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How Shall the History ot the
ournal of West Indian Laterature
Be 'Told?

Cornel Bogle

It’s funny, isn’t it, this whole process—how various dialects bleed into each other;

how every language is a graveyard of languages, how every language is a storehouse of
history. But what does it all matter, this useless fretting over the beginnings of a word? . . .
The fact 1s, the word exists. Even to say it causes a sense of dread. And all these various
meanings bear their weights down onto the word.

—Ke1 Miller, Augustown

I am writing from 29 to tell you

we live. [. .. T]he path away from home marked
with nothing, who could walk it

but the girl who has already made peace

with her own end? 15, looking back,

I understand our quiet death-wait,

the surprise of our persistent, daily waking:

We never could have imagined this.

—Lauren K. Alleyne, “Fifteen”

Between the word burdened with meanings it did not choose and the self that survives
without ever having imagined its survival stands the journal of West Indian Literature (JWIL) at
forty.! For four decades, its pages have accumulated what they could not have foreseen: argu-
ments advanced and undone; editorial decisions whose consequences exceeded intention;
collective acts of reclamation that belong to no single career; founding irresolutions that
quietly shaped practice across decades without ever being named; and the uncompensated
labour of those who kept the enterprise alive under conditions that should have rendered
survival impossible. To ask how this history might be told 1s to ask what those words have
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come to mean beyond the horizon of their founding moment—mnot the journal for which
Mark A. McWatt wrote the first editorial in 1986 but what that founding set into motion as
it gathered force, altered course, and assumed a form that surpassed every initial vision. At
forty, the journal cannot know its own etymology. What it has become, and is becoming, is
visible only in the archive, and only at a distance, when one reads the run rather than the
single 1ssue. That reading is never final, as whatever the archive discloses from this vantage
will itself carry blind spots that only a future reader, at greater distance, will be positioned to
name. That is the task this introductory essay undertakes: to read the word whole, weights
and all, from the retrospective vantage of someone formed within the institution it became.

At forty, JWIL is the oldest continuously published scholarly journal devoted to
Anglophone Caribbean literature. It has endured hurricanes, chronic underfunding, and
the indifference of metropolitan academic publishing, sustained across four decades by
the largely uncompensated labour of a small community committed to a literature their
institutions did not always reward them for studying. In 2025, it received the Bocas Henry
Swanzy Award for Distinguished Service to Caribbean Letters, the first time the prize had
been conferred upon a collective rather than an individual. The citation described FWIL
as “a vital forum for critical and creative debate, and an archive of research and thought
encompassing nearly every scholar of note working on Anglophone Caribbean literature
across three generations” (“7JWIL Has Been Awarded”). In doing so, it named what the
journal’s own commemorations had struggled to articulate: that 7IWIL’s significance resides
not in any succession of editors or in a handful of landmark issues but in its collectivity: in
the thousands of hours of peer review, editorial work, and institutional maintenance that
left no individual signature yet accumulated, quietly and invisibly, into a field. The view
from outside, it turned out, was clearer than the journal’s view of itself.

This introduction takes that gap as its point of departure. How has JWIL narrated its
own history, and what do those narrations disclose about its achievements, its silences, and
the structural conditions under which Caribbean literary knowledge has been produced
and authorized over forty years? The question is institutional, but it 1s also, in Laurence
A. Breiner’s terms, a question about the stories literary history tells about itself and the
patterns those stories impose. In his 2002 7WIL essay “How Shall the History of West
Indian Literature Be Told?,” Breiner argues that the dominant models for periodizing West
Indian literature—developmental sequences moving from colonial to nationalist to trans-
national—function less as neutral accounts than as myths of literary history: retrospective
narratives that impose teleological coherence upon heterogeneous production, fabricating
progressions that, as he wrote (invoking Naipaul), “didn’t exist at the time” (42). In place
of such mythic structures, he proposes thick descriptions of specific literary communities,
national literary histories, and sustained intertextual studies. He concludes by unsettling the
category “West Indian literature” itself, asking not only how its history might be told but
also the history of what.
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Forty years of JIWIL offer a partial response to those methodological provocations.
The archive is rich in the thick descriptions Breiner called for, though thinner in sustained
intertextual enquiry. The journal’s founding irresolution, whether its scope is properly
anglophone or more expansively Caribbean, exemplifies the conceptual instability his
closing question named. At the fortieth anniversary, that question must be posed again
at a different scale: not only about the field but also about the institution through which a
significant portion of that field’s history has been mediated. Are the stories the journal has
told about itself subject to the same critique Breiner directed at the discipline? The aim
here 1s not detachment but lucidity, the kind of self-awareness the best work published in
these pages has long modelled, for to study an archive seriously is to attend as closely to its
silences as to its contents.

Four Modes of Institutional Self-Narration

JWIL has narrated its history in at least four recognizable modes. Read together, as
a corpus rather than a chronology, these modes reveal not only what the journal has sought
to say about itself but also what the available genres of institutional self-narration can and
cannot sustain. They are not merely rhetorical variations but distinct responses to different
regimes of accountability: to metropolitan academic publishing, to the Caribbean scholarly
community, and to the political imperatives that shaped the field’s founding moment. What
each mode is able to accommodate—and what it systematically displaces—constitutes
evidence in its own right.

