, controlling and capitalizing on 
the violence of  the young men that they paternalistically groom. Early in the novel he reflects on Papa-
Lo, the older, current apex gang leader who has played a paternal role towards him but whom Wales is 
now looking to surpass and replace, telling 
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the youths Bam-Bam, Demus and Heckle, that every Jamaican man is a man searching 
for father and if  one don’t come with the package, he’s going to find another one. That’s 
why Papa-Lo call himself  Papa-Lo, but he can’t be the father of  anything anymore . . . . 
The man not getting soft, he just reach the age where the person in the mirror is an old 
man who don’t look like him anymore, and he’s just thirty-nine. But that’s an old age out 
here…. (42)

 As a would-be patriarch, Papa-Lo has attempted to set himself  up as arbiter of  order in his community, 
dispensing public beatings and even executions to enforce a set of  rules that include stipulations against 
things like committing rape and killing without Papa-Lo’s permission. He manages to track down 
two of  the attempted killers of  the Singer, who is a close friend of  his, and carries out a kangaroo 
trial, at the end of  which the perpetrators are hung (355). But Papa-Lo’s position is slipping as he 
becomes increasingly prone to a level of  introspection and conscience that takes him away from the 
immediate and reactive violence of  Josey Wales, who gradually usurps Papa-Lo’s position and comes 
to be the uncontested gang don/father of  Copenhagen City after Papa-Lo is shot to death during a 
police ambush. Like in many frontier Westerns, this marks the passing of  an older, more tempered, 
masculinism and its replacement by a more unalloyedly violent form of  male authority—which in 
the novel holds sway in both the ghettos of  West Kingston and the US-based Jamaican expatriate 
community until its excesses that have redounded onto US territory cause the United States to pressure 
the Jamaican government to arrest Wales, after which he is killed in prison by an agent of  the Medellin 
crime family to maintain his silence. 

 As the preceding analysis has shown, in both A Brief  History of  Seven Killings and Blood Meridian, 
violence has a particularly masculinist character and serves as a vehicle for worldly advancement, 
particularly through the paternalistic indoctrination of  younger men into this world of  aggressive 
masculinism on a subordinate level. In both texts, masculinist acts of  violence also serve to open up 
frontier spaces of  imperialist advancement, but once fully in motion this violence ultimately proves to 
be too anarchic and tempestuous to be controlled geographically or socio-politically by the imperial 
powers and their intermediary agents who have sought to gain by setting it loose in the first place—
though this is perhaps more true for Blood Meridian than A Brief  History of  Seven Killings, as the gang 
patriarch Josey Wales is eventually imprisoned and killed while the judge is left dancing his perpetual 
war dance. Looking at these two works of  historical fiction in juxtaposition, this essay reminds us of  
the continuing relationship between imperialism, masculinism and violence, stretching from the late-
antebellum US borderlands of  Blood Meridian to the transnational Jamaica of  the 1970s–1980s taken 
up by A Brief  History of  Seven Killings and further into our contemporary “moment” of  the roughly 
thirty years stretching between the publication of  these texts. Among their many other aesthetic 
achievements, these novels serve as reminders for our age of  neoliberal globalization that, in a host of  
enduring, complex ways, micro-level, interpersonal, masculinist violence and macro-level, imperialist, 
masculinist violence, whether military or more covert in nature, are mutually reinforcing.
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The relevance of  considering this relationship between violence, masculinism and imperialism, 
through literary/cultural studies or any other academic modality, should be readily apparent. 
Between the researching and drafting of  this article a marked upswing in attention to forms of  “toxic 
masculinity” has emerged in US popular discourse as a response to the recent chorus of  public 
accusations of  sexual misconduct levied against powerful male politicians and entertainment industry 
figures, as well as the horrific, continued frequency of  male-perpetrated public shootings. Hopefully, 
an augmented public awareness of  the anti-social correlation between hegemonic masculinity and 
violence, in addition to scholarly interventions like this article, will contribute to an increased rethinking 
of  male socialization and identity formation and help lead to the greater formation of  varieties of  
masculinity that are not predicated on the exercise of  physical, sexual and/or emotional violence.

Source: www.oafnation.com/perspectives-on-violence-blood-meridian-1/
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Notes
1   Lee Bowker offers a complimentary way of  seeing male violence, as overdetermined by five 

mutually reinforcing levels: the cultural, the social, the economic, the personal and the biological 
(1). 

2  On two previous occasions, the narrative suggests that the judge, as an elemental force of  
violence and command which accepts no moral law, is a despoiler of  youth and has committed 
acts of  pedophilia and pedocide. This has led numerous literalist commentators on the novel to 
interpret this ending as the rape and/or murder of  the kid.

3 Which would culminate in the Second French Intervention in Mexico and the short-lived 
implementation of  the Second Mexican Empire under Emperor Maximillian.

4 Based, according to James, on rumors he heard growing up in Jamaica and on various 
journalistic accounts of  CIA involvement in late-1970s Jamaica (Fraser 80).

5  The unintended, adverse consequences of  a covert political action, as in the case of  the United 
States’ arming and training of  Osama Bin Laden and the mujahedeen to fight the Soviets in 
Afghanistan, only to have the former mastermind the 9/11 terrorist attacks later down the 
historical line.

6 Though chartered initially to regulate foreign exchange rates and provide short-term loans to 
help with the balance of  payment shortfalls as part of  the Bretton Woods Agreement (1944), by 
the period in which the novel is set, the IMF had lost its original raison d’etre due to US President 
Richard Nixon’s elimination of  the gold standard, and it turned to managing Third World debt 
and laying out conditions for World Bank lending to countries in economic trouble. With forty 
per cent of  its voting power controlled by the five leading industrial nations (half  of  that by the 
United States), as opposed to thirty-seven per cent by the entire Third World (Prashad 243), 
and its members and staff appointed rather than elected, the IMF is not directly accountable to 
any populace and has, in fact, worked against the democratic mandates given to governments 
across the Global South—like Manley’s in Jamaica—by imposing the “Washington Consensus” 
of  neoliberal political economy and austerity measures to insure a continual flow of  debt service 
payments to the countries’ Global North-based creditors. The IMF thus came to serve as a 
means of  First World economic domination over the Third World (Peet 82), as “the head of  
an international creditor cartel” (Abouhard and Cingranelli 56) in a manner that caused the 
devastation of  middle-classes throughout the Third World and a stark diminishment of  material 
conditions for the majority of  the impacted populations.

7  Term for the poor, especially the urban poor of  Kingston, in colloquial Jamaican English.
8  Colloquial term for someone from the leadership cohort of  a gang.
9  Based on the Tivoli Gardens neighborhood, one of  the historic seats of  JLP power.
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“Jah Live”: 
Messianic Time and Post-
Traumatic Narrative Disorder 
in Marlon James’s A Brief  
History of  Seven Killings
Njelle W. Hamilton

Jah live! Children, yeah!

Fools sayin’ in their heart

Rasta your God is dead,

But I and I know Jah Jah

Dreaded it shall be: dreaded and dread.

 —Bob Marley and the Wailers, “Jah Live”

Source: Bob Marley captured by Paul Weinberg
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The New Testament Gospels, or biographies of  Jesus of  Nazareth, are interesting for a 
number of  reasons, not the least of  which is the claim that their subject is the Incarnate God, a claim 
that arguably ensured Jesus’s death. Most unusual is that after Jesus’s unexpected and violent death, 
instead of  an account of  mourning, the Gospels record his disciples’ claim that he had risen and now 
lives an immortal, eternal life. In fact, the Gospel attributed to the disciple John asserts that Jesus has 
resumed the immortality and glory that he previously had, “in the beginning,” before his first-century 
incarnation (New International Version, John 1:1). Whereas traditional biographical narratives follow 
the telos of  birth, life and death, for the Gospel writers and the founders of  the Christian sect, Jesus’s 
resurrection offered a radical new narrative temporality: an eternal life only temporarily interrupted by 
birth, mortal life and death. In keeping with the messianic tradition, in August 1975 reggae superstar 
Bob Marley released the single “Jah Live” in response to the announcement of  the death of  Ethiopian 
Emperor Haile Selassie I, considered the reincarnated God and the black Messiah by Rastafarians. 
Composed by Bob Marley and Lee “Scratch” Perry, the song illustrates that the Rastafarian rejection 
of  Selassie’s death hinges upon a unique conception of  being and time. The present-tense construction 
“Jah live” (“Jah lives”) declares Selassie’s present and eternal living a mystical “truth” that will manifest 
at a future time. The song both imagines Selassie as untouched by the ravages of  human time and 
positions the narrator himself  outside of  time, able to see past, present and future in sequence and out 
of  order and as an enduring present instant. The unusual temporal marker of  theological presence-in-
absence continues in the second verse alongside Rastafari’s unique form of  gnosis, “I and I.” Shared 
origins in biblical messianism connect the Christian confession of  the indwelling Holy Spirit with the 
Rastafarian deployment of  ‘I and I’ as an expression of  individual communion with Jah and with fellow 
Rastas (Palmer 39). Whereas followers of  Christ “know” that despite his physical death “he lives in us” 
through the indwelling Spirit (1 John 3:24), Marley suggests that “Jah live” because “I and I know” it to 
be so.

An ostensible fictionalization of  the real-life attempt on Marley’s life in the wee hours of  3 
December 1976—two days before a much-anticipated peace concert—Marlon James’s 2014 A Brief  
History of  Seven Killings frames the reggae superstar himself  in explicitly messianic terms. Indeed, the 
novel’s version of  the assassination attempt is replete with allusions to Jesus’s betrayal and Passion. If  
the New Testament figures Jesus’s resurrection as an interruption of  the adversary’s plan to bring all 
of  humanity into eternal death (Rom. 5), James depicts the ambush as an attempt to prevent the peace 
concert and all that Marley was anticipated to accomplish through musical messianism. Like Jesus who 
feeds crowds of  four and five thousand (Matt. 14:13–21), “the Singer” feeds three thousand ghetto 
youth and provides for their schooling (James, Brief  History 26); but instead of  delivering prophetic 
sermons to the masses, the Singer delivers prophetic messages in his songs. He is imbued with mystical 
power, able to “talk […] guns […] right back into […] [their] holster” (26), to see into the hearts of  
gunmen, even to make assailants fall to the ground by evoking the divine name (240).1 Due to these 
explicit references, then, even readers unfamiliar with Marley’s biography would anticipate the Singer’s 
“beat[ing] death like Lazarus, like Jesus” (255); indeed, at the concert only two days later, the Singer 
bares his wounds “like Jesus pointing to his side to show the work of  the spear” (261). Demus, one of  
the gunmen, realizes that their ambush failed only when he sees the headlines the following morning 
(253). Interrupting the imperative forward march of  the ambush plot, Demus’s confession “Jah live” 
both evokes the tribute to Selassie as ever living and asserts the Singer’s passage into messianic status. 
The phrase “Jah live” thus constructs continued living as a revolt against the teleological imperative of  
death.
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While previous scholars have focused on A Brief  History’s depiction of  the hauntings of  Jamaica’s 
violent political past and its ramifications for the present (Harrison, “Global”; Perejoan), in the pages 
that follow I unpack the novel’s chronotropes2 or time markers to interrogate the impact of  trauma 
on the perception and narration of  time. Drawing parallels with the Christian Messiah and extending 
the trope of  eternal life in Marley’s song “Jah Live,” I trace the novel’s depiction of  what I call ‘post-
traumatic narrative disorder,’ a novelistic rendering of  post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD). In the 
song and the Gospels alike, narrators posit eternal life to negotiate the sudden death of  a messianic 
figure and its consequences for their own life and death. Tracking the relative clock speeds in the 
narratives of  dead and living characters, I argue that the trauma and anticipation of  death disorder and 
dilate the subject’s experience of  time. The phrase “Jah live” therefore indexes a messianic and post-
traumatic conception of  time where the ‘at hand,’ the ‘now’ and the ‘already’ collapse into an extended 
and disordered narrative instant. 

Time, Trauma and Disorder

Resurrection to eternal life was not necessarily a radical notion for first-century Jews: at least 
one major Jewish sect expected to be resurrected at the end of  the age, as prophets such as Isaiah and 
Daniel foretold.3 But for Jesus to have been resurrected already, in the present, was certainly out of  
order. Rather than “the resurrection at the last day,” which family friend Martha anticipated, Jesus’s 
raising of  her brother Lazarus declared “resurrection and […] life” available now, ahead of  time, and it 
was this outrageous act that precipitated Jesus’s arrest (John 11:25–53). Furthermore, upon his Second 
Advent, Jesus even promised to usher in both the end of  the age and the new heavens and the new 
earth; time will start again, the end will be the beginning. In The Time That Remains, a masterful exegesis 
on the Epistle to the Romans, Giorgio Agamben unpacks the Apostle Paul’s language to develop on 
Walter Benjamin’s conception of  “messianic time,” or, more precisely, the radical rupture in the first-
century conception of  time ushered in by Jesus’s death and resurrection (Agamben 63). The “messianic 
event” causes time to contract unto itself  such that the time of  the now becomes indistinguishable from 
the time of  the end (63). In other words, messianic time is initiated by a traumatic event—the sudden 
death of  the purported Messiah before he has fulfilled all he is prophesied to do—that transforms 
mankind’s relationship to life and death and disorders time itself. Paul proposes that even though 
original sin means that the living are always already dead, with Christ’s insertion into human time 
everyone who dies in Christ is alive now in him and will fully live again at the end of  the age. Indeed, 
“the end” is marked by the destruction of  death itself  (1 Cor. 15:21–26). While Jesus’s crucifixion 
foreshadowed that his followers would also be put to death if  they continued preaching his name, the 
doctrine of  eternal life empowers disciples to face certain and imminent death, even torture, with 
the hope of  the resurrection to come.4 Messianic temporality thus affects the believer’s relationship 
with death—to anticipate death is to anticipate the subsequent resurrection and eternal life. In effect, 
messianic time creates theological, temporal, ontological and narrative disorder.

Brian Richardson has highlighted how, in some postmodern novels, the (dis)ordering of  plot 
renders an orderly sjuzhet or story impossible to (re)construct. In these novels, “time passes at different 
speeds for different groups of  people […] [while others] invert temporality so that the characters move 
forward into the past” (78). If  according to the second law of  thermodynamics disorder increases with 
time, all things being equal, then disorder not only disrupts our conception of  a forward-moving linear 
“arrow of  time,” but is also a measure of  time—situating the past (evinced by more order) in relation 
to the present and future (more disorder) (Hawking 130). Instead of  exemplifying postmodern anti-
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mimesis, however, the narrative disorder of  A Brief  History is, in fact, mimetic of  traumatic perception 
and memory; as a result, I describe the novel’s form as evidence of  ‘post-traumatic narrative disorder.’ 
Indeed, I read disordered temporality as a manifestation of  the experience of  time in trauma survivors.