The first mode, the narrative of necessity and arrival, was established in McWatt’s
founding editorial of October 1986. West Indian literature, he argued, had achieved institu-
tional presence and now merited a scholarly journal of its own. Birth was narrated as matu-
ration—a literature coming into its rightful being. What recedes from view, four decades
later, is how carefully that narrative negotiates the politics of naming: the extended defence
of the term West Indian, the selection of Anancy as the journal’s presiding emblem, and the
implicit recognition that naming is always an act of simultaneous revelation and conceal-
ment. McWatt’s formulation is exact: “West Indian literature” denotes “the literature of the
English-speaking Caribbean (including Guyana)” (Editorial, vi). Yet Evelyn O’Callaghan’s
2022 interview with Lisa Outar makes explicit what McWatt’s language leaves tacit: ““These
are the descendants of people who had no power. So, of course, you have a victim who
twists, with nothing but his own words, the superior power, to get what he wants” (“Labour”
141). In choosing Anancy as its emblem, the journal was announcing not only its arrival but
also the conditions of its necessity.
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The narrative of necessity and arrival also renders the journal’s founding as culmi-
nation, as if institutional maturation had simply been achieved. What that teleological
grammar suppresses is the history of conflict, fracture, and negotiation from which the insti-
tution, in fact, emerged. The journal was not founded in a settled field but in a contested one,
shaped by figures who had stood on opposing sides of consequential intellectual confron-
tations. Edward (Eddie) Baugh’s keynote address to the Twenty-Third Annual Conference
on West Indian Literature recalls what that contestation looked like at its most volatile.
The 1971 CACLALS (Canadian Association for Commonwealth Literature and Language
Studies) conference at the University of the West Indies (UWI), Mona—the gathering from
which the annual West Indian Literature Conference, and eventually this journal, would
take shape—opened with Kamau Brathwaite’s combative Afrocentric keynote and V. S.
Naipaul’s dismissive rejoinder, before devolving into the confrontation Baugh recounts.?
From the floor, the Jamaican poet and critic Cliff Lashley told Naipaul that people like
him deserved to be “shot” (Baugh 19). Later, Lashley cited a passage from Baugh’s own
reviewing to expose him as one of the “bad guys,” concluding with the caustic verdict that
“all he could say (and pardon my French) was ‘O reading, O writing, O rass!”” (19-20).

The second mode, the personalist-genealogical narrative, finds its fullest expression
in the twenty-fifth anniversary tributes of 2011. Here, the journal’s history is recast as
a story of individuals: McWatt’s founding resolve; Victor Chang’s indispensable, largely
invisible editorial labour; and the “poetic trinity” of Baugh, Mervyn Morris, and McWatt,
who conceived the annual conference that provided the journal with its initial impetus
(O’Callaghan “Archiving” 120). The tributes are generous and, in many respects, accu-
rate. These are genuine achievements, and the commemorative mode that records them
1s not misguided in doing so. However, it structurally produces a history of labour and
loyalty rather than a history of ideas. We are told that Hurricane Gilbert destroyed a cache
of copies stored in Chang’s office at Mona; institutional copies of those issues are likely
preserved elsewhere, but the commemorative record registers the human cost of the loss
without naming its intellectual cost (McWatt et al., “FIWIL Celebrates” 3).

More revealing still, the personalist mode cannot apprehend collective intellectual
programmes that shaped JWIL as decisively as any founding editorial act. J. Dillon Brown
identifies O’Callaghan’s “quarrel with literary criticism” (47) as this kind of programme:
a sustained, decades-long insistence on enlarging the boundaries of what counts as West
Indian literature, who qualifies as a West Indian writer, and which critical methods are
adequate to the literature’s formal and historical demands. Because that programme became
visible only in the archive, over time, as pattern rather than proclamation, the personalist
mode has no analytic vocabulary for it. Consequently, it cannot anchor the transformation
to a single originating figure, which precluded recognition of it as a transformation at all.
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The same limitation applies to collective reclamations that belong to no individual
career. The 2001 special issue on Sylvia Wynter—comprising seven substantial essays by
Clyde Taylor, Norval Edwards, Keith Louis Walker, Greg Thomas, and others—stands
among the earliest sustained scholarly engagements with Wynter’s theoretical work in any
venue. A decade earlier, volumes 17 and 18 devoted consecutive issues to Louise Bennett,
offering a sustained critical recovery at a moment when the field had not yet consolidated
her centrality. Both interventions required the journal to commit institutional resources—
space, time, editorial labour—to figures whom the field had not yet fully authorized as
objects of sustained theoretical attention. Yet no commemorative account has named either
achievement as such, because the personalist mode has no category for intellectual transfor-
mation that inheres in an editorial collective. Faith Smith, in her twenty-fifth anniversary
tribute, comes closest to articulating what this mode obscures: 7IWIL helped dissolve “those
outside/inside divisions that used to mean that some critics’ insights remained confined
to mimeographed conference papers locked away in Special Collections archives, while
similar 1deas were ‘discovered’ with great fanfare outside of the region” (McWatt et al.
8). That dissolution was collective, anonymous as often as named, and distributed across
decades of peer review and editorial decision making that left little trace in the commem-
orative record.’

The third mode, self-conscious historiography, emerges most clearly in Michael A.
Bucknor’s 2002 editorial to the special 1ssue West Indian Literature since 1950. It 1s worth
noting that Breiner’s essay on how West Indian literary history gets told appeared in that
same issue; the journal’s most explicit act of editorial self-scrutiny coincided with its most
sustained internal critique of literary historiography. The dialogue between them, however,
remains only partially assimilated. Bucknor frames the issue as “an interim report, provi-
sional at best,” adopting an epistemological candour absent from the earlier editorials (3).
Ronald Cummings’s 2022 editorial preface extends this mode: “We are still grappling with
how to tell the story of Caribbean literature, with its various locations, genres, debates, and
protagonists” (1). Baugh’s “Confessions of a Critic” contributes another version through
terminological reckoning. The shift from “West Indian™ to “Caribbean,” he argues, marks
“a significant partial shift in how we read West Indian literature,” namely, an expanded
awareness of non—Anglophone Caribbean writing that unsettles any easy equivalence
between the two terms (Baugh 24). In practice, 7IWIL’s engagement with Hispanophone and
Francophone Caribbean writing has long been more capacious than its formal self-descrip-
tion would suggest. The self-conscious mode can name this discrepancy. It cannot, however,
resolve it, for the editorial voice remains embedded within the institutional assumptions the
discrepancy exposes.

The fourth mode, outwards-facing and conjunctural, is visible in recent editorials
by Rachel Mordecai, Lisa Outar, and others. Here the journal’s history is narrated not
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as origin story but as ongoing relevance, positioned against climate change, COVID-19,
the Windrush scandal, volcanic eruption, and the precarity of Caribbean small-island
states. The editorial voice shifts perceptibly: from institutionally protective to politically
engaged, less concerned with where 7WIL came from than with what it is for now. This
mode was made materially possible by a structural transformation that marks a hinge in
the journal’s history: the 2015 transition to exclusively online publication. Moving online
rendered the journal internationally accessible in ways print distribution from within the
Caribbean never could, and it also enabled a newly sustained engagement with Caribbean
visual art. O’Callaghan, who oversaw the transition, recalls with characteristic candour
that “putting the journal online was a learning experience for me, who didn’t even have a
Twitter account” (“Labour” 139). The transformation that made the journal newly legible
to the world required its editors to acquire, at personal effort and without institutional
underwriting, an entirely new repertoire of technical competencies.

The conjunctural mode also reveals the journal at its most anticipatory. By 2016,
JWIL had published a substantial ecocritical issue engaging the Anthropocene (vol. 24,
no. 2), preceding the visible clustering of Anthropocene special issues in several generalist
anglophone literary journals in 2017—-18. Two years later, it devoted an entire issue (vol. 26,
no. 1) to mapping queer Caribbean literature as a coherent field, consolidating regionally
grounded scholarship at a moment when such work remained unevenly institutionalized in
metropolitan venues. In both cases, the journal was not following the field’s consolidation
but participating in its formation.

What all four modes share i1s more revealing than what differentiates them. Each
narrates from above, from intention and decision, from the vantage of founding figures
and editorial pronouncements. Each can tell us what the journal set out to accomplish and
how it understood its own positioning. None of them can register what emerges only at
the level of the archive: patterns that no founding vision anticipated; analytic frameworks
that shifted through accumulation rather than debate; commitments that deepened without
declaration. Commemorative narrative organized around intention and decision is struc-
turally blind to sedimented effects. To see those requires reading the run rather than the
single issue. The next section undertakes that reading.

Reading the Run: Patterns without Proclamation

Four patterns become visible only across the run, through accumulation that no single
issue renders legible and no editorial self-narration has named. The first is the founding
method and its claim to theoretical self-sufficiency. The second is the founding irresolution
about scope and the expansion of the object it nonetheless generated. The third is the
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folk/middle-class binary as a generative instability whose gradual displacement registers
a shift in the field’s analytic vocabulary. The fourth 1s the theory-application tradition that
emerges from roughly 2010 onward—its relation to the founding method and what its
belated consolidation reveals about where the journal’s theoretical authority has, in fact,
resided. These are not merely retrospective observations; they carry present stakes in what
the journal 1s institutionally equipped to defend and in what it may be structurally unable
to protect under the conditions it now confronts.

The founding method—Caribbean literary criticism arguing with itself, mobilizing
its own theoretical resources, and treating formal analysis as primary evidence—constitutes
the journal’s most significant and least acknowledged methodological contribution. It is
established in the inaugural issue and sustained throughout the 1990s. O’Callaghan’s first
essay in the journal works both within and against Brathwaite’s creolization framework,
drawing as well on Mervyn Alleyne’s linguistic scholarship and the Cassidy-Le Page Creole
continuum model to arrive at a conclusion about inclusion that Brathwaite’s own formu-
lation resisted. Accepting the continuum’s internal logic, she demonstrates that it entails
incorporating the white Creole “outsider’s voice” (O’Callaghan, “‘Outsider’s Voice™ 77) as
a thread in the fabric rather than as an extraneous element. From the first issue onward, foun-
dational premises are subject to interrogation rather than mere application. McWatt’s essay
in the second issue, a sustained phenomenological reading of Wilson Harris’s Amerindian
fables (“Form”), exemplifies the same method from another angle. Edmund Husserl and
Martin Heidegger are not imposed upon Caribbean writing as external authorities; they
are absorbed into Caribbean critical practice, with their vocabulary earning its authority
by generating insights into Harris’s formal strategies that alternative approaches could not
produce.