Trauma profoundly disorders one’s experience of  one’s body, creating the sensation of  being 
both out of  one’s mind and outside of  one’s body. Intriguingly, both Selassie’s and Jesus’s bodies were 
said to have disappeared. The Jewish explanation for the disappearance of  Jesus’s body from the tomb 
is that his disciples stole it away during the night (Matt. 28:12–15), and the disciples thus built an entire 
religion on interpreting the significance of  its absence. Deposed by the socialist Derg (Ethiopia’s armed 
forces) on 12 September 1974, Selassie died on 27 August 1975. Yet, his ‘missing’ bones were not 
found until 1992, and he was not buried until 2000—an unusually lengthy delay between death and 
burial (Daynes 130). A Brief  History fittingly begins with a dead body: that of  frame narrator, politician 
Sir Arthur Jennings. It is the shocking and ugly corporeality of  seeing his own “pumpkin-smashed 
head”—his literal out-of-body experience—that throws him into narrative and temporal transcendence 
(1). Jennings’s depiction coheres with the trope of  the traumatized narrator that repeats throughout 
Caribbean fiction. In Lawrence Scott’s Witchbroom, for example, the hermaphroditic narrator Lavren 
gains the ability to dive and resurface into various times, all the better to witness and chronicle 
Trinidadian history, after being hit by a ball during childhood. Likewise, the violence that Jennings 
has suffered enables him to “see and wait,” to access the temporality of  witnessing and prophecy (1). 
His narration is precipitated by his attempts to come to terms with the unexpectedness and injustice 
of  his murder, the shock of  which causes his mind to break from its corporeal tent. Whereas near-
death experience is often accompanied by a vision of  one’s entire life rushing before one’s eyes in an 
instant, Jennings sees not his own past but Jamaica’s near and distant future. Reflecting the biblical 
description of  the realm of  death as “the land of  deepest night, of  utter darkness and disorder” (Job 
10:22), Jennings opens and closes most sections of  the novel, collapsing temporally distant events into 
single sentences and prophesying the far more than “seven killings” to come. His experience frames 
unexpected death, like traumatic memory, as a radical realignment of  time and narrative; normative 
chronology becomes impossible, beginnings and endings collapse into each other.

Jennings’s statement that “dead people never stop talking” (1) attests to the paradox of  traumatic 
experience: it is both unspeakable and must be spoken, thus rendering coherent narration impossible 
even as it produces a surfeit of  words (Philip 193). The novel’s larger disordered form registers its 
narrators’ negotiation of  this psychic and narrative excess and a time of  excessive violence and danger.5 
The ‘time’ of  the novel is one in which men can expect to die suddenly, violently and young. The 
gunmen who ambush the Singer include several teenage boys, so young that they have not had time to 
fall in love or have sex. By age ten Bam-Bam had already witnessed his father’s murder and his mother’s 
rape, his youth and naivety made even more palpable when his dying thought recalls the nursery rhyme 
“Ring around the Rosie” (268).6 His death by asphyxiation tropes the snuffing out of  childhood hope 
and the potential for maturation—a metaphor for a historical moment when local and international 
factions all converged on a tiny spot on the world map ostensibly to take down a musician who had not 
yet made his most famous album, but really to snuff out Jamaica’s nascent social democracy. Since the 
times were perilous, the narrative itself  becomes excessively violent; narrative disorder thus illustrates 
the conundrum of  narrating a traumatic time and history.
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Narrative Time and Relativity

In contrast to the “time-compression” ushered in by modernity where capitalism works to 
“‘destroy’ or ‘collapse’ time through new technologies” (Negus 494), James amplifies time to dramatize 
the impact of  violence and political destabilization on society and on the individual psyche. Keith 
Negus has argued that popular music allows listeners to retreat from this accelerated, linear temporality 
into the cyclical and “alternative slower temporalities” of  recorded music; “if  the plot is created through 
narrativizing the disordered events in our lives—then perhaps songs (in harmonizing cosmic time, lived 
time and measured historical time)—come closer to articulating how plotless time is experienced” 
(Negus 494–95; emphases added). It stands to reason, then, why a novel undergirded by the rhythms 
of  reggae and dancehall seems not to be pressed for time. Even though it covers only a few days in 
Jamaica’s history (2 December 1976, 3 December 1976, 15 February 1979, 14 August 1985 and 22 
March 1991), the novel clocks in at almost seven hundred paperback pages or twenty-six hours of  
uninterrupted reading time in its audiobook version—in other words, a little more than a single day 
for the reader (although such uninterrupted reading is nigh impossible). In addition to highlighting the 
ways that trauma disorders linear and horological time consciousness, James retreats from Eurocentric 
clock time and invents a narrative chronometer rooted in the alternative modalities of  time, memory 
and historiography germane to Rastafari and Afro-Jamaican music.

James undergirds the novel with extremely slow BPM (beats per minute) that allow for the 
narration of  the threefold present within each historical day, experienced by each character as memory, 
action and anticipation. This, James suggests, is what “a brief  history” looks like: narrating only five 
days involves retrospective and prospective sweeps that layer the narrative present. This narrative 
method highlights systemic and cyclical violence, the connectedness of  local and global histories, and 
the haunting of  the present by events and time periods outside of  the immediate action (Harrison, 
“Global” 88–89). Packing a single day with “stuff” illustrates the Rastafarian concept of  the fullness 
of  time, which itself  echoes the Hebraic notion of  time as “‘full’ and concrete and leaves no place for 
ordering or arranging its episodes” (Goldberg 276). James thus illustrates the conundrum of  narrating 
all that fills up a lived instant, with all the resonance of  particles jostling within a container as they fall 
in. As a result, ends and beginnings become disordered. According to James, the first words he wrote 
are now located on page 458 (Jelly-Shapiro). To get to that beginning, we need over four hundred pages 
of  antecedents. As imprisoned Rastafarian gang member Tristan Phillips explains near the end of  the 
novel, chronicling the 1970s Jamaica requires “writ[ing] the whole four-hundred-year reason why my 
country will always be trying not to fail” (579).

The novel’s overarching structure can be further mapped to messianic time, with the central 
event being the ambush on Marley’s life. Even as the novel positions the Singer within the messianic 
tradition, it (dis)orders the narration around the anticipation of  his death and the tension between his 
initial survival and later death. The first section moves from ‘not yet’ to ‘at hand,’ the second narrates 
the ‘now’ (the ambush) and the subsequent sections the ‘already,’ which is the temporal marker of  a 
future that can be glimpsed in the now as a past event. While it takes over two hundred pages to arrive 
at the ambush, the Singer’s actual death is delayed for another two hundred pages and narrated four 
years after the fact. This delay between historical event and its narration contrasts with the extreme 
accounting of  time in the first two sections and reveals that the early focus on the Singer serves as a 
catalyst for the action; after the ambush, the story diverges from an alignment with the historical Marley 
to show the impact of  this time of  violence on the living. For Gospel readers, Christ’s anticipated 
resurrection and Second Advent provide emotional and theological catharsis in the present. Similarly, 
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the centrality of  the ambush to A Brief  History’s structure provides one level of  anticipation—readers 
know the Singer will survive, but his actual death remains impending and inescapable. Although 
traumatic anticipation (the perception that violence and death are at hand and the future is pressing 
in on the present) subverts the order of  biblical faith (the anticipation of  divine promise to become 
manifest in the present or near future), both collapse the gap between present and future. 

Trauma disorders the perception of  lived time such that it passes at different clock speeds for 
different characters. While narration occurs ‘live’ within living characters’ own time, death enables 
Jennings to grasp the entire flow of  time as both hindsight and foresight. These seemingly discrepant 
tempos reflect the concept of  time dilation at the heart of  both the general theory of  relativity and 
the Bible. Numerous scriptures indicate a fundamental discrepancy in God’s and man’s reckoning 
of  time. The Apostle Peter, for instance, insists that since “with the Lord a day is like a thousand 
years, and a thousand years are like a day,” the “slowness” of  time is a misperception; nevertheless, 
there is a kind of  living and “looking ahead” in the now that can “speed its coming” and collapse the 
perception of  distance (2 Pet. 3:8–9).7 This temporal disparity anticipates Einstein’s postulation that 
the perception of  time and the rate at which time passes depend on the relative motion and position 
of  observers (Hawking 33, 111). The ability to see all of  time in an instant depends on where the 
observer is positioned in space-time and whose past, present or future is being observed. The Bible’s 
positioning of  God outside of  human time suggests that omnipresence is a temporal rather than spatial 
location.8 From the God’s-eye level, ‘today’ spans millennia, rendering Jesus’s statement to the sinner 
on the cross that “today you will be with me in paradise” both impossible and fundamentally correct 
even if  the resurrection is still to come (Luke 23:43). From this relativistic view, A Brief  History affirms 
that grammatical tenses are not really time indicators but markers of  narrative perspective (Casparis); 
they indicate the relative position of  the narrator in relation to the action. In the language of  special 
relativity, each narrator is a fixed observer trying to reckon with events in motion. In the remainder of  
this essay, then, I tease out the relative perceptions of  time in the narratives of  two sets of  characters: 
the dead, like Jennings, and the living whose death is at hand. In both cases, I argue, death—whether 
past or future—disorders and dilates the subject’s experience of  time.

Post-Traumatic Chronotropes: The Now, the At Hand, the Already

In A Brief  History, God’s-eye-level narration is the purview of  the dead. With his statement that 
in the realm of  “dead-ing” time stands still (1), Jennings positions himself  at the vector of  eternity where 
all of  space-time is available to his perception; he is now able to perceive past, present and future as an 
extended narrative instant, to see and narrate “the end from the beginning” (Isa. 46:10). Death moves 
him away from the site of  activity, which results in a drastic difference in the rate at which time passes 
for him relative to the living: “You watch [time] move but you are still, like a painting with a Mona Lisa 
smile. In this space a three-hundred-year-old slit throat and two-minute-old crib death is the same” 
(2). For the novel’s dead(ing), the time of  the now is “beyond time”; “now […] is also then. Then is 
also soon and soon might as well be if ” (108). Conversely, the future (“then” and “soon”) takes on the 
appearance of  ‘already,’ occupying the same space as the past and with repercussions for the present. 

 Jennings frequently foreshadows—prophesies—the death of  characters using the term “already 
dead”; in 1979 he sees the Singer as “a living man who already has death walking with him, killing him 
from the toe up” (111). On occasion the disordered temporality marked by “already dead” has hilari-
ous implications, as when Tristan Phillips “come off the plane in Miami only to find out say [him] dead 
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and everybody in the world hear but [him]” (474); he asks his supposed killer, “When you kill me? Last 
week? Yesterday?” (475). Gunmen boast about “rubbing out” and “cancelling” those they kill in lan-
guage that evokes erasure from the timeline: “Everything that [your victim] set out to do from sunset 
you just put a stop to it, just like that. […] [T]his one night, this one man not going see a tomorrow 
ever again. […] And is you do it. You take it from him” (542–43). With tomorrow foreclosed, violent 
death shunts the subject from “present tense” to “sudden past tense” (23). In their carnivalesque trial of  
Papa Lo, the policemen’s use of  the past tense to frame the area don illustrates their power to subvert 
temporal order to create or undo criminal events: “When Papa-Lo and him three cronies fire ‘pon the police? 
When him do that? Right now. Fire!” (356; italics in original). The temporal disorder created by collapsing 
the past of  alleged criminal activity into the time of  “right now” throws Papa Lo into narrative futuri-
ty—the prescience formerly exclusive to Jennings. From this temporal vantage point, time is compressed 
into “one blip” that contains “everything,” past, present and future “happening” both in sequence and 
“all at once” (356). His ascension to the realm of  eternity is indexed by the tense of  his final words as 
he apprehends his dead body: “[T]here is me” (362). In this space of  witnessing and anticipation, both 
Papa Lo and Jennings are able to “look ahead” into the realm of  the already (272)—much like John 
the beloved disciple (to whom Papa Lo is compared), who is allowed to look forward in time at events 
to come (Rev. 1:19), events that from this perspective are “done” or already accomplished (Rev. 21: 6). 
But whereas the apocalyptic ‘already’ promises life for the believer, James deploys the temporal mode of  
‘already’ as the herald that death is certain and already witnessed by those in the eternal realm.

 As narrative events approach the time of  the present, they move into the realm of  the ‘at hand’ 
or the imminent.9 While much of  Jennings’s narration operates in the realm of  a God’s-eye view of  
time and action, the other initial narrators—including the gunmen who ambush the Singer, and Nina 
Burgess, who witnesses the ambush—operate on the ground level of  human anticipation as they grap-
ple with the trauma of  their own imminent deaths anticipated and foretold from the novel’s title.10 In 
this way, the novel echoes but subverts the biblical notion of  the appointed time (mo’ed), which indicates 
the temporary alignment of  God time and human time, as on the weekly or annual Sabbaths (mo’edim; 
Lev. 23:1–4). Appointed time also opens out to prophetic time—moments throughout human time, 
fixed in advance, when God intervenes to accomplish some act in his larger plan (see Gen. 17:21). 
While 3 December 1976 and 11 May 1981 are appointed times in Marley’s life, the precise time of  
death of  other characters is unknown to them but experienced as imminent and unavoidable. This 
pressing in of  the already into the now results in both temporal disorder and narrative chaos, where 
even linearity and coherence break down. As such, the trauma at the heart of  the novel is not Marley’s 
death itself  but the surreal violence and danger of  a time when not even the famous and powerful are 
safe.

 A Brief  History’s numerous references to timepieces amplify the disjuncture between clock time 
and its subjective experience by those anticipating death and other bodily danger. As Paul Ricœur pro-
poses, “lived time”—the microlevel experience of  a human lifespan—is not always aligned with calen-
drical or clock time (343). Since “nobody have no watch for me to tell the time” (231), most of  the local 
narrators experience time subjectively by feel and perception; otherwise, time is chronicled by those 
with power over life and death, such as policemen and prison wardens. Demus notes that “little things 
can fill up a long hour. [...] Ten minutes pass, fifteen minutes, one hour, one day, five year. I don’t care, 
whatever time pass too long” (234). In this time of  anticipation, the gunman’s singing The Mighty Dia-
monds’ reggae hit “When the Right Time Come” both affirms the fixedness of  the time of  the ambush 
and subverts the song’s Garveyist and apocalyptic lyric about end-time justice: the gunmen are indeed 
‘out of  order’ in taking it upon themselves to initiate judgement ahead of  time and on one of  their own, 
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not on their actual oppressors (232).11 Their ingestion of  cocaine only amplifies the temporal disorien-
tation caused by fear and anxiety. For teen gunman Bam-Bam, cocaine provides its own narrative line 
even as it ruptures linearity; his account of  the ambush is rendered in the broken lines of  poetry with its 
punning opening words “no more line for you” (236). He counts down and counts off the action, using 
his onomatopoeic name to keep time and rhythm, as if  he had a mental metronome propelling him 
along. The valence of  Bam-Bam’s name in musical timekeeping is made clear in his evocation of  the 
Colón Man folk song:

One two three four

Colón man ah come

With him brass chain ah lick him belly

Bam bam bam. (240)12

His gunshots—whether lyrical or literal—are as ineffectual as the Colón man’s watch chain; unlike the 
gunmen, the Colón man ‘has’ a timepiece, but since he cannot read it, he must rely on gauging time by 
the position of  the sun. 