The founding method’s insistence on internally generated vocabularies is visible
across a wide range of essays, but Gordon Rohlehr’s 1992 analysis of George Lamming’s
Season of Adventure demonstrates it at its highest pitch. His essay opens with a compara-
tive frame spanning Isaiah, Ezekiel, Dante, and the Romantic tradition—mnot as borrowed
authority but as literary history mobilized to situate Lamming’s possession metaphor within
the longue durée of the descent-into-the-underworld convention. Yet the critical vocabulary
he brings to the novel—possession as structural device, the Ceremony of Souls as the text’s
own self-description, the tonelle and Federal Drive as binary coordinates organizing the
political horizon—is generated from the novel itself and from Caribbean cultural history.
The resulting judgements are unapologetically formal: the novel “falters and denies the
logic of its own structuring” in its final movement; Lamming “is unable to make [Fola’s
transformation]| mean something positive and enduring in and of itself” (Rohlehr 24, 26).
Evaluation emerges from immanent analysis rather than from imported criteria. Jeffrey
Robinson’s essay on Martin Carter’s Poems of Succession works by the same logic, though
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at a different scale. The interpretive language is generated from within the poems rather
than imported from outside, as Carter’s shift from rhetorical oratory to cryptic, condensed
statement 1s read as the consequence of his developing theory of language—mnot measured
against an external aesthetic norm.

Merle Hodge’s 1998 linguistic study of the invented “Kumacese” in Earl Lovelace’s
The Schoolmaster ofters perhaps the purest example of this formal-analytical method. The
argument proceeds entirely through Creole linguistics and Caribbean sociolinguistic history.
Hodge identifies specific grammatical constructions shaped by Spanish influence, demon-
strates their function in context, and moves from formal description to literary judgement:
the Kumacans fail to emerge as fully differentiated personalities because their speech is
insufficiently individuated, a limitation that is at once a consequence of Lovelace’s thematic
design and a structural weakness in the novel. Without understanding what the opening
Creole sentence “Dry season reach now” does grammatically—countable noun without
determiner, unmarked verb marking perfective aspect—one cannot sustain the claim that
Lovelace’s narrative voice appropriates itself to the Kumacan world view from its first line
(Hodge 61). The formal feature is legible only through contextual knowledge; the contex-
tual knowledge matters only because of what the formal feature accomplishes. Across these
essays, the analytic vocabularies—Rohlehr’s language of possession and ceremony, Hodge’s
of registers and code switching, O’Callaghan’s of the Creole continuum—are generated
from the texts themselves and from Caribbean cultural history, rather than borrowed from
metropolitan theoretical centres. This is theoretical self-sufficiency as method rather than
insularity.

The founding method carries with it a founding irresolution—one present in the
inaugural issue, reproduced immediately in the second, and generative across four decades.
McWatt’s editorial defines the journal’sscope: “West Indian literature” denotes “the literature
of the English-speaking Caribbean (including Guyana)” (vi). Yet the same issue that formal-
izes that definition also includes J. Michael Dash’s “Ariel’s Discourse: French Caribbean
Writing After the Storm,” an essay that treats Léon Damas, Aimé Césaire, and Edouard
Glissant as constitutive figures of a French Caribbean literary tradition requiring its own
critical vocabulary. Dash does not approach Glissant’s concepts as theoretical imports; he
reads them as internally generated resources—a Caribbean critical practice emerging from
within Caribbean historical and cultural conditions. The second issue deepens rather than
merely repeats the pattern. Betty Wilson’s analysis of Jacqueline Manicom’s Mon examen de
blanc 1s not a passing review but a sustained engagement with Guadeloupian francophone
fiction, attending to the novel’s sexual, racial, and national politics through close analysis of
its linguistic and formal strategies.

In the journal’s first two issues, then, two substantial essays treat Francophone
Caribbean writing as fully within the journal’s purview, even as the founding editorial
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formally excludes it. The discrepancy between definition and practice is not an anomaly to
be resolved; it is a constitutive irresolution that has structured the journal’s practice for forty
years without ever being explicitly acknowledged as such. JWIL has consistently published
scholarship on Francophone, Hispanophone, and Dutch Caribbean writing: Dash’s inau-
gural essay in 1986; Wilson’s analysis of Manicom the same year; Richard Burton’s reading
of Léon Damas in 1990; Mary Ann Gosser Esquilin’s study of Rosario Ferré in 1999;
the 2004 double issue (vol. 12, nos. 1-2) on the Caribbean short story, bringing Cuban,
Surinamese, and Puerto Rican traditions into dialogue with anglophone ones (see De
Maeseneer; Kempen; Yanez); Xavier Lee’s 2021 essay on Patrick Chamoiseau, working
with Glissant and Wynter as internally generated theoretical resources; and others. The
trajectory inaugurated by Dash extended across thirty-five years before receiving its first
explicit formalization: with the 2015 transition to online publication, the journal’s revised
submission guidelines openly welcomed assessments of non-Anglophone Caribbean texts,
requiring only that translations of the relevant cited passages be incorporated (“Articles:
Guidelines for Submissions”). What had long been a constitutive practice without formal
sanction became, at the moment of the journal’s structural renewal, a named commitment.*