Bam-Bam’s excited and terrified anticipation is marked by the tense construction “this going to 
happen” (237), but even as he anticipates the glory that will result from killing the famous Singer, the 
time of  the now moves at counterpurposes, remaining “slow” and “stretch[ed]” despite his attempts to 
speed towards the future (240). His narrative thus frustrates culmination; not only is he unable to kill the 
Singer, whose potent stare and evocation of  the ever-living Selassie disarms him, but his chapter—the 
only one describing the ambush—literally ends midsentence with a series of  futile conjunctions: “He 
twist the wheel and slam the gas and, and, and” (248). The chapter itself  is enjambed, its connective 
tissue picked up on the following page with Demus’s post-ambush chapter that extends the time of  
the now: “And the Datsun dash down another road” (245). Demus’s and Bam-Bam’s accounts run 
into each other in the same way that Nina runs into the ambush and her own story runs into that of  
the assailants. Demus’s chapter is almost entirely composed of  a single run-on sentence that begins in 
medias res and is told in a frenetic narrative pace that only ends five pages later when someone speaks 
(250). The run-on technique, repeated throughout the novel during heightened moments of  fear, is a 
marker of  traumatic anticipation. Finding himself  in the crowd at the peace concert several days later, 
Bam-Bam’s use of  the present-tense form “me dead” (“I am dead”) connects narrative time to fate; 
he is already dead, right now, even before the events have caught up. In this way, James depicts post-
traumatic narrative disorder as a delayed re-experiencing of  an event that has already happened, an 
anachronistic replay that collapses the gap between anticipation and experiencing. Being buried alive 
not only fulfils Bam-Bam’s anticipated death (the second of  the titular “seven killings”) but also provides 
a further enjambment of  narrative and a subversion of  the proper order of  death and burial. With 
its unfulfilled reverse countdown and interruptive dash, the end of  Bam-Bam’s narrative literalizes 
death’s interruption of  biological time: “1 breath 2 breath 3 breathe 4 breathe breath breathe fi fi fi fi 
fiiiiiiiiiiiive breath six breath se se se se sevennnnnnnneight […] Niiiiiiine nuhhhh nuhhhhhhhh nuhhhh 
huhhhh hhhhhhh hhhh h h hhhh h […] aw shucks aw shucks we—” (268). Bam-Bam runs out of  time 
in the same way that he runs out of  breath. 

Although Nina is the only local narrator wearing a watch (aptly, a Timex), she too experiences 
traumatic time dilation. The timescale of  the early sections of  the novel is summarized by her practice 
of  “counting minutes” in a single day (103). Unlike other narrators who are in motion, Nina spends 
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most of  those twenty-four hours standing still in front of  the Singer’s gate. Since the living characters 
are all travelling within the container of  the narrative and because Nina is “counting minutes” even as 
Bam-Bam attempts to speed things up, their relative motions enact a gravitational pull on each other 
and on the overarching narrative clock. Unlike the watchless “ghetto” assailants who narrate many of  
the opening chapters, the middle-class Nina’s possession of  a watch imbues her perception of  time with 
chronometric regularity: “If  you can break a day down into quarters, then hours, then half  hours, then 
minutes, you can chew down any stretch of  time to bite size.” “Counting minutes” is her privileged 
version of  the gunmen’s use of  cocaine to slip out of  time. It is her survival strategy in a time and place 
where gendered violence “can happen any time, any second now, even in the next minute” (103). The 
threat of  rape and death creates the terrifying anticipation that dilates every second such that “even if  it 
never comes, the point is I’ll be waiting for it and the wait is just as bad” (103).

Nina passes most of  her time either waiting or running, which index two different orientations 
to time. Waiting connotes anticipation of  the imminent arrival of  an appointed time, while running 
is an attempt to escape a time that has the ability to chase and “catch” one (224).  As the sole female 
narrator, Nina’s waiting is markedly distinct from the men’s anticipation of  their own imminent violent 
action; instead, she often anticipates the actions of men. Thinking her mother has been raped during 
a recent break-in, she resolves to flee Jamaica for fear the same will happen to her. Before long, her 
expectation is fulfilled when two policemen kidnap her in lieu of  arrest for breaking curfew (105). The 
word “arrest” connotes stoppage of  time and motion, but here Nina is set in motion for the first time 
since the story began, even as she must now wait with the awful “knowing deep down that in a few 
minutes these men will rape you” (121). Nina depicts the space between the ‘now’ and the ‘not yet’ as 
comprised of  “all the time in the world,” and waiting as a hiatus filled with the illusion of  possibility. 
She eventually interrupts the policemen’s control over her time by demanding that they just “rape [her] 
already” (124; emphasis added).13 Adopting masculine bravado and seeming to acquiesce to the sexual 
desires of  men allow Nina to reclaim agency. By forcing them into the time of  the ‘already,’ she disarms 
the threat of  what they can and might do; indeed, the novel often depicts the police as more adept at 
wordplay and speech acts than they are at physical danger.

Nina reveals that she is ultimately waiting for something bigger, a “tomorrow” beyond even the 
peace concert of  the calendrical tomorrow when “maybe finally my mother can stop wrapping her 
body like a mummy just to keep nasty men out of  her vagina and keep sane and sleep in peace” (126). 
For Nina, it is not Marley’s peace concert that will usher in peace but an actual outbreak of  civil war, 
when the crowd will rise up to enact a cathartic burning down of  Babylon (125–26). The repetition of  
“peace” here is profoundly disturbing, particularly as this peace is articulated through women’s bodies. 
Whereas the New Testament’s negotiation of  the time of  the now—the absence of  Christ’s physical 
body and the time of  earthly struggle—is mitigated by the anticipation of  a future Sabbath rest when 
the Prince of  Peace is revealed (Heb. 4:9), Nina’s precarious present comfort depends on her hope for 
a Sabbath rest for women from the threat of  rape and violence. Indeed, immediately after her escape 
from sexual violence in the aforementioned scene, her return home to rescue her family is met with 
their disdain over her affair with the “nasty” Rastaman and the stench it has presumably left on her 
body (199). Her mother’s and sister’s vocal and visceral rejection is only exacerbated by a beating by 
her father, which is shot through with sexual overtones and reads like a fulfilment of  the rape she just 
escaped. Nina’s entire Jamaica-based narrative thus hinges on her sexuality: she is a part of  the story 
because her sexual relationship with the Singer inadvertently makes her a witness to the attempted 
assassination. To gain a visa she has to subject her body to the will of  men, including a white American 
expat whose employment in the bauxite industry telegraphs his exploitative and extractive neocolonial 
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relationship with both Nina and Jamaica. While she initially leverages her status as sexual prey into one 
in which transactional sex grants her escape, shape-shifting to evade the long arm of  gun violence also 
affords her a Sabbath rest from sexual predation.

Nina’s activity after the beating is marked by a change from waiting to running, as she negotiates 
not just the terror of  anticipated sexual violence but also the repercussions of  the ambush. Her account 
of  the ambush is abortive and confused; in fact, with her mind already affected by her father’s beating, 
she is not able to record what is happening in the now (229). We only learn what happens to her from 
the perspective of  others, especially since she suppresses the memory as one mode of  fugue. Fugue is a 
mark of  trauma: shock causes the subject to disassociate from (and thus forget) who they are and where 
they belong, which sets them to wander far from self  and home (Rudnicki 8–10). I contend that fugue 
might also be a ‘conscious’ choice for those who fear danger or marginalization. In his reading of  the 
A Brief  History as a meditation on responses to neocolonialism, Rhone Fraser argues that “Kim Clarke 
[Nina’s first alter ego] and Weeper epitomize the type of  Jamaican that Marcus Garvey wrote of  in 
1917 who ‘are leaving their homes simply because they haven’t the pride, nor courage enough to stay 
at home and combat the forces that make them exiles’” (74). I argue, however, that these characters flee 
Jamaica in order to evade certain and always imminent violence. Neither Nina, under constant threat 
of  rape and reprisal killing, nor Weeper, who must mask his homosexuality under toxic masculinity and 
gun violence, can survive in 1980s Jamaica. Fugue ultimately allows them the space to experiment with 
liberatory self-constructions, even if  they both carry with them the anticipation of  discovery and death. 
It is only once the novel’s action moves to the United States that Weeper, previously the only one of  
the Seven without a self-narrated chapter, is allowed to narrate his own section as a subject rather than 
as a bit player in someone else’s narrative. Even five stories above ground, Weeper does not feel free 
to enjoy his sexuality without repercussions (498). Likewise, changing identities and physically running 
from place to place afford Nina the freedom first to escape sexual predation and then to enact social 
advancement. Flight from Jamaica, self  and memory allow her the space to survive all that threatens 
her life, even if  it means repressing her name and language (281, 282). Echoing the author’s account 
of  his own fugue from Jamaica to escape anticipated antigay violence and the self-erasure of  trying to 
pass as straight in a homophobic society (James, “From Jamaica”), Nina remembers that “[w]hen [she] 
landed in Montego Bay [she] knew that whether on a plane or in a box, [she] was going to leave this 
place” (294). 

But Nina’s PTSD is also marked by the repression of  the memory of  the ambush and by her 
involuntary response to memory triggers. Despite physical and mental flight, she continues to live 
with the expectation of  violence; sudden sounds completely destabilize her and disorder coherent 
thought (280). Even in the mode of  fugue, then, she is still waiting and marking time with chronometric 
precision, even as trauma affects the recording and retrieval of  memory (292). Nina’s post-ambush 
chapters evince a mimetic representation of  the interruptive temporality of  traumatic memory, with 
events narrated out of  order as repressed memory resurges. For instance, her opening chapter as Kim 
Clarke in 1979 unspools backwards in time to reveal “what it takes to finally get it, the passport, the visa, the 
ticket out of  bombor’asscloth Babylon” (292; italics in original), as the horrific memory of  subjecting her 
body to the desires of  a corrupt notary public is triggered. Nina remembers how part of  her coping 
mechanism includes not only disassociation and a fixation on time, “tapping the seconds and watching the 
clock on the wall,” but a reliance on the support of  an audience of  other women, “Miss April, Miss May, 
Miss September and Miss August” (293; italics in original), similarly reduced to their sexuality for the 
titillation of  men. Her obsession with the minute movements of  watches and clocks underscores that 
“the only way forward is through” (313). Indeed, the novel’s form suggests that for characters to move 
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forward in time, readers have to go through all of  it with them—every second, in excruciating time-
dilated detail. Temporal dilation creates the impression that time is barely passing, but in a way that 
contrasts with the eternal present associated with Jennings. In the wake of  a trigger, trauma survivors 
are jolted back into the past. In this way, trauma collapses the gap between the time of  the now and 
the time of  the past traumatic event; it also condenses the time of  the now and the time of  the near 
future—the anticipated and forestalled re-experiencing of  the memory. Nina’s fear of  remembering 
the past means that she forces herself  to stop thinking and feeling—to become “as blank a slate as 
slate can be with no memory of  anything behind me” (286)—but always with the anticipated future 
remembering close at hand: “I swear the second I hear of  something, or if  I realize I’m about to hear 
something, my heart just starts to pound and I want to do nothing more than run to my bedroom, cover 
my face with a pillow and scream” (301; emphasis added).

Even as fugue allows her to hide from memory and the threat of  death, it also prevents her from 
moving beyond the past. With her memory triggered by the unexpected encounter with a photograph 
of  ambush ringleader Josey Wales, Nina reveals that despite being on the run for almost two years, she 
has remained trapped in time: “You’ve never known December 4, […] you only know December 3. 
That day will never close until he comes to close it. December 3 is coming back for you” (312). Time, 
like traumatic memory, like gang violence and culture, “follow right back o’ we” (635). Slipping out of  
time and repressing memory provide not escape but delay. In effect, Nina died on December 3; she is 
not meant to live to see another day beyond the moment she ran into the barrel of  Josey Wales’s gun. 
Although she technically remains alive, her experiences mimic those of  the dead, who, according to 
Jennings, “relive a motion, an action, a scream and they’re there again just like that” (2). In other words, 
the dead and those with death at hand experience their own deaths as both repetition compulsion 
(subconscious re-enactment of  the past) and déjà vu (a memory glitch that causes the subject to perceive 
the present as a repeat experience; Freud 150). Consequently, by shape-shifting into the identities of  
various dead Jamaican women, Nina seizes agency in erasing her own existence, which in turn allows 
her to give death the slip and to survive the always-pressing threat of  violence even as gang violence 
“spill[s]” out into the American space and remains close at hand (615).

“Still Living”: Disorder as Survival

In 1992, a decade after his death and almost twenty years after its recording, Bob Marley 
‘released’ the song “Iron, Lion, Zion.” Beyond creating the jarring sense that the dead reggae star was 
still alive to release new music, the song’s lyric “I had to run like a fugitive / Just to save the life I live” 
summarizes Marley’s initial survival of  death threats through fugue and exile. By allowing Nina, out 
of  all of  the initial Jamaican narrators, to survive until the end—outwaiting and outliving Josey Wales 
and the threat he presented to her life—James suggests that it is through willed amnesia and self-erasure 
that one continues to live in a time of  excessive death. Remaining alive to the end enables Nina to 
begin thinking of  the future and to reconnect with her family and her repressed Jamaican identity (686). 
But even before this, she finally decides, “Fuck the dead. I’m still living. […] I’m still living” (615). By 
using the present-continuous tense, Nina positions herself  in the temporal mode previously enjoyed by 
messianic men. Whereas even Jennings does not stick around for the end of  the story, Nina’s survival in 
the realm of  the “still living” echoes the survival of  John, the “beloved disciple,” whom other disciples 
presumed “would not die” until the Second Advent (John 21:23). Decades after the original disciples 
died often-violent deaths and Paul wasted away in a Roman prison, John “remained” alive to witness 
the transitional periods of  the sect, to receive the revelation of  the future—the time of  the end and the 



91

time of  the new world when time resets—and to “write […] down” the end-time events in a book (John 
21:24; Rev. 1:11). James shares this task among three characters: Jennings, with his panoptic view of  
time, Nina, who gets the last word, and Rolling Stone journalist Alex Pierce. Pierce himself  survives to the 
end by “wait[ing] till everybody dead,” following the advice that Tristan Phillips gives him regarding 
how not to be killed in reprisal for the secrets he wants to write about in his novel (569). The fact that 
we are reading this novel, James suggests, is because we ourselves have reached a time when “everybody 
dead,” except those who remained alive to witness and write. James thereby suggests that narration 
both indicates and ensures survival.