This irresolution carries a further consequence. If the tradition is defined by all
registers of the Creole continuum—as O’Callaghan argues in the inaugural issue—then
the field’s objects cannot be predetermined by genre hierarchy or canonical prestige. What
the journal’s practice reveals, accumulation by accumulation, is that logic unfolding in time:
from the settled anglophone canon of the first post-independence generation to diasporic
British poetry, Indo-Caribbean film, archival manuscripts, unpublished radio plays, and
digital pedagogy; and, by the early 2020s, to concrete visual poetry analysed as spatial
argument and to the performance essay that refuses the distinction between criticism and
creative practice altogether. The expansion of the object was not a departure from founding
commitments but their most consistent enactment—realized not through theoretical proc-
lamation but through the cumulative decisions of scholars responding to what the literature
required. That expansion, in turn, necessitated a parallel enlargement of what counts as
formal analysis. Hodge attends to grammatical structure; Bénédicte Ledent reconstructs
compositional process through manuscript variants; Kim Evelyn listens to audio recordings
as the proper medium for analysing Brathwaite’s sonic poetics. These modes of formal
attention are not mutually reducible. Taken together, they constitute a genuinely multi-
modal critical practice, developed without explicit systematization, sedimented across four
decades, and visible only at the level of the run.

The most continuous thread in the archive, and the one whose trajectory is most
legible across the run, is the journal’s relation to what Baugh identified as the “sociologi-
cal-mimetic axis” (qtd. in Edwards 46): the tendency to read Caribbean literature primarily
as a record of social conditions, organized by the folk/middle-class binary. In the founding
essays, that binary functions as an explicit analytic category with genuine interpretive force,
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grounded in the specific histories of colonialism and decolonization. Maureen Warner-
Lewis’s 1987 comparative study of Lovelace mapsleadership types onto the arc of Trinidad’s
political transition, reading 7 /e Schoolmaster’s Bolo’s violent resistance as “anachronistic” not
in moral but in structural terms (86). Rohlehr’s essay on Lamming gives the framework its
most powerful articulation: the tonelle and Federal Drive emerge as opposing poles struc-
turing Season of Adventure’s political horizon, while Fola’s possession exposes the gap between
the arriviste ruling class and the subculture of the poor as “less than skin deep” (Rohlehr 5)
yet resistant to simple dissolution.

What becomes of this binary across the run is not a decisive repudiation but a
gradual attenuation. Kezia Page’s 2005 reading of Erna Brodber productively displaces
it into diaspora theory. By 2017, Anita Baksh’s analysis of Indo-Caribbean masculinity
largely replaces it with categories of gender and diasporic performance. By the early 2020s,
it is effectively absent. No article announces the framework’s abandonment; rather, it accu-
mulates less interpretive work to do, essay by essay, until it becomes residual rather than
generative. The shift occurs at the level of scholarly practice, in what individual critics find
analytically necessary, rather than through editorial decree, and thus remains invisible to
commemorative narratives organized around institutional decision making;

From roughly 2010 onward, a related transformation becomes visible: the increasing
application of metropolitan theoretical frameworks—spatial theory, postcolonial gender
studies, Deleuzian geography, New Historicism—to Caribbean texts. This marks a depar-
ture from the founding method’s insistence on internally generated vocabularies, and the
distinction matters. It is not, however, an absolute departure: the founding generation
at UWI was itself in dialogue with metropolitan theory, trained within institutions that
brought Caribbean literary study into conversation with broader intellectual currents.
What changed was not the existence of that dialogue but its institutional weighting—the
degree to which metropolitan frameworks became the primary language of scholarly legit-
imation rather than one resource among several. At its strongest, the imported framework
enables formal attention otherwise unavailable: Samantha Stephens’s analysis of concrete
poetry achieves a genuine synthesis in which Katherine McKittrick’s Black geographies,
Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari’s rhizome, and Cleanth Brooks’s well-wrought urn each
justify their presence by yielding a specific insight into Caribbean poetics. The timing of
this shift 1s not incidental. It reflects a generation of scholars trained within metropolitan
institutions whose professional reward structures demanded fluency in theoretical idioms
legible to tenure committees and research-assessment regimes—conditions the founding
generation at UWI did not confront in the same way. At its weakest, this model risks turning
the Caribbean text into an occasion for displaying metropolitan theoretical sophistication
rather than an object whose formal strategies demand analysis on their own terms.
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Yet the archive complicates any simple narrative of importation. The 2016 ecocritical
double issue anticipated what would soon become central to mainstream literary studies;
the 2018 issue mapping queer Caribbean literature likewise opened, rather than followed,
critical terrain. In these instances, the journal was ahead of metropolitan consolidation,
suggesting that, at its best, the theory-application tradition functioned less as importation
than as anticipation, with the Caribbean archive generating questions that metropolitan
theory would later codify. More recently still, an increasing tendency to theorize from within
JWIL’s own accumulated scholarship, rather than from imported frameworks, has become
visible in citation patterns across recent issues. The location of theoretical authority shifts
gradually from outside to inside, from import to inheritance.

The knowledge 7WIL produces is relational, and that relationality is both its greatest
strength and its structural constraint. To argue what Brodber’s spirit world signifies requires
familiarity with Jamaican Revival Zion, with African American church traditions, and
with diaspora theory’s contested vocabularies. To interpret Lovelace’s invented Kumacese
requires knowing how Spanish-influenced constructions register to a Trinidadian Creole
ear. Without that contextual competence, the formal observation carries no interpretive
force. The journal’s scholarship 1s precise, locally grounded, and illuminating, produced
for a community defined by shared investment in Caribbean literary culture. This is what
Faith Smith meant when she noted that fWIL dissolved the divisions that once confined
Caribbean critical insights to mimeographed conference papers while similar ideas were
“discovered” elsewhere: it created a field of circulation in which knowledge could move
internally without first passing through metropolitan validation.

The most direct challenge to this model appears in Klyde Broox’s 2021 performance
essay in the special issue on dub poetry. Broox refuses the academic apparatus altogether
(no citations, no bibliography, no conventional abstract) addressing “tellurian beings”
(6) rather than disciplinary peers, performing dub poetics rather than analysing it. The
journal’s decision to publish the piece signals an institutional recognition of the challenge
without resolving it. Whether the forms of knowledge the journal produces are adequate
to the forms of knowledge that Caribbean cultural practice generates is not a question the
commemorative modes can answer, because they cannot frame it. Broox’s refusal func-
tions, 1n this sense, as the archive’s most candid self-description: forty years of accumulation
arriving at a question that cannot be answered from within its inherited forms.

The journal’s engagement with non—Anglophone Caribbean writing was present
in the inaugural issue, structurally at odds with the founding editorial’s definition of scope,
reproduced in the second issue, and deepened across three decades before being formalized
as an explicit editorial commitment with the revised submission guidelines after the shift
online in 2015 (“Articles: Guidelines for Submissions”). Broox’s performance essay, likewise,
is not an aberration but the most explicit articulation of a challenge the archive has been
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moving towards since O’Callaghan’s inaugural argument about the Creole continuum.
What the archive reveals are not isolated inconsistencies but managed tensions: between
formal analysis and sociological argument; between the folk/middle-class binary as analytic
instrument and the social realities it increasingly fails to describe; and between the founding
method’s internally generated theoretical vocabulary and the later theory-application tradi-
tion’s imported frameworks.

Across 1ssues and decades, these tensions have been negotiated in practice rather
than theorized as such. Yet recent citation patterns—the growing tendency of contribu-
tors to ground their arguments in WIL’s own accumulated scholarship—suggest that the
field may be approaching the conditions necessary to articulate its methodological history
explicitly. That articulation, however, remains to be undertaken. The archival reading also
brings into view silences the commemorative modes have not registered. The sustained
attention to women’s writing has seldom been named as an institutional commitment
rather than as the cumulative achievement of individual scholars. The collective reclama-
tions of Wynter and Bennett disappear from the commemorative record for precisely the
same reason: they attach to no single career. The lines of enquiry J. Dillon Brown traces
from O’Callaghan’s inclusivity principles to LGBTQ) studies and Indo-Caribbean writing
were not simply discovered; they were made, constructed through argument, selection, and
archival labour in a journal willing to allocate space before the field had reached consensus
that such work belonged.

O’Callaghan recounts travelling on a small grant to the Library of Congress to hold
in her hands the sole extant copy of Mary Lockett’s Christopher, its pages “visibly disinte-
grating,” too fragile to photocopy (qtd. in Brown 49). She returned not with a citation but
with a judgement: that the novel was a dead end, unlikely to reward sustained scholarly
investment, and that others need not expend years pursuing it. That judgement circulates
instead as trusted knowledge within a community that recognizes the authority of the
scholar who undertook the journey. This is epistemic labour of a particular kind that is
situated, materially costly, and irreducibly local. It depends on physical access, discipli-
nary formation, and a network of trust built over time. No archive alone can record it; no
training corpus can reproduce it; no scale can substitute for it. It is precisely this form of
knowledge—produced within relation, sustained by community—that the journal has both
enabled and depended on for forty years.

Structural Strain and the Conditions of Survival

“I miss that commitment to studying, writing about, teaching, and sharing liter-
ature as something that actually matters” (O’Callaghan, “Labour” 149). O’Callaghan’s

How Shall the History of the Journal of West Indian Literature Be Told?



FWIL Vol. 34, No. 2 | page xiii

words, offered near the close of her 2022 interview with Outar, are not nostalgic; they are
diagnostic. What she registers 1s not a failure of individual will or a generational waning
of seriousness but a structural erosion of the communal, ethically grounded, and affec-
tively invested practice that once sustained the field. That erosion is not only structural
in the abstract sense; it is sustained by forms of care and affective bonding—the hidden
scripts of shared commitment, mentorship, and collegial trust—that academic-evaluation
frameworks cannot recognize or reward, and whose loss, therefore, goes unregistered in any
institutional account.