But unlike the book of  Revelation, no advent occurs at the end of  A Brief  History—unless we 
count Marley’s ongoing resurrections. In Jennings’s final return, out of  sync and “already out of  
time,” he chronicles the Singer’s legacy as reggae goes international: “[I]n another city, another valley, 
another ghetto, another slum, another favela, another township, another intifada, another war, another 
birth, somebody is singing Redemption Song, as if  the Singer wrote it for no other reason but for this 
sufferah to sing, shout, whisper, weep, bawl, and scream right here, right now” (601). Jennings witnesses 
a future—our past and present—when the Singer’s music transcends time, space and even his mortal 
body. A song written in and for the past is translated to numerous other iterations of  “right here, right 
now.” The substance of  Jennings’s closing revelation is therefore that the time of  Marley’s reggae songs 
is the time of  a continuous now. In and through his music Marley too is “still living.” In an intriguing 
parallel, even though Marley died before Dick Hebdige’s Cut ‘n Mix is published, the book retains its 
anachronistic present tense because “Bob Marley never did believe in death. He never had any time for 
it. He was too busy listening for the future and his interest in roots had nothing whatsoever to do with 
a morbid fascination for the past. […] [T]he vital mix—Marley’s voice and rhythms—are still with us” 
(Hebdige 16). Hebdige’s postscript presages the use of  the present tense in both “Jah Live” and A Brief  
History to register lives and echoes that “are still with us.”

Although he died of  cancer at age thirty-six on 11 May 1981—his messianic promise, like that 
of  Jesus, seemingly cut short at the height of  his ascendancy—Marley lives on not only in Jamaican 
and global cultural memory but also in music. On the 1999 tribute album Chant Down Babylon, 
contemporary artists like Lauryn Hill used recording technology to ‘resurrect’ Marley in time-shifted 
duets; and beyond his hallucinatory sonic resurrection in the voices, samples and stylings of  his sons,14 
every time we replay Marley’s music, he is alive again for the length of  the record. Recording in effect 
preserves presence beyond the body and throughout time. In Jamaican music there is a constant 
recourse to Marley as the gold standard, as if  his death interrupted something vital in the nation’s 
cultural advancement and we must return to his music as a site of  repetition compulsion: cultural 
gatekeepers view dancehall music as an affront to Marley’s legacy; the name Marley seems to guarantee 
Grammy nominations and wins, and even decades after his exit from our own timeline, “Marley still 
a-lead pon iTunes” (Chronixx). Until someone comes along who is a reincarnation of  Marley, the 
music is always imagined to be in existential crisis. Marley also haunts both the national imaginary 
and contemporary Jamaican literature, staging resurrections in the fiction of  Colin Channer, Kwame 
Dawes, Marcia Douglas and others. Marley’s haunting of  Jamaican fiction and music thus rests on 
the narrative and technological manipulation of  time and temporal order. Douglas’s experimental, 
anachronistic novel The Marvellous Equations of  the Dread (2016) in fact turns on the metaphor of  the 
Halfway Tree clock tower to bring Marley and other voices and histories from Jamaica’s past into 
the present of  the Manley/Marley moment of  the 1970s—a moment of  dual political and musical 
messianic hope whose fulfilment was ultimately frustrated. The post-traumatic narrative disorder in 
such novels suggests that for Jamaica’s sovereignty to progress rather than become prematurely snuffed 
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out in its teenage years of  the 1970s, long-dead heroes must return to the present. As a response to 
trauma, messianism proposes a resolution to national history grounded in faith in the advent of  one 
who will save and bring justice to the nation at the appointed time. The untimely death of  such a one 
must be resolved through post hoc narration: he will come again, bring an end to time and anticipation, 
and fulfil the promise that his untimely death interrupted. Ultimately, then, A Brief  History’s return to 
the Jamaican past functions as both a seed of  an alternative future and a form of  countermemory. In 
the long day of  the novel’s present, all of  Jamaica’s past, present and future remain to be written, read 
and lived.

Notes
1   Cf. John 18:6.
2   While Mikhail Bakhtin uses ‘chronotope’ to marry ‘chronos’ (time) and ‘topos’ (place) (84-5), my 

neologism ‘chronotrope’ refers exclusively to time markers. In A Brief  History, these are the Timex 
watch, tense constructions, and ‘already’/‘not yet’/‘now’ phrases.

3   See Dan. 12:2; Isa. 26:1–19; Job 19:26–27; Ps. 16:10; and Acts 23:8.
4   “The one who believes in me will live, even though they die” (John 11:25).
5   See the debate on the novel’s “poetics of  excess” in Ellis, and Harrison, “Excess.”
6   Although uptempo and accompanied by joyful dancing, “Ring around the Rosie” is often 

thought in popular myth to allude to one or more British plagues or Black Deaths from the 
fourteenth through the seventeenth centuries.

7   This disparity creates profound theological conundrums. While early disciples understood 
Christ’s second advent as coming soon and that the gap between the now and the end was to be 
rather short, in Peter’s temporal equation the two thousand years since Christ promised “after a 
little while you will see me” (John 16:16) have only corresponded to two days in God time.

8   In the Gospel of  John, Jesus’s interlocutors rightly remark that his use of  the divine “I AM” 
phrase was ‘out of  order’ in at least two respects: it positions himself  both as God (the Eternal) 
and as existing “before Abraham,” his ancestor, in chronological time (John 8:58). While “I 
AM” indexes a transcendence of  human time as marked by linguistic tenses, ‘before’ and ‘after’ 
are perspectival concepts that can be circumvented; narrative sequence can be shifted and 
reordered: the sun can stand still (Josh. 10) or return ten degrees (2 Kings 20).

9   Although various Bible translations remain undecided over whether Jesus’s staple call, “the 
kingdom of  God is at hand,” indexes spatial, temporal or theological proximity, in Mark 1:15 
Jesus himself  connects “at hand” to the fulfilment of  time: “The time is fulfilled. The kingdom 
of  God is at hand” (English Standard Version); “The time has come. The kingdom of  God has come 
near” (NIV).

10  In order, the titular deaths are those of  Jennings, Bam-Bam, Demus, Papa-Lo, the Singer, 
Weeper and Josey Wales (Fraser 68).
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11  I have in mind here the Jamaican phrase ‘out of  order,’ which denotes a departure from 
respectability and propriety.

12  Bam-Bam’s name also evokes the popular Jamaican musical motif. Originally a winning festival 
song (The Maytals, “What a Bam Bam”), Sister Nancy’s version “Bam Bam” is among the most 
frequently sampled songs in hip hop, and each version changes both its idiom and tempo.

13  Compare Jesus’s words to Judas at the Passover meal before the latter goes out to betray him: 
“‘What you are about to do, do quickly’” (John 13:27, NIV).

14  Listen, for instance, to Damian Marley’s “Move,” which samples Marley’s “Exodus”; and 
Stephen Marley’s “Mind Control,” which makes audible the eerie similarity in the voices of  
father and son.
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Uncomfortable Truths: 
Lifewriting, Trauma and 
Survivance in Marlon James’s 
A Brief  History of  Seven Killings
(For Isabel Grosvenor)
Caryn Rae Adams

Marlon James’s Man Booker Prize winning novel, A Brief  History of  Seven Killings is, 
simply put, a colossal work. Neither brief  in size nor context, it chronicles one of  the most 
violent periods of  Jamaica’s post-slavery history. Set in various parts of  Kingston from the 
late 1950s to the United States in the 1990s, James’s novel deconstructs traditional narrative 
conventions, with various plots working alongside and against each other and an impressive 
cast of  75 characters, including one character who undergoes three name changes. The 
multiple voices not only highlight Caribbean writers’ preoccupation with the oral tradition, 
but also accurately points to the race/class stratification that continues to dominate 
contemporary Jamaica, due to the long history of  colonisation. 

Source: Portrait of  Marlon James, photo by Jeffrey Skemp.
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During James’s appearance at the 2016 Sydney Writers’ Festival, a member of  the audience 
suggested that growing up in such a violent society would have undoubtedly contributed to the creation 
of  A Brief  History. James subsequently took to social media to lament this ignorance, which clearly 
overlooks his vivid imagination, raw talent and thorough research. This article addresses what I describe 
as the writer’s responsibility to highlight often ignored and what I term ‘uncomfortable truths,’ while 
resisting dominant narratives which seek to silence and marginalise the historically oppressed. It also 
provides a re-reading of  A Brief  History through the Native American framework of  survivance, which 
relies on innovative culture-specific narrative strategies in its examination of  historical traumas. I argue 
that James’s narrativization of  violence in the novel is rooted in the horrific history of  colonisation, 
which continues to haunt the region. 

Survivance transcends its original 19th century definition of  survival, and, as Karl Kroeber 
asserts, celebrated Native American writer and critic Gerald Vizenor is responsible for revisioning the 
term in the 20th century:

He [Gerald Vizenor] uses survivance to subordinate survival’s implications of  escape from 
catastrophe and marginal preservation; survivance subtly reduced the power of  the 
destroyer. He seizes on survivance’s older sense of  succession, orienting its connotations not 
toward loss but renewal and continuity into the future rather than memorializing the past. 
(25, emphasis in original)

It celebrates the continued resistance of  Native Americans (and by extension, other indigenous and 
marginalised peoples) against oppression and exclusion by historically dominant groups. As a literary 
discourse, it highlights the importance of  maintaining Native American cultural practices, made absent 
by European arrival, through a privileging of  experimental narrative techniques, which include Non-
Standard English language registers, polyvocal narration, non-linear narrative structures, and the 
celebration of  indigenous spiritualties. Survivance therefore rejects victimhood, and my reading of  A 
Brief  History reveals the ways in which the urban poor are positioned as survivors struggling against a 
system designed to keep them under control. 

Why Survivance? An Overview of  Trauma and Postcolonial Theory

While I am aware that some of  the narrative strategies described above are recurring features in 
several literatures worldwide, and especially across the Caribbean, I argue that survivance legitimises 
the traumatic experiences of  racialised minorities in a way Western analyses of  trauma and even 
postcolonial readings, have failed to adequately represent. The study of  trauma has been widespread 
in the past two decades and it has been documented extensively in a number of  academic disciplines, 
ranging from psychiatry to literature. Rooted in psychoanalysis, contemporary trauma studies have been 
heavily influenced by Sigmund Freud and Joseph Breuer’s writings on hysteria. Leydesdorff et al. argue 
that these early psychoanalysts saw certain illnesses not caused by a recognisable disease, but “as states 
of  psychic disturbance and disconnection, whose underlying causes could be traced back to traumatic 
experiences in the past” (2). 

Yet, because the symptoms in a growing number of  psychological illnesses (especially among 
returned soldiers) were so similar to hysteria, Freud and Breuer completely ignored the correlation, 
as at the time, it was exclusively regarded as a female illness (Vickroy 15). The medical community 
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also became divided with the increasing occurrences of  shell shock in veterans, and questions arose 
regarding the authenticity of  ailments and treatment procedures. Joanna Bourke contends that 
diagnoses became problematic for military personnel in particular, because there was concern that 
soldiers may be shirking their duties, due to fear of  the battlefield and possible death, rather than 
because of  a noticeable and treatable illness (109). The Holocaust is possibly the most documented 
event in contemporary trauma studies. The displacement and mass genocide of  thousands of  Jewish 
people during the tumultuous World Wars have resulted in lifelong emotional scars, with Leydesdorff et 
al. noting that that survivors of  concentration camps are more likely to experience severe defects of  the 
brain, which may result in the onset of  degenerative diseases such as dementia and Alzheimer’s (4).

The reclassification of  trauma’s original definition by the American Psychiatric Association 
(APA) in 1980, saw it finally defined as a psychological ailment, and symptoms associated with “shell 
shock, combat stress, delayed stress syndrome, and traumatic neurosis [as] responses to both human and 
natural catastrophes,” were now to be understood in terms of  PTSD or Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder 
(Caruth 3). In Trauma: Explorations in Memory, Cathy Caruth argues that this new development in the 
study of  trauma did not surface without its complications. She states that while a concrete definition of  
trauma provides an inclusive framework for a number of  previously ignored neuroses, it also limits the 
analyses to events only “outside the range of  usual human experience” (3). It also raises considerable 
concerns in psychoanalytic research, where determining whether or not trauma is an illness motivated 
by an aberration of  one’s memories (and the emotions tied to these memories) becomes questionable. 
Despite these inconsistencies, scholars and clinical practitioners agree on one thing: trauma’s belated 
nature, that is, how it continually haunts the survivor:

there is a response, sometimes delayed, to an overwhelming event or events, which takes 
the form of  repeated, intrusive hallucinations, dreams, thoughts or behaviors stemming 
from the event, along with numbing that may have begun during or after the experience, 
and possibly also increased arousal to (and avoidance of) stimuli recalling the event. 
(Caruth 4)

Stef  Craps and Gert Buelens note that Caruth’s study of  trauma aims at reassessing history and 
providing a clearer understanding of  issues previously entangled in social and political rhetoric. They 
further suggest, “by bringing the insights of  deconstructive and psychoanalytic scholarship to the 
analysis of  cultural artefacts that bear witness to traumatic histories, critics can gain access to extreme 
events and experiences that defy understanding and representation”(1). However, in the foundational 
work on trauma, there remains a commitment to privileging white Western experiences, ignoring those 
of  the historically marginalised, and it “may actually assist in the perpetuation of  Eurocentric views 
and structures that maintain or widen the gap between the West and the rest of  the world” (Craps and 
Buelens 2).

Yet, postcolonial representations of  trauma are not without limitations. While it remains a 
theoretical framework which has highlighted key issues ranging from migration to identity, as well as 
“responses to the influential master discourses of  imperial Europe” (Ashcroft et al. 2), some findings by 
key postcolonial critics perpetuate imperialist ideologies through their adoption of  Western theoretical 
models, which continue to silence historically marginalised groups. In Postcolonial Imaginings: Fictions of  
a New World Order, David Punter refers specifically to the work of  Edward Said, Gayatri Chakravorty 
Spivak and Homi Bhabba, suggesting, “that in their deployment of  ‘Western’ theory they have become 
involved in prolonging and repeating imperialist subjugation, to the point at which Spivak can solemnly 
claim, in the teeth of  the evidence, that the subaltern ‘cannot speak’” (9). However, he acknowledges 
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that they are a number of  critics now speaking out “to confront the claims of  ‘high theory’ with the 
exigencies of  political reality” (9). Their focus is therefore centred on understanding and acknowledging 
the implications of  this political reality, rather than on theoretical hypotheses, which continue to silence 
rather than articulate the concerns of  minorities.  

The traumatogenic effects of  the colonial experience therefore cannot be efficiently articulated 
through theoretical paradigms that rely heavily on Western academic discourses for interpretation, 
ignoring the cultural signifiers present. While dominant Western theories of  psychoanalysis usually 
privilege  disclosure of  traumatic experiences to initiate healing, survivance offers a ‘healing’, which is 
specific to Indigenous cultures, and sensitive to the needs of  the community; demonstrating continued 
resistance against colonial oppression in its many facets. This active resistance is demonstrated through 
specific narrative techniques, and makes visible the experiences of  the marginalised, which were once 
marked absent in early colonial accounts (Vizenor 3).

‘Ambush in the Night’: Caribbean Lifewriting as Counter-Discourse 

Many reviewers of  A Brief  History describe it as a historical novel, which “not only takes 
its setting and some characters and events from history but makes the historical events and issues 
crucial for the central characters (who may themselves be historical personages) and for the course 
of  the narrative” (Abrams 256). In my examination of  the text, I argue that it also belongs to the 
postcolonial autobiographical genre. C. L. Innes stresses that there is one significant distinction between 
postcolonial autobiography and Western autobiography: while Western autobiography is concerned 
with the individual’s personal growth and development (particularly in the patriarchal European 
Bildungsroman), the postcolonial autobiography uses the individual’s experience to represent that of  
his or her community, “or as the embodiment of  a new nation’s struggle to come into being and its 
establishment of  a culture and ideological identity” (56).

Lisa R. Brown also notes the significance of  autobiographical modes in Caribbean writing (276). 
Brown posits, “the use of  ‘real life’ experiences enacts the dismantling of  social, economic and political 
forces that limit self-discovery and expression” (276). While she agrees with Helen Tiffin that the 
performative nature of  Caribbean literature is the first aspect of  resistance to European literary models 
(80), she similarly suggests, like Innes, that Caribbean Lifewriting (which includes autobiography, 
biography, memoirs, journals, slave narratives, diaries, etc.) is not concerned with the life of  the 
individual because “where societies are interpenetrated by plural linguistic, cultural and economic 
forces and shaped by constant waves of  migration, non-traditional family structures and non-Western 
belief  systems, the idea of  ‘real life’ necessarily constitutes articulation between and among these 
variables” (277). To Brown, Caribbean lifewriting allows for a blurring of  genres, creating hybridity 
“in form, neither autobiography nor biography but an amalgam of  both and of  history as well” (Eakin 
quoted in Brown 277). 

This analysis informs my examination of  A Brief  History as a narrative which crosses genres and 
defies the linearity of  Western narratives, through its use of  the central plot, the attempted assassination 
of  reggae superstar Robert Nesta Marley, at his Hope Road residence on 3rd December 1976. As 
Christopher Tayler describes it, the plot is “connect[ed] … to many aspects of  Jamaican history … 
especially in its opening stages, to the facts and testimony and rumours gathered up by Timothy White, 
an American music journalist who periodically updated his 1983 biography of  Marley, Catch a Fire, until 
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his death in 2002” (“Goings-on in Tivoli Gardens”). While taking a break during a band rehearsal for 
the ‘Smile Jamaica’ concert, Marley, his wife Rita and manager Don Taylor are shot by intruders. They 
survived their injuries, and the novel uses this attack to detail the history of  clientelism and corruption 
in Jamaica. 

Defined as “a more or less personalised relationship between actors or a set of  actors, 
commanding unequal wealth, status or influence, based on conditional loyalties, and involving mutually 
beneficial transactions” (Flynn 134), clientelism controls the working class and urban poor by providing 
them with short-term material comforts (housing, employment opportunities) in exchange for loyalty 
votes during elections. To ensure that the constituents keep their end of  the bargain, politicians from 
both political parties employ “power-brokers … to exercise continuous control” (Edmonds 56). These 
‘political gangsters’ have several functions, including 

… performing internal security functions to deliver electoral support, police/protect the 
party faithful; securing strategic territory at the behest of  the political hierarchy…. In 
return for these party loyalties, the gangs are given a large degree of  territorial autonomy, 
consisting of  a withdrawal of  police and military forces from no-go domains. And in 
many cases they are granted the licence to operate their own system of  justice and welfare 
delivery. (Edmonds 57)

Clientelist relationships soared throughout Jamaica in the 1960s and 1970s (Edmonds 57). Widespread 
poverty in Kingston led to escalating violence, and ‘Rude Boys’ or ‘Rudies,’ frustrated with their 
circumstances and wanting a better life, “had begun to fight each other for control of  ‘the ghetto.’” 
These battles contributed to “the development of  what would come to be known in Jamaica as ‘Turf  
Politics’ — where political parties sought geographical or positional control over given areas, using 
gangs as part of  an electoral strategy for securing votes” (Edmonds 58). Violence erupted when 
opposing sides felt that preferential treatment was only offered to supporters of  the ruling party, as 
demonstrated during the construction of  the housing complex at Tivoli Gardens by the Jamaica Labour 
Party (JLP) in 1965 (Sives 75). 

The victory of  the People’s National Party (PNP) in 1972 saw a shift in Jamaica’s political 
alliance in the international sphere: while the JLP’s leader Edward Seaga was aligned with the capitalist 
ideas of  the US, the PNP charted a new path, which leader, Michael Manley, declared as Democratic 
Socialism in 1974 (Edmonds 61). Although he took over the country during a difficult economic period, 
“his government introduced a raft of  progressive social policies, including public housing programmes, 
rent control, price controls on basic commodities, a minimum wage, literacy programmes, maternity 
leave for women, healthcare, and youth employment programmes” (Edmonds 61). However, to the US, 
Manley was deemed a communist, (demonstrated through his friendship with Cuban president Fidel 
Castro), and his “increased bauxite levy and formation of  the International Bauxite Association (IBA) 
… generated a new wave of, unsettling US investors and Washington” (Edmonds 61). This caused 
international corporations to pull out of  Jamaica, and by 1978, Manley had to make a deal with the 
International Monetary Fund (IMF) for financial aid for the country (Edmonds 61).

In an effort to topple the already fragile PNP administration and resume control of  the 
government, the JLP sent their political enforcers to engage in an all-out war with PNP gunmen (Blum 
263). It was also revealed years later by ex-CIA agent Philip Agee that “the CIA was using the JLP as its 
instrument in the campaign against the Michael Manley government” (King 147) by secretly shipping 
arms from the US to Jamaica to train youths in tactical warfare, as well as providing travel documents 
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like visas and passports to those needing to escape the law. Most incriminating is the testimony of  a 
former Shower Posse gang member in the late 1980s, which revealed not only his role as a political 
enforcer for the JLP and the number of  murders he committed on the party’s behalf, but also his CIA 
connections, in which he states the “‘the United States made me what I am’” (Edmonds 65-66).

A Brief  History reflects these social ills and the ensuing violence during this period, acting as 
a counter-discourse to the dominant narrative of  the island as ‘paradise,’ continuing the literary 
tradition of  many writers across the Caribbean region.1  Its structure is by far the most adventurous 
in recent novels from the region, with 5 long sections introducing a range of  different characters with 
very distinct voices. For the reader, this facilitates a multiplicity of  experiences and/or points of  view, 
absent from the usual Western life narratives, which privilege the account of  a single entity. It also 
demonstrates the powerful effect of  violence on communities, and its corruption of  the innocent. This 
impact of  violence is tragically exemplified in the sad tale of  one of  the novel’s characters, Bam-Bam. 
Orphaned at a young age, he is informally adopted by the Don of  the fictional ghetto, Copenhagen 
City, Papa-Lo. Bam-Bam witnesses his parents’ murder by a rival gang while hiding under a blanket, 
and this grisly tale is indicative of  the widespread violence during the period:

And he groan and groan and groan and fuck my father head then pull himself  out and 
hold my father head steady and fire. Pap. Not like the pow in cowboy movie and not like 
when Harry Callahan fire, but one big sharp pap that shake the room. The blood splat on 
the wall. My gasp and the gunshot go off the same time so nobody know me under the 
blanket still.

My mother run back in and start to laugh and kick my father and Funnyboy go up to her 
and shoot her in the face. She fall right on top of  me, so when he say find the little boy 
they look everywhere but under my mother. (James 13)

Bam-Bam also gives readers insight into the change occurring in the ranks of  Copenhagen City — a 
change to which the boss, Papa-Lo, is not privy: “I grow up in Copenhagen City and watch the guns 
change and know they don’t come from Papa-Lo. They come from two men who bring guns to the 
ghetto and the one man who show me how to use it” (James15). Bam-Bam further informs readers that 
these men teaching the youths to use the weapons are from outside of  Jamaica, as they also provide 
American foods like “corned beef  and Aunt Jemima maple syrup that nobody know what to do with, 
and white sugar. And Kool-Aid and Pepsi and a big bag of  flour and other things nobody in the ghetto 
can buy and even if  they could, nobody would be selling” (James 33). The clientelist relationships 
common amongst the two political parties were also replicated by the CIA, providing weapons and food 
supplies to political enforcers in exchange for loyalty through violence.

The uncompromising nature of  violence is further highlighted through Papa-Lo’s musings on 
ghetto life. While capable of  ruthless murder, he has grown tired of  the violence decimating the youth 
on both sides, in the name of  ‘politricks’. His dis-ease with gangster life begins soon after he murders a 
schoolboy in error: 

… and the little boy grab me shirt and bawling no, no, no, it coming up on me, no, no, 
no… and he grab you hard, harder than he ever gripped anything because maybe if  he 
put all the strength, all the will in just those ten fingers on a living thing, maybe he can 
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hold on to life…. Shoot the boy again, Josey Wales say, but I couldn’t do nothing but look. 
Josey walk over to me, put the gun to him forehead and pow. (James 87)

When asked about the violence that informs much of  the novel, particularly Papa-Lo’s confrontation 
with the schoolboy, James states: “I didn’t want to fall into a pornography of  violence, but I think 
violence should be violent…. This kid will never run home, never have another birthday. His death 
is slow, nightmarish. And you have to explore the consequences — the people who live on with his 
death” (Harvey, “Marlon James interview”). These consequences are not just personal, as relayed in 
the schoolboy’s mother’s reaction to his death —“the boy mother who walk all the way to the front of  
me house screaming ‘bout how her boy was a good boy who love him mother and go to school where 
he just pass six GCE subject and was going to get scholarship to University” (James 87), but in fact 
demonstrates how the increasing political warfare hinders any attempt to escape the poverty of  the 
ghetto and seek a better life through education.

Through a blurring of  genres (history, biography, autobiography), A Brief  History provides a 
revisioning of  key events while simultaneously chronicling the story of  the oppressed, absent from 
dominant discourses. Like Native survivance narratives, experimental narrative structures demonstrate 
creative innovation through the use of  specific literary devices (metaphors, humour, irony,) “that seek 
to confront the tragic closure of  culture and engender a sense of  Native presence instead of  historical 
absence” (Vizenor, “American Indian Art and Literature Today” 44-45). These techniques further 
challenge Western narratives and Native commercial fiction, which are focused on disseminating 
“cultural information that [readers] are already familiar with largely through stereotypes of  Native 
tragedy, Native suffering and the complications of  the loss of  traditions and cultures” (Vizenor, 
“American Indian Art and Literature Today” 46). As a narrative of  survivance, A Brief  History offers a 
version of  history which demonstrates presence, that is, makes visible the experiences of  the oppressed, 
over the absence circulated in early historical, political and anthropological accounts. 

‘Rastaman Chant’: Language and Survivance 

The language in A Brief  History is James’s real triumph and demonstrates his ease with 
representing the Jamaican oral tradition in narrative form.  A refusal to rely on Standard English 
language registers is not new in narratives from the region, with Samuel Selvon’s 1956 novel Lonely 
Londoners pioneering this experimental use of  the English language. In “Language Use and West Indian 
Literary Criticism,” Merle Hodge describes the various ways language is represented in Caribbean 
writing:

There is the traditional format of  Standard English for narration and Creole only in 
dialogue, with the two locked into sealed compartments. A fairly modern option is 
the fluid narrative voice that is mainly SE but accommodates code-mixing and code-
switching…. Writers may use Creole for both narration and dialogue, while some may 
opt for avoidance, translating Creole speech into SE, or employing some form stylization 
rather than naturalistic representation. (473)

In her survey of  Anglophone Caribbean Literature, Elaine Savory refers to Kamau Brathwaite’s 
foundational theory of  ‘nation language,’ which she argues, “indicates not just orality but the fact 
that each Caribbean nation has its own linguistic continuum and formations of  Creole” (721). Once 
reserved for the urban poor and working classes, Hodge notes that “a new breed of  writers would 
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emerge from the underclass, and unlike earlier writers of  colour, they would embrace and affirm their roots, 
eventually installing the West Indian peasant and labourer at the centre of  West Indian Literature” 
(475, emphasis added). For contemporary Caribbean writers, the ability to switch between language 
codes not only demonstrates their creativity, but also informs their development of  characters and 
narrative point of  view (Hodge 476). 

Survivance stories strive for similar literary innovation, and they are concerned with the 
multiple meanings inherent in language. As Fojtovà asserts, “relying on the power of  stories, humor, 
wit, and imagination to create, Vizenor fights with words to present his own perspective and assert his 
right to create new self-beginnings” (86, emphasis added). The mimetic capabilities of  language do 
not interest Vizenor —rather, he argues that the power of  language lies in its ability to make new (and 
multiple) meanings of  reality through imagination. The re-imagination that occurs in Vizenor’s language 
transcends the limitations of  Western language patterns and provides a space for formerly silenced 
stories, through the development of  creative modes rooted in cultural practices. As Fojtovà asserts:

The textual landscape Vizenor creates is populated with paradox, irony and language 
games. It is a space in which through the liberatory possibilities of  language, he vitalizes 
other meanings and multiple ways of  interpreting. It is a space which resists clarity and 
simplification and makes a plea for imagination. The imaginative hermeneutics Vizenor 
employs complicates the precise, evokes the ambiguous, and embraces the paradoxical. 
(87-88) 

One such paradox is the use of  the English language in his narratives. Vizenor chooses not to write 
in his tribal language (Anishinaabemowin), and while we can determine that this choice could be 
motivated by his desire to reach a larger and more diverse audience (like many writers from postcolonial 
territories who choose to write in the language of  the coloniser over their own native tongues) Fojtová 
suggests that [English] “has become both the language of  oppression and coercion, as well as the 
language of  liberation” (88). 

While critics focus on how the interior monologues, stream of  consciousness narration, poetry 
and snippets of  conversations develop characterisation in the novel (Tayler, “Goings-on in Tivoli 
Gardens”), my re-reading of  A Brief  History also focuses on how language represents the dichotomy 
between oppression and liberation in Jamaican society. Oppression is aptly demonstrated in ghetto life, 
where there is a loss of  hope for a better future, principally through education. This is a common motif  
that pervades Caribbean writing, and in James’s novel, poverty and state sanctioned violence ruin the 
individual’s chance for success. Weeper, one of  the gunmen in the narrative was destined for a bright 
future, with his “three GCE subject, in English, mathematics and technical drawing … reading big 
book even before Babylon send him to prison” (James 65). A case of  ‘mistaken’ identity, torture by the 
police and five years in prison turned him into a hardened criminal who “will kill a boy right in front of  
his father and have the father count his last five breath” (James 65). As fellow gangster Demus notes of  
Weeper: “When he talk like a Jamaican, he talk all coarse and evil. When he talk like a white man, he 
sound like he reading a book with big word” (James 108).