The Caribbean in 2026 is a region under acute strain. Climate-related extreme
weather events increased by 85 percent between 2001 and 2020 compared with the period
1980—2000, and natural disasters cost an annual average of approximately 2.13 percent
of regional GDP from 1980 to 2020 (OECD Development Centre and IDB 15). These
figures do not capture the cultural and institutional losses that occur when communities are
displaced, archives destroyed, and educational infrastructures interrupted. At the same time,
outward migration continues to reshape the region’s demographic and institutional land-
scape. The number of Caribbean emigrants more than doubled from roughly 2.5 million
in 1990 to approximately 6.1 million by 2020 (Jaupart 4), reflecting sustained human-cap-
ital outflows widely described as “brain drain”—a phenomenon particularly acute in the
Caribbean, where some countries have lost more than 70 percent of their highly educated
labour force to emigration (Mishra 1). Such migration patterns pose significant challenges
for the institutional capacity of Caribbean universities and cultural organizations (IOM
9-10). O’Callaghan’s recollection of returning to Jamaica in the early 1980s—“Jamaica
was in a dreadful place at the time, with the IMF and the post-Manley years and short-
ages of everything” (“Labour” 143)—resonates forty years later. The structural conditions
that have long made Caribbean intellectual life precarious have not abated. In significant
respects, they have intensified.

Into this already-pressured landscape enters a second set of forces, technological
rather than climatic, though no less entangled with them. Generative artificial intelligence
(AI) 15 transforming the conditions of knowledge production at a speed and scale no small,
under-resourced journal has been designed to accommodate. The immediate challenge is
procedural: Al-assisted academic writing strains peer-review systems already dependent on
unpaid labour, a strain felt most acutely by journals with the least infrastructural support.
But the deeper challenge is epistemic, and it is continuous with the struggle the founding
generation understood itself to be waging. The founding struggle recurs in machinic form:
resistance to absorption into a metropolitan “universal,” now accelerated beyond the pace
at which any critical tradition can respond.

The institutional geography of the journal’s present offers a parallel reckoning.
Of eight named editors, six are based outside the Caribbean, including myself. Only two
editors are based in the Caribbean itself: Nicola Hunte at UWI, Cave Hill, and Antonia
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MacDonald at St. George’s University in Grenada.” The advisory board follows a similar
pattern: Amherst College, Boston University, Howard University, University of Michigan,
Smith College, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, Brandeis University, University
of Miami, University of Bristol, University of Sussex, University of Wollongong, and
others. A journal committed to Caribbean literary studies is now edited primarily by
scholars who left the region or who were formed in the diaspora. This distribution reflects
the structural conditions traced throughout this essay: intensified brain drain, metropolitan
reward systems, and the arithmetic impossibility of sustaining Caribbean intellectual life on
Caribbean institutional resources alone. The journal survives, in part, because its editors
have access to granting systems, North American salaries, research libraries, and infra-
structural support that UWI cannot presently match. Its continuity depends on the very
asymmetries it has spent forty years analysing,

The archival reading renders the full weight of this transformation legible. The
scholars who established the journal’s intellectual identity through sustained contribution
across 1its first three decades were overwhelmingly Caribbean based or formed within
Caribbean institutional contexts. The subsequent geographic shift in contributors and
editors tracks with the attenuation of the folk/middle-class binary and the movement from
internally generated theory to imported frameworks—all indexing the same reconfigura-
tion of where Caribbean intellectual life 1s materially sustained. The journal that published
Broox’s insistence that Caribbean cultural knowledge exceeds metropolitan form is itself
now a diasporic institution, sustained by the conditions of displacement it has long analysed.
It has not yet fully turned its apparatus upon that recursion. Nor has it fully reckoned with
the loosening of its relationship to Caribbean institutional life more broadly.

Brown’s account of O’Callaghan’s scholarly practice makes visible what this costs.
Her commitment to West Indian literature, he writes, 1s “a communal calling, an ongoing
process of shared investigation and conversation, open to dispute and revision, never quite
finalized” (Brown 50). The founding generation’s rootedness at UWI made one version
of that calling possible—practised within the community it served, accountable to it in
quotidian and institutional ways. The present generation works under different conditions.
Metropolitan reward structures actively devalue the service labour—conference organi-
zation, journal editing, mentoring—that O’Callaghan identifies as the connective tissue
of the field. She notes, “[W]e don’t earn any money from journal editing. It’s not giving
us much in the way of promotions or tenure or anything like that, but it’s a crucial role”
(O’Callaghan, “Labour” 148). Increasingly, that crucial role is performed by those who
have had to leave the region in order to secure the institutional resources that make such
labour sustainable.

These pressures are compounded by unresolved questions about the journal’s
material infrastructure. The move to online publication in 2015, made possible in signif-
icant part by Commonwealth Foundation support, rendered the journal newly accessible
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internationally, but the journal remains behind a paywall due to minimal institutional
support, a condition that sits uneasily with the open-access aspirations the field has increas-
ingly articulated. To circulate knowledge about Caribbean literature freely within the region
it serves, while depending on subscription revenue organized by metropolitan academic
publishing systems, is another version of the Anancy bind: the tools of the superior power
used to secure space for one’s own purposes, at the cost of deepening dependence on the
very infrastructure one is working against.