Major character and second-in-command to the Papa-Lo, Josey Wales, uses language as a form 
of  liberation. He has his eyes on a bigger prize: deliverance from political patronage by establishing 
himself  as one of  the key players in the expanding drug trade. Through his narration, we see the 
breakdown in the ranks of  Copenhagen City and are informed about the CIA’s role in destabilising 
the other side through gun violence. His secret meetings with the CIA and the politicians are almost 
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comical, as he pretends that he is only sufficiently literate, distrustful of  these men in power: “I chat to 
him bad like some bush naigger and ask dumb question like, ‘So everybody in America have gun? What 
kinda bullet American fire? Why you don’t transfer Dirty Harry to the Jamaica Branch? Hee hee hee” 
(James 44). Yet, most of  his interior monologues are in Standard English, a form he prefers because he 
is looking for social advancement for himself  and his children.  Josey Wales’s ‘language games,’ to use 
Vizenor’s term, not only demonstrates his wit and cunning guile, but it also highlights how the novel 
challenges oppressive Western forces intent on maintaining colonial control through subversive and 
violent means.

‘Natural Mystic’: Alternative Spiritualities as Survivance

 Alternative spiritualities rooted in cultural traditions remain a common trope in the literature 
of  the region, and James’s exploration of  this motif  further reflects the socio-political and historical 
context that shapes the narrative. A black consciousness developed in the 1960s worldwide due to 
civil unrest, and Jamaica was no exception. As Rachel Mordecai states, “an Afrocentric conception of  
Jamaican identity continued to flourish in the 1960s, in no small part due to the influence of  Rastafari 
in poor urban communities” (10).  Rastafari gained prominence during this period, primarily through 
the popularisation of  reggae music, and “for many years, the Jamaican government and its supporters 
viewed the Rastafarians and Jamaica’s popular music as threats to national security” (King 1). 

With its roots in folk culture, Rastafari has a lengthy problematic history in Jamaica. Deemed 
a dangerous cult, the movement experienced extreme violence and alienation from Jamaican society 
since the 1930s. Throughout the 1950s and 1960s, Rastafari families were evicted from lands, their 
homes destroyed and they were arrested, beaten and even killed by police (Harrison Henry, “Rastas 
beaten…”). The violence at Coral Gardens in April 1963 — due to a land dispute between a gas station 
owner and a group of  bearded men — is one of  the best-documented incidents between the Rastafari 
and law enforcement. While reports are conflicting with regard to who initiated the attack, the resultant 
8 deaths and injuries to hundreds (Harrison Henry, “Rastas beaten…”) played a pivotal role in the 
society’s negative perception of  Rastafari.  However, Bob Marley’s international success significantly 
changed the public perception of  the group, at home and abroad, as “slick tourist promotional 
materials to airline commercials, the enchanting sounds of  reggae and the image of  a smiling 
‘Rastaman’ beckon tourists from around the world to Jamaica’s tourist areas” (King 1). 

As King posits, “the Rastafarian movement openly denounced British colonial rule in 
Jamaica” (1), and despite its different mansions, Rastafari doctrines focused on an acknowledgement 
of  the African ancestral past, denied under European colonisation, and as such, produced a positive 
revisioning of  Blackness that had never been experienced.  These tenets were documented in a report 
produced in 1960 by three staff members of  the then University College of  the West Indies (U.C.W.I), 
in an attempt to bridge the divide between the Rastafarian community and the wider Jamaican society:

The basic doctrines common to all brethren, whatsoever the degree to which they have 
been individually alienated from Jamaican society, can now be set out.

1. Ras Tafari is the Living God.
2. Ethiopia is the black man’s home.
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3. Repatriation is the way of  redemption for black men. It has been foretold, and will 
occur shortly.

4. The ways of  the white man are evil, especially for the black. (Smith, Augier and 
Nettleford 24)

Rastafarians were demonised for their personal appearance (beards and dreadlocks), their 
desire for repatriation to their spiritual homeland Africa, and their frequent use of  marijuana, (which is 
intimately connected to their appreciation of  nature and ‘livity’) was heavily penalised. Livity is simply 
defined as “The Rastafarian way of  life” (Oxford Living Dictionaries). It is a belief  in righteous living, 
and that the spiritual energy of  God (Jah) resides in all of  us.  

This concept of  ‘livity’ can be characterised as a form of  survivance in James’s novel. Narratives 
of  survivance demonstrate a similar connection to nature or “natural estates”, and according to 
Vizenor:

Native stories of  survivance are prompted by natural reason, by a consciousness and sense 
of  incontestable presence that arises from experiences in the natural world, by the turn 
of  the seasons, by sudden storms, by migration of  cranes, by the ventures of  tender lady’s 
slippers, by chance of  moths overnight, by unruly mosquitoes, and by the favour of  spirits 
in the water, rimy, sumac, wild rice, thunder in the ice, bear, beaver and faces in the stone. 
(Survivance 11)

Vizenor cautions against interpreting this connection with nature as a “mere romance” (Survivance 11), 
arguing that Indigenous peoples’ connection to the land transcends Western ideas of  property and 
ownership; it is a spiritual connection which demonstrates an acknowledgment of  and respect for the 
natural environment and all its inhabitants who existed peacefully before colonisation. Vizenor further 
contends that Native artists (literary, visual, etc.) celebrate the beauty of  nature and the omniscience of  
God in creation in their different works. Such a connection with the natural environment and animals is 
important to Native culture, which has been denied presence in colonial accounts of  Native life.

In A Brief  History, livity, as an example of  alternative spiritualities, is embodied in the figure of  
The Singer, (whom James makes nameless because he wants him to be symbolic), through his desire for 
peace and social equality, reflected in his music, philanthropic work and the philosophies of  Rastafari. 
As Jeff Sparrow notes:

More than anyone, Marley brought Rastafari from the margins of  society to the centre, 
so that a movement once regarded by respectable Jamaica as an apocalyptic criminal 
cult became one of  the most identifiable products of  the island. That popularisation 
happened because of  a songwriting genius that universalised the doctrines of  what had 
previously seemed an extraordinarily specific (even eccentric) religion. Through Marley’s 
songs, people around the world grasped their own situation via Rastafarian rhetoric, 
as opposed to the more familiar experience of  those in the Third World understanding 
themselves in American terms. (“If  it no go so…”)

It is this rhetoric, imbued with the principles of  livity, which The Singer shares with Papa-Lo.  
Josey Wales blames Papa-Lo’s recent ‘softness’ on his association with the Singer, observing that he 
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“is not the same man since he start to think” (James 133). But Papa-Lo’s friendship with The Singer, 
through his understanding of  Rastafari, reveals that only the poor are suffering from the continued 
violence, while the rich remain in positions of  power. The Singer was seen as a threat, to the CIA 
and to the politicians, because his philosophies of  universal love and peace were widespread and had 
the potential to end the violence between the rival gangs. Papa-Lo’s confrontation with Josey Wales is 
informed by The Singer’s teachings: he is determined to deal with Josey through reasoning, rather than 
violence:

I want to leave him house with me and him of  the same mind. Nice and decent people, 
the Rastafarian show me the way. The first way Babylon fool we is to get we to think we 
have future in the Babylon shitstem. And me tired of  that and Shotta Sherrif  tired of  that 
and the Singer tired of  that. Every time me go to the Singer house and me see that man 
from Copenhagen City and man from the Eight Lanes can par and reason, I just start to 
think that a triangle have three side, but everybody always only look at two. (James 216)

Other examples of  alternative spiritualities associated with the folk culture of  Rastafari include aspects 
of  the supernatural and magical realism, which recur throughout the novel. Papa-Lo’s narration of  his 
violent murder in a police shootout is a literal out-of-body experience, he relays his death as his spirit 
leaves his body and looks on at the carnage. It highlights the corruption and police brutality common 
during the period — no judge or jury is present, simply death by execution. The narration is especially 
haunting: it creatively demonstrates the separation of  the spirit from the body through James’s lack of  
punctuation: 

… and this one aim for me neck pow and this one aim for me kneecap pow and this one 
aim for me balls pow and how come no car passing no car but police them block the road 
from far off they knew me was coming and Trevor face eat off and Lloyd chest and belly 
burst open and my head split open and me heart still pumping and another policeman 
stoop down and say this is for Sebert and fire straight through the heart and the heart 
burst and dead then he get up and go back to him car and the other policeman go back 
to them car and me rising higher and higher but me still on the road and I can see them 
all in a line the police cars they leave me and they driving with they sirens on so people 
shift out of  the way and they drive as one animal a siren snake all the way up to the block 
that have the Minister of  Security office and they circle the block ‘round and ‘round and 
‘round all the while laughing loud and me can see every around and above and below. 
(James 361)

Similarly, the capture and murder of  two of  the gunmen involved in the attempted assassination 
of  The Singer also demonstrates supernatural tropes with Demus hanged by “eerie white-clad Rastas”, 
and Bam-Bam “seeing duppies among the crowds watching Marley’s defiant performance at the 
concert when Josey’s men catch up with him” (Tayler, “Goings-on in Tivoli Gardens”). Bam-Bam, the 
orphan turned gangster, is subsequently buried alive, gasping for breath, while childhood memories 
punctuate his final moments: 

Jesus! Jeeeees one breath breath breath 1 breath 2 breath 3 breathe 4 breathe breath 
breathe fi fi fi fi fiiiiiiiiiiiiive breath six breath se se se se sevennnnnnnneight br nnnnnnnn 
huhhhhhuhhhuh hhuh hhuhh breeeeeeeeeeehuh huh huh hh hhh hhhhhh h h h h h h 
nine! Niiiiiiiiine nuhhhh nuhhhhhhhh nuhhhh huhhhh hhhhhh hhhh h h hhhh h daddy 
no not the yellow fire engine the red one the yellow one can’t be real daddy no daddy I 
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want a kisko pop and and a lollipop and a tootsie pop and all kinda pop and a purple 
crayon and a red too pink no pink is for girls pink is for girls HubbaBubba chewing gum 
don’t stick even when you blow a big big bubble biggest and bubblest ring around the 
rosie pocket full of  posie aw shucks aw shucks we — (James 269).

The murdered ghost of  Sir Arthur George Jennings, bookends certain sections of  the narrative, and, 
like a one-man chorus of  a Greek tragedy, foreshadows the death of  several characters. James notes 
his love for Greek tragedy because of  the complexity of  its characters: “I think the Greeks were the 
only people ever to nail character. Their heroes are deeply flawed. They murder, they rape, they kill 
children” (Harvey “Marlon James interview”). Such flawed characters exist throughout A Brief  History, 
and many of  them see Jennings before they die, reinscribing the significance of  the supernatural in the 
narrative.  The dead continue to talk, while the living refuse to listen, until it is too late, and I suggest 
that this is a metaphor for the state of  the society: it continues to be ravaged by uncompromising 
violence, while those in positions of  power not only profit from the terror which marked the period, but 
do nothing to prevent further devastation. 

Complexity informs any reading of  A Brief  History, but its strength lies in its raw and unflinching 
ability to testify to those uncomfortable truths, through culture-specific narrative techniques that relay 
the experiences of  the historically marginalised. This re-reading of  this novel through a discourse 
exclusively used in Native American art and literature more appropriately describes the traumatic 
legacy of  colonisation, which continues to affect the Caribbean region, years after independence. I 
see novelists like James as having two main social responsibilities: deconstructing the myth of  paradise 
and revealing the real social and political problems that continue to plague the region, (like his literary 
predecessors) and resisting the misconception that in order to create (in this case write) it must come 
from one’s experience exclusively. James’s work to date surpasses this simplistic and limiting concept of  
the writer, as he remains committed to telling a story greater than his own.

Notes
1   To name a few, see V.S. Naipaul’s The Middle Passage (1962), Jamaica Kincaid’s A Small Place (1988) and 

Olive Senior’s “Meditation on Yellow” in Gardening in the Tropics (2005).
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Barbara Lalla, 
Grounds for Tenure

“Watch me,” says the anonymous narrator in the Prologue of  Barbara Lalla’s 
new novel, Grounds for Tenure, “It have no such thing as solid ground” (1). By the end of  
the tale, or rather the interconnected web of  tales Lalla spins, the truth of  this statement 
will be catastrophically demonstrated. In the Prologue of  Grounds for Tenure, the academic 
commentator muses on the medieval use of  the terms ‘accident’ and ‘substance’: the first 
referring to the slippery stuff of  storytelling, particularly suited to the style of  fabliau or 
farce, and the latter qualifying the intangible reality beyond our faulty senses which we take 
as the material world. Which is real, the story or the research on which it draws? When 
the participants in a series of  events are guided by a plausible fiction, what do they actually 
encounter: the real or the fictional? Barbara Lalla plays with such questions in this text. 
Like the medieval writer, her Chaucerian storyteller promises us a moral tale, but delivers 
one that is great fun to read and by turns farcical, mocking, satiric, and grotesque. This 
may sound surprising given that the novel’s subject is tertiary education in the Anglophone 
Caribbean: those who buy into it, those who believe in it, and those who exploit it. 

Grounds for Tenure is a sort of  unofficial Quality Assurance Unit report on where we 
in the Caribbean academy currently stand, with a slow-burning love story thrown in for 
good measure. As the title suggests, Grounds for Tenure is a campus novel. It is also the title 
of  a novel written by a character in the book, gesturing in its self-reflexivity towards the 
world of  literary scholarship in which the author, Barbara Lalla is steeped. And apart from 
the Guyanese N.D. Williams’ 1967 Ikael Torass it is, to my knowledge, the only West Indian 
campus novel, although a significant portion of  the action in Garth St. Omer’s The Lights 
on the Hill revolves around an unnamed university campus in the Caribbean. In its current 
form, the genre dates back to the early 1950s. The Groves of  Academe by Mary McCarthy, 
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published in 1952, is often cited as the earliest example. Other well-known titles include Kingsley 
Amis’ Lucky Jim and David Lodge’s Campus Trilogy. Often comic or satirical, many campus novels 
parody the combination of  academic intellectual pretentions and all-too-human weaknesses. Some, 
however, attempt a serious treatment of  university life; examples include J.M. Coetzee’s Disgrace which 
is neither funny nor mocking but a deeply moral reflection on the abuse of  power and its ramifications. 
Novels such as Evelyn Waugh’s Brideshead Revisited and Williams’ Ikael Torass, which focus on students 
rather than faculty, are generally considered a distinct genre, sometimes termed varsity novels. But 
as universities changed, campus novels were changing in tone, becoming far less comic and far more 
critical. In Grounds for Tenure, Caribbean tertiary level institutional planning and management philosophy 
get a real interrogation.

Now, no matter how much seems recognizable about our particular UWI context, let me be 
clear that Lalla’s novel is set on a fictional campus: the action proper begins with her protagonist, 
a young Linguistics scholar named Candace, who teaches part-time in the Foundation Language 
programme at St Augustine, being approached by a headhunter (ominously named “Shade”). His 
mission is to persuade her to apply for a Lecturer post “at the Institute of  Tropical Studies (ITS) in 
Portmore, Jamaica” (5). “Shade said UWI’s days of  being top dog in Caribbean tertiary education were 
numbered” as the “whole bureaucracy for admissions, examinations, appointments and promotions – 
and tenure, most of  all for tenure – stifled creativity at every level” (6).