What the Bocas citation recognized as the journal’s defining achievement—its collec-
tivity, the thousands of hours of labour belonging to no individual career that accumulated
invisibly into a field—is precisely what the conditions of 2026 most imperil. Brain drain
disperses the scholars whose shared investment once grounded that collectivity in place.
Metropolitan evaluation regimes discourage the service labour through which it was main-
tained. The diasporic composition of the editorial team is not a failure of that collectivity
but its latest adaptation—the community reconstituting itself under altered pressures, as it
has before. What cannot be assumed is that adaptation is indefinite, or that forms of collec-
tive knowledge generated within Caribbean communities can endure without sustained
proximity to them.

To hold this situation honestly requires more than managerial reassurance. The
peer-reviewed journal as a form was designed within metropolitan academic systems; it
organizes knowledge for tenure committees, indexing databases, and research-assess-
ment exercises—instruments developed in contexts where Caribbean intellectual life was
marginal or invisible. 7WIL adopted that form because it had to. Legibility required accom-
modation. The accommodation was both necessary and costly: it enabled the archive the
journal now possesses, but it deepened dependence on the institutional infrastructures the
journal was founded, in part, to resist. This is the Anancy bind in institutional form: one
twists with the tools of superior power in order to secure space for one’s own purposes, and
must periodically ask whether the ends remain intact within the means. What has shifted
1s not the bind itself but the depth of the entanglement. Between 2021 and 2024, FWIL
hosted thirty-two monthly online literary residencies. These extended the journal’s intellec-
tual reach beyond the peer-reviewed article into what Ronald Cummings and Lisa Outar
theorize as “literary-digital grounds”: forms of public dialogue indebted to Kelly Baker
Josephs’s digital yards and to Walter Rodney’s practice of groundings as a site of communal
reasoning between scholars and broader publics beyond the institution (Cummings and
Outar, “Literary-Digital”). As much incubator as archive, the residencies created space for
ideas to be shared, challenged, and refined in dialogue with a broad public. The journal’s
You'Tube channel has carried that work of circulation and preservation further still. A fuller
account of these experiments, and of the questions they raise about new structures of
Caribbean knowledge-sharing, is offered in Cummings and Outar’s forthcoming article in
Anthurium.
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The pages that follow are offered in the spirit this journal has modelled at its best:
rigorous, unsentimental attention to the archive as a form of care. To care for an insti-
tution 1s to ask, without evasion, what it is for, whom it serves, and whether its practices
match its claims. The archival reading undertaken here proposes one model for a more
adequate institutional self-narration—attentive to accumulation rather than intention, to
pattern rather than proclamation. It 1s, however, an internal account. A future reading will
doubtless discern in this introduction the same structured silences it has sought to name in
earlier modes. Breiner concludes his 2002 essay by reframing his opening question: not only
how this history should be told but also the history of what. Forty years on, that question is
joined by another: not only the history of what but also the institution of whom—sustained
by whose labour, from where, at what cost, and for how long. The word exists. We could
not have imagined its survival. That 1s the achievement. The responsibility is to name, with
equal clarity, the conditions that now make its survival uncertain.

The articles gathered in this issue enact, across five distinct literary and critical tradi-
tions, the argument this introduction frames at the institutional level. Caribbean literature
persistently stages a crisis of legibility—the problem of who gets to read, represent, and be
recognized; on whose terms; and at what cost—and what the articles, special contribution,
interview, creative work, and reviews collectively argue is that this crisis is not a failure of
Caribbean writing but its most searching formal and political achievement. What looks
like opacity, refusal, incongruity, or incompletion turns out to be the site where the deepest
critical work 1s being done.

Jess Hannah’s reading of Sam Selvon’s London novels traces how formal inconsist-
ency becomes a principled refusal of representational demand—not a better representation
but a refusal of the demand’s logic entirely. Ariel Martino locates the same refusal structur-
allyin C. L. R. James’s Minty Alley a generation earlier, where Haynes’s observational failures
are the novel’s political argument rather than its weakness, suggesting that what Hannah
identifies in Selvon’s 1975 text was already a founding condition of the Caribbean novel in
1936. M. Keith Booker and Isra Daraiseh extend this into the global literary marketplace,
arguing that Marlon James achieves what Fredric Jameson theorized but doubted possible:
a postmodernism whose formal excess is politically grounded rather than complicit, holding
postcolonial and postmodern energies in productive tension rather than resolving them.
Alexis Samuels and Coraline Kandassamy move from form to body and environment—the
first reading colonial epistemology as a pathology inscribed on women’s bodies in Elizabeth
Nunez’s Prospero’s Daughter, the second tracing addiction as social symptom rather than
personal failure in Tony Delsham’s Martinican novel, with Glissant’s détour supplying the
framework for a healing that is ongoing rather than achieved. Together, they argue the
same thing from different angles: that what looks like contamination or failure is the site of
the deepest political intelligence.
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Simona Bertacco and Velma Pollard’s special contribution gives the issue’s central
claim its most direct form. “Deceptive