Candace applies to and is awarded a teaching position at the Institute of  Tropical Studies—
one of  those institutions that the senior management of  UWI often cites as our direst competition 
and threat: an offshore campus of  an American parent university. Candace is glad to return to her 
birthplace, Jamaica, and to Portmore where she was raised. Her mother is now dead, and Candace 
is estranged from her philandering and controlling father. Indeed, Candace is free of  all emotional 
commitments other than her dog and her close friendship—nothing more, we are constantly assured 
(although of  course we know better) – with the Trinidadian Randall, currently studying in London. 
Imagine Candace’s horror when she discovers that the Provost of  her new academic home is none other 
than her father, Earl Rider, and she must face the prospect of  once more being under his control.

 Inexorably, the Institute of  Tropical Studies slowly emerges, under Rider’s slick and self-
interested rule, as the epitome of  the worst viruses that currently afflict tertiary institutions.

Mostly, these concern marketing a university that does not yet exist, and promising students 
a physical plant they desire and need but which cannot yet be delivered, nor in fact has even been 
properly thought out. The library is “forthcoming” but since “everything’s online, no one misses any 
library – least of  all the students” (62). The “existence of  graduate students at ITS was mystery enough, 
when proposals for master’s and doctoral programmes were only just under design. The forethought 
involved in accepting and registering students while hammering out details of  their actual programmes 
made Candace’s head spin” (79). Not much point, she realizes, in enquiring about “[policies, 
procedures and general infrastructure [which] mystified Candace, until she realized these were, mostly, 
absent” (81). Nonetheless, “student well-being” is touted as the priority, and the Provost “pulled off a 
miraculous representation of  students as customers who were somehow transformed from raw material 
and then to product” (83). Grounds for Tenure skewers the lip service to excellence promised by such 
educational institutions where, as the Provost claims, “the best of  the old ways of  British education 
were still revered, however savagely critiqued by the politically correct” (83). In reality, what this shady 
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American institution is doing is tantamount to the recolonization of  the native space for profit. Satire 
becomes caustic as it is revealed that ITS operates with full toleration of  corruption, nepotism, and 
sexual impropriety (158), passing itself  off as a “nurturing system” which challenges the “whole publish 
or perish thing that leads to an endless number of  worthless papers being churned out” (116), and 
profits from publications paid for by authors. The thoughtfully chosen chapter epigraphs from the 
Canterbury Tales ironically comment on the self-serving discourse employed by the management and staff, 
such as the pointed excerpt from the Pardoner’s Tale which vividly demonstrates, as does this moral 
fiction, that “Radix malorum est cupiditas” (Greed is the root of  evil).

 In Grounds for Tenure, Lalla projects some of  the worst aspects of  academic life and culture onto 
the fictional ITS. Balanced against this is a realistic yet respectful picture of  the UWI campuses. The 
contrast between UWI and ITS is clearly established in the extended metaphor of  solid ground in 
which our protagonist, by dint of  her education, is firmly rooted: the Mona campus stands “secure on 
its own firm base of  shell and metamorphic rock that undergirded the Liguanea Plain” and “she had 
allowed the campus to become the place where she belonged” (35). Reflecting on her undergraduate 
years at the St Augustine campus and her postgraduate stint at Mona, Candace experiences a strong 
sense of  nostalgia for the commitment embraced by many who taught there in the 1970s and 1980s: 
commitment to UWI—the  institutional culture; the students and the location: “green lawns spread 
away to the stone chapel and the ancient aqueduct arching against a riot of  bougainvillea” (35); 
to Caribbean research and the joy of  “plunging into books, journals and occasional papers to the 
obliteration of  anything beyond the fluid swirl of  concepts” (34); to the ethics of  social engagement, 
regionalism and equality promoted at the time. I found much pleasure encountering the accurate 
minutiae of  student life: graduate students rushing out of  their back rooms in Mona to catch a favourite 
minibus to campus (28); a tutor recognizing the needs of  St Augustine students whose only problems 
seemed to be “finding parking spaces for the Honda Accords their parents had supplied” versus those 
who travel “in route taxis or maxis from more straitened circumstances, boxlike concrete houses 
clinging to a rocky overhand in Morvant” (41). Particularly affecting is the understated synopsis of  the 
new student intake:

Among the cynical, troubled, credulous, humble, terminally lazy, jittery, earnestly 
plodding or mortally uninterested, others threaded their way, unalarmed at the prospect 
of  reading a book, unoffended at the suggestion of  work, not maddened by release 
from parental supervision or by the sudden availability of  unlimited sexual opportunity. 
Here and there gleamed the curious, the committed and, in occasional breathtaking 
encounters, the gifted. (75)

Nonetheless, some of  the UWI’s flaws are surgically dissected: the sneering at certain disciplines not 
seen as serious, and the exploitation of  young bright scholars “in a faculty chronically strapped for 
funds, [where] no substantive post had materialized for her, and here she was, in 2009, beginning her 
third decade, still clinging to hourly paid teaching in the Foundation courses” (45). Equally distressing 
is the kind of  psychic demoralization evoked via Candace’s terror and self-doubt, and the suspension 
of  her life choices, as the evaluation of  her doctoral thesis remains bogged down in some bureaucratic 
morass:

. . . the dull ache of  unease intensified to anguish and anguish and deepened to gloom. 
She envisaged acerbic remarks by the examiners, the massive dissertation gone astray … 
No. Everyone she asked said the examiners were just late in responding. Just. Just? But 
what to do? Sue? (36)
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Having known Ph.D. students facing the same emotional breakdown, it is hard to dismiss such 
disconnect between institutional will and student needs that still strain our limited resources.

When Candace assures Randall of  being “Redy to wenden on my pilgrimage” she has no 
idea what this journey will involve. Albeit, she has prior knowledge of  her father’s successfully cynical 
scaling of  the academic ladder (113) by managing perceptions: his CV promotes the image of  one 
who “engaged with hot topics but took up disobedient yet unassailable positions on the cutting edge of  
troublesome issues” (68). But the scope of  the institutional malfeasance is eye opening. Candace soon 
discovers that the Institute of  Tropical Studies is built on limestone and sand, reclaimed land riddled 
with caves and sinkholes as a result of  years of  water erosion. Fittingly, Earl Rider’s mansion is built 
over one such cavern, a conservationist’s nightmare as it is the repository of  ancient Taino petroglyphs.  
Similarly, at ITS, “management drew at will on its limited infrastructure or arbitrarily dismissed it, and 
this fraudulent bureaucracy spewed out meaningless routines that made discussions purposeless and 
frustrated planning” (216). In Grounds for Tenure, Lalla compares a university to an ecosystem “in which 
it is possible to threaten one or two elements without compromising the whole” (348); but when the 
foundations are sufficiently eroded or not built properly in the first place, the collapse is spectacular and 
lethal.

I have concentrated primarily on Grounds for Tenure as a cautionary tale, but I cannot conclude 
without mentioning its hilarious caricatures of  colleagues that at one time or another have graced the 
corridors of  universities familiar to us: the Administrative Assistant who has all the dirt on her superiors 
and engages in “cryptic observations … regarding the sharpening of  ploughshares, mattocks, axes 
and sickles” that will inevitably be their due (135); the observation that “Percy’s was a brain divorced 
from its surroundings by alcohol or cocaine. Or both” (81); the long-winded prevaricator who opines, 
with a sigh, that “An undeniably good academic profile isn’t negated by comments pertaining to 
administrative, ethical or other criteria, but such considerations can’t remain undisclosed” (148).  Lalla 
not only satirizes the obfuscation that pervades current academic discourse but also the article and book 
titles generated in the academy. Consider the quiet irony of  “Discourse of  Useless Testimony: Epistemic 
Modality in Refusals to Commit” (216) or the humour in a Cultural Studies project entitled “Unstable 
Skins: Towards a Caribbean Posthuman” (92). Academic conferences are not exempt from satire: 
Lalla’s description is honest yet deliciously succinct in its parade of  “a mixed bunch of  academics who 
attended conference for all sorts of  reasons” (201): the vain, the cheap, the lecherous, the self-interested, 
the opportunistic attendees, they are all showcased.

 I was invited to introduce Grounds for Tenure at the last Annual Conference on West Indian 
Literature at the St Augustine campus in 2017 and said then what I reprise now: that it is a pleasure to 
honour one of  our own who – by turns witty, hilarious, satiric, tolerant, critical but always learned and 
engaged – reflects on our academic and political reality in the region.  Although Barbara Lalla’s Grounds 
for Tenure makes us laugh, it but also makes us think about the value of  what we do in Caribbean higher 
education.
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John Robert Lee, 
Collected Poems 
1975-2015

Since the late 1960s, John Robert Lee has been writing accomplished poems of  
remarkably consistent quality. His first collection Vocation was published in St. Lucia in 1975. 
By that date, his work had already begun to appear in regional magazines and newspapers 
and soon after, in some metropolitan anthologies. Apart from some brief  sojourns abroad, 
Lee has spent his life in St. Lucia and all but one of  his volumes (some of  them small 
chapbooks, like the one printed in Boston during his fellowship there) were published 
locally until the tenth (Elemental) which appeared in the UK in 2008 – more than thirty 
years after Vocation. I dwell on this history to outline the shape of  Lee’s career and to hint at 
the full story of  how a poet/teacher/archivist, deeply committed to his island, its culture, 
its languages, its people and its life, can slowly, slowly, ever so slowly awaken a widening 
audience with poetry at the highest level of  accomplishment.    

Any book of  poetry with “collected” or “selected” in the title that is not the work of  
an editor is a self-portrait, and Collected Poems 1975-2015 is no exception. In Lee’s case, there 
have been several such self-portraits: nearly half  of  his published volumes include one of  
those keywords in their titles. But each is differently inflected as a portrait. A few years ago, 
for example, Lee published Sightings (2013), a portrayal of  himself  as man of  faith. Collected 
Poems 1975-2015 portrays the author as elegist. As with the great painters of  self-portraits, 
these varied versions of  self  demonstrate sophisticated self-awareness, not problematic 
identity. Indeed, Vocation has a prescient cover by Alwin Bully depicting five possible selves 
for the maturing poet, each implying a different role for him in St. Lucian society and 
culture – most of  which are roles he has already played. There are many examples of  Lee’s 
sharp-eyed self-awareness. In “Lusca,” a poem about his relation to the heart of  St. Lucia, 
to the countryside and its people, he sees himself  through their eyes: “here, I am Lusca’s 
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lover, nice boy, but still from town” (18).  At the same time, however, Lee’s choice of  the word “lover” 
rather than “suitor” suggests a confident assertion that the relationship is reciprocal.  

This most recent volume of  collected poems offers a well-judged and generous selection of  
more than eighty poems presented in generally chronological order of  composition. Perhaps most 
persuasively demonstrated is the consistent quality of  Lee’s work: nearly a third of  the poems in his 
very first volume are included in Collected Poems 1975-2015. Some less-focused early lyrics are plausibly 
excluded, but other exclusions had more to do I think with consistency of  portrayal. Thus the comic 
“Letter,” explaining to Queen Elizabeth that he is not going to marry her daughter, though it is a 
poem that has aged well, is absent. So too are a few poems that are important documents of  Lee’s 
development but perhaps not suited to the theme of  elegy, such as some that show him experimenting 
thoughtfully with linguistic and rhetorical devices learned from Kamau Brathwaite’s immensely 
influential trilogy The Arrivants.  An unavoidable economy leaves the reader of  Collected Poems 1975-
2015 unaware that there is a strong visual component to some of  Lee’s collections, in which groups or 
sequences of  poems interact with accompanying drawings or photographs, often to powerful effect, as 
for example in Canticles (2007).  

It is important to note that Lee’s poems are always readily accessible to a wide range of  readers. 
There are many subtleties but no conundrums, while a few pages of  appended notes identify crucial 
local people, places, and expressions. Lee makes shrewd judgments about appropriate pitches of  
formality and informality, or of  standard and non-standard diction.

Lee’s verse forms are generally free (never lax) but he also frequently exploits the resources of  
traditional forms, playing especially with versions of  the sonnet, and with a form that wavers between 
tercets and quite strict terza rima. Throughout Lee’s career, he has been particularly adept at long poems, 
in the range of  three to eight pages. Some of  these are subdivided in ways that suggest he is drawing 
on liturgical and folk forms as well as the example of  Brathwaite, but Lee’s command of  this medium 
is especially impressive when he maintains a steady level of  energy through long poems without regular 
subdivisions. “Lusca” and “Line” (both written for Walcott) along with “Translations” (recording his 
experiences in Boston) are excellent examples that always reward rereading. 

Even Lee’s shortest poems are tightly crafted. “Mango” (67) is an impressive example of  a 
seemingly simple lyric that only gradually reveals its richness. One can argue that in Caribbean poetry 
there is a sub-genre about eating mango. Some poems are hilarious, some are sexy, some make you 
hungry, but Lee’s is poetically the most rewarding I know in the consistently understated style at which 
he excels. Lee thinks about memory and other distances, about the emotions that well up in us when 
we observe those close to us at a little physical distance, going about their business and not particularly 
conscious of  our presence. “Mango” (67) appears to be a straightforward account of  how one person 
eats a mango, with a distinctive style that is methodical, even ritualized, rather than sensuous (as is the 
most common emphasis in mango poems). But late in the poem, Lee frames this action as something 
observed by the speaker, who is looking into the yard while sitting in a doorway reading a book. 

In Lee’s hands a simple locution becomes remarkable: does “me … reading him, over a book” 
merely describe a perspective point? Does “over” suggest a preference? Is the speaker pretending to 
read while observing? The burden of  the poem turns out to be not only the representation of  mango 
eating, but the complex though barely articulated human relationship that the reader is invited to 
puzzle out. Why does Lee want to counterpoise one person so intent on eating that he is apparently 
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unaware of  being observed with another not so intent on his reading as he might seem? Having set up 
these questions the poem ends by pulling back behind yet another frame: “That’s the way it was.” This 
moves all of  what has been said so far into the past but remains ambiguous about whether the object of  
our attention is meant to be a kind of  ethnographic description (how a mango was eaten in those days) 
or the relation between these two men which this scene epitomizes, but in an almost Jamesian way 
refuses to articulate. That’s the way what was? 

John Robert Lee is not really a poet of  nature, nor is he attentive to numinous presences. What 
his poetry captures and dignifies is the aura that gathers around individual objects, moments, people. 
He is a religious poet, but his religiosity is not of  propositions restated or illustrated, but of  events 
witnessed and held in regard. It is a sacramental vision – the recognition of  something sacred in the 
individual objects that call our attention in turn sanctifies us. It seems right to describe Lee’s view as 
“sacramental” partly because he features that term in his mostly recently published poem, “Letter” in 
Moko 13 (2018). 

This collection communicates beautifully how, as a poet, John Robert Lee has always seemed 
possessed of  a remarkably characteristic gaze, at once distant and immediate.  It is the gaze of  a man 
who often sits on a verandah overlooking a familiar valley. Relaxed, he takes in the wisps of  smoke, 
the figure climbing a trail into the hills, the inflections of  passing weather, shouted greetings, the noises 
of  men working, the suppressed giggling of  unseen streams, like children trying not to give away their 
hiding places in a game. He looks out over a span of  miles, but it is all his, it is all who he is.
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Angelique V. 
Nixon, Resisting 
Paradise: Tourism, 
Diaspora and Sexuality 
in Caribbean Culture 

As the title suggests, Resisting Paradise: Tourism, Diaspora and Sexuality in Caribbean Culture 
is a resistance project, and with it, Nixon is consciously pushing back against idealizing 
as well as idealisms. “Paradise” signifies not only the overwrought tourist trope, but also 
totalizing methods and frames which overlook how “Caribbean cultural producers” in the 
region and diaspora “negotiate touristic production” and “create alternative models of  
tourism that are less exploitative” (7; 9; 4). To craft her counternarrative, Nixon draws from 
three critical reservoirs: the exploitative presence of  tourism as an economic, cultural, and 
political vehicle in Caribbean spaces; tourism as a neocolonial force; and tourism as identity-
shaping in terms of  how it acculturates locals into its monetized representations. These three 
understandings of  Caribbean tourism resonate with the post-colon qualifiers of  the title, 
an alignment of  practice (tourism), identity (diaspora), and embodiment (sexuality). The 
title thus indicates the theorizing through which Nixon explicates resistance and telegraphs 
the textured relationships constituted in the title’s final words, “Caribbean culture.” Nixon 
intends to expose “the relationship between culture and sex within the construction of  
paradise”: “the sexual-cultural politics of  tourism,” so to speak (31). She wants her readers 
to recognize within these pages a sketched out ethical tourism that engages the culture and 
people in ways that fulfill tourist desire without diminishing local subjectivity. 

From the outset, Resisting Paradise announces its wide reach and layered interests. The 
full title indicates not only the book’s central preoccupation, but also its organization. With 
an introduction and six chapters, Nixon charts an ambitious course and enlists a formidable 
force of  women writers, activists, and artists to her cause. Nixon is very much invested in 
disrupting “the intense fantasy and reality of  paradise, uncover[ing] the costs of  producing 
paradise on Caribbean identity and thereby assert[ing] resistance” (186).  She turns to 
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the diaspora (at times abroad and other times intra-Caribbean) and uses the “slippages of  ‘foreign’ 
and ‘local’” to highlight “ways to reimagine paradise through rewriting and interrogating history and 
rebuilding identity within a space whose culture is thoroughly impacted by tourism” (124).

The introduction, promises a book focused on “Caribbean and Caribbean diaspora subjects as 
travelers and cultural workers” who resist existing “notions of  paradise and complicate understandings 
of  tourism in relation to diaspora and subjectivity, to sexual and cultural identity, to sense of  self ” (4; 
3). Nixon aims to balance writing back against “the binaries between sexuality and respectability” and 
articulating the components of  “resisting paradise” as theory and praxis: “challenges, criticisms, and 
transformations all comprise resisting paradise—and have the potential to influence the vision and practice 
of  Caribbean tourism and conceptions of  diaspora”(31; 27). However, Nixon spends an inordinate 
amount of  time outlining the intersections between her work and existing scholarship. As a result, she 
obfuscates her significant intervention (which I postulate later). The effects of  this are immediate, as the 
book opens with Nixon resisting her own intentions. 

The next two chapters deal with the neocolonial face of  tourism, as presented by diaspora 
writers. “Caribbean Migrants and the Politics of  Return” reads Edwidge Danticat and Jamaica Kincaid 
as revisionists who “undermine the literary techniques and genres usually dominated by colonial and 
neocolonial producers” so as to force a confrontation with the residue of  “over five hundred years 
of  Western domination in the Caribbean” (61).  In  “Black Female Travel: Diasporic Connections 
and Revolutionary Desire,” Nixon argues that Audre Lorde and Paule Marshall “establish a unique 
relationship between ‘tourist’ and ‘local’ by providing a model for African diaspora tourism” while 
“uncovering the strong continuities between the racial, sexual, and gender dynamics of  colonialism 
(slavery) and neocolonialism (tourism)” (62). Here, Nixon offers the readers their first look at what 
resistance to the cultural identities created by tourism look like. 

These chapters are the reasons why I find Resisting Paradise intellectually satisfying and critically 
disappointing in equal measure. Nixon categorizes these diaspora writers through a notion of  
authenticity relative to their connection (measured in time and presence) to the familial/ancestral 
homeland. She argues that, as “diasporic Caribbean writers living abroad,” Danticat and Kincaid 
evince “alternative travel narratives that resist the travel guide genre because natives return and write 
themselves into modernity;” whereas Lorde and Marshall “seek spiritual home in the Caribbean 
region” and with their narratives “claim multiple homes in transnational spaces…and an African diasporic 
identity” (63; italics mine). This distinction is not only gratuitous and unconvincing, but also it 
undermines Nixon’s ability to demonstrate persuasively how these writers rely on tropes of  the familiar 
to redirect tourism to travel that is culturally sustaining, individually or nationally. 

Chapter four remedies some of  the previous chapters’ difficulties and provides Resisting Paradise’s 
most compelling inquiry. In “Living and Imagining in the Caribbean,” Nixon considers how ”the 
culture of  a tourism economy affect[s] people who are involved (both directly and indirectly) and work 
daily in the tourism industry and the production of  culture” (94). She interviews tourist workers (service 
sector) and cultural workers (production/performance sector) to explore the ways in which tourism 
gives an identity to the people who are adjacent to and employed by it. Nixon’s argument becomes 
particularly cogent when she engages her interview subjects and explores the implications of  their 
work on the narratives tourism crafts, and the impact on their lives of  the services that capital tourism 
enables. Her examination of  Bahamian Junkanoo as “culture being produced for tourism” alongside 
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Educulture’s use of  the tradition to educate children about their national history and culture is a 
provocative instance of  the intentional resistance she promises at the outset. The analysis here is precise 
and directed. However, in abruptly shifting from her subjects’ insights and returning to close readings of  
traditional textual forms, Nixon regresses her argumentative trajectory. 

The tension between the traditions of  the academic monograph and Nixon’s desire to introduce 
a decolonized disrupting Caribbean subject within that form yields an over-reliance on literal tourism 
and an almost compulsive need to reify the written text. It is this heavy reliance that stall Nixon’s 
argument. Chapter five,“Negotiating Tropical Desires in Social and Physical Landscapes,” focuses 
on Erna Brodber’s educo-tourism, and epitomizes the lived revisions of  touristic impulses which are 
the heart of  Nixon’s project. But the nuances of  Brodber’s BlackSpace and a full engagement with 
its complexity and problematics are truncated by Nixon’s discussions of  Brodber’s novels. Nixon is 
immobilized within a structure that fetters her expressions, although she at times interjects—to powerful 
effect—as in the last two chapters.

Chapter six, “Vexed Relations: the Interplay of  Culture, Race and Sex,” makes clear the place 
of  sex in Nixon’s analysis of  tourism’s cultural design. She deftly braids ethnographic and literary 
narratives to demonstrate that “sexual desire and sexuality are very much tied to the tourism package 
not only through sex or romance tourism, but also through performance” (179).  The final chapter, 
“Rethinking Sites of  Caribbean Rebellion and Freedom” begins like a conclusion, repeating key 
points. Then it moves into a discussion of  Baha Mar, a Bahamian-centered resort in Nassau. The most 
poignant moment in the chapter is Nixon’s deeply personal reflection—content that directly connects to 
the moments of  lived testimony in Chapter four.  

The coherence of  these chapters makes clear Nixon’s desire to explore experiences, the realities 
they empower, and the stories they catalyze. The ethnographic content evidences Nixon’s sketching 
of  a narrative practice. This is her real intervention: the use of  travel and mobility to challenge tourism’s 
authority over Caribbean cultural narratives. By approximating tourism, the figures in Nixon’s study 
unwrite their subjugation and right cultural erasures. 

Resisting Paradise is at times redundant and its argument murky. The book would have benefitted 
from a heavier editorial hand to clean up its presentation and style. While Nixon intended to write 
about the lived revelations and concealments which dependence on tourism engenders and how 
Caribbean people have embraced its benefits, countered its neocolonialism, and maintained individual 
and cultural identity, the book struggles for cohesion. Nonetheless, there are things to glean and 
reasons to read Resisting Paradise: Tourism, Diaspora and Sexuality in Caribbean Culture. This reviewer suggests 
you start with its heart — Chapter four, then, progress to its core — Chapters six and seven. These 
three chapters capsulize the book and cogently outline Nixon’s intervention. You can then answer 
whatever questions you have remaining through cursory considerations of  what is left. You will not be 
disappointed.



121

Notes on 
Contributors

Caryn Rae Adams is a sessional tutor and researcher at La Trobe University, 
Melbourne, Australia.  She holds a Ph.D. in Lifewriting, Autobiography and Biography 
from La Trobe University, an M.Phil. in Post-Colonial Literatures and Other Literatures in 
English and a B.A. with First Class Honours in Literatures in English from the University of  
the West Indies, Cave Hill Campus. Her research interests include trauma and shame theory, 
survivance discourse, postcolonial theory and lifewriting. 

Laurence Breiner is Professor of  English at Boston University. He has been a 
Visiting Professor in American Studies at Tokyo University, a Rockefeller Fellow at the 
University of  Pennsylvania, an NEH Research Fellow, and an ACLS/SSRC Fellow at UWI, 
Mona.  He is the author of  An Introduction to West Indian Poetry and Black Yeats: Eric Roach and the 
Politics of  Caribbean Poetry as well as numerous articles and reviews on Caribbean literature. His 
current project is on Jamaican performance poetry.   

Michael A. Bucknor is an Associate Professor of  the Department of  Literatures in 
English and the Public Orator of  the Mona Campus, UWI. He serves on the editorial boards 
of  Caribbean Quarterly, Issues in Critical Investigation and Lucayos, and is Senior Editor of  the Journal 
of  West Indian Literature. He is co-editor (with Alison Donnell) of  The Routledge Companion to 
Anglophone Caribbean Literature and carries out research on Austin Clarke, Caribbean-Canadian 
writing, postcolonial literatures and theory, diaspora studies, masculinities and popular culture. 
He is completing a book manuscript entitled, “Transnational Circuits of  Cultural Production: 
Austin Clarke, Caribbean/Canadian Writing and the African Diaspora.” 

Emma Crowley is a Ph.D. candidate at the University of  Bristol in the United 
Kingdom. Her thesis looks at the work of  Marlon James, Roberto Bolaño and Svetlana 
Alexievich in the context of  contemporary Cold War literature and the politics of  aesthetics. 
She is interested in current debates around comparative literature, transnationalism, solidarity 
and community as well as the work of  Mikhail Bakhtin and Édouard Glissant.

Angeletta KM Gourdine is Associate Professor of  English and African Diaspora 
Studies at Louisiana State University. Her research is focused mainly on women’s writing in 
the Anglophone African Diaspora, but she also teaches and publishes in the areas of  popular 
culture and film. The author of  The Difference Place Makes: Gender, Sexuality and Diaspora Identity, 
she is currently working on a book length study of  tourism, tourist media, promotion and 
academic scholarship entitled Blood Sugar Sex Magic: Academic Ecologies of  Touristing and Gender. 



122

Njelle W. Hamilton is Assistant Professor of  English, and African-American and African Studies 
at the University of  Virginia. Her forthcoming monograph, Phonographic Memories, considers the impact 
of  Caribbean popular music on memory and the novel form. Her current project reads Caribbean 
speculative fiction through cosmology, phenomenology and quantum theory.

Sheri-Marie Harrison is an Associate Professor of  English at the University of  Missouri where 
she researches and teaches Caribbean literary and cultural studies, contemporary global Anglophone 
literature, and mass culture of  the African Diaspora. Her book Difficult Subjects: Negotiating Sovereignty 
in Postcolonial Jamaican Literature was published by the Ohio State University Press in Fall 2014.  She is 
currently working on a book manuscript tentatively titled “New Black Gothic.”

Jhordan Layne is a Doctoral Candidate at Queen’s University in the English Department. He 
earned his Bachelor’s degree in English and French Literature at Western University and his Master’s 
degree in English at McMaster University. His Ph.D. dissertation project is an exploration of  the 
intersections of  violence, religion, and black masculinities in the works of  Kei Miller, Marlon James, and 
Colin Channer and is supervised by Dr. Chris Bongie. His research interests include the novels of  Marlon 
James, religion and superstition in Caribbean colonial and postcolonial literature, religion and secularism 
in Caribbean literature, Windrush migration in Black British literature, and postcolonialism in science 
fiction.

Evelyn O’Callaghan is Professor of  West Indian Literature, Cave Hill Campus, UWI. Her 
published work includes articles and chapters on West Indian literature, particularly on women’s writing, 
alternative sexualities, early Caribbean narratives and, more recently, ecocritical readings of  Caribbean 
landscapes in visual and scribal texts. She is the author of  Woman Version: Theoretical Approaches to West Indian 
Fiction by Women (Macmillan, 1993) and Women Writing the West Indies 1804-1939: A Hot Place, Belonging 
to Us (Routledge, 2003). She edited a nineteenth century Caribbean novel, With Silent Tread by Frieda 
Cassin (Macmillan, 2002) and the reissue of  Elma Napier’s early Dominican novel, A Flying Fish Whispered 
(Peepal Tree Press, 2011). Editor-in-Chief  of  the Journal of  West Indian Literature, she serves on the advisory 
committees of  several scholarly journals and has recently co-edited an interdisciplinary collection of  essays 
on Caribbean Irish Connections.

Kezia Page is Associate Professor of  English and Africana and Latin American Studies at Colgate 
University. She has published essays in a number of  prestigious academic journals and the monograph, 
Transnational Negotiations in Caribbean Diasporic Literature: Remitting the Text (Routledge, August 2010). Her 
research interests are generally in the area of  Caribbean literary and cultural studies. Currently, she is 
working on a second book project that looks at surveillance in Jamaican literature and culture.

Lauren Shoemaker is a full time instructor at Slippery Rock University in Pennsylvania where 
she teaches composition and literature survey courses and is a co-advisor of  a chapter of  Sigma Tau Delta 
honorary society. She completed her Ph.D. dissertation in 2017 at Indiana University of  Pennsylvania. 
She has presented at the Caribbean Studies Association International Conferences from 2015-2017.

Michael K. Walonen is an Assistant Professor of  English at Saint Peter’s University who 
specializes in world literature and postcolonial studies. He is the author of  the books Imagining Neoliberal 
Globalization in Contemporary World Literature, Contemporary World Narrative Fiction and the Spaces of  Neoliberalism, 
and Writing Tangier in the Postcolonial Transition: Space and Power in Expatriate and North African Literature, as well as 
numerous articles.



123


	_GoBack
	_GoBack
	_Hlk530053473
	_GoBack
	_GoBack
	_Hlk533362824

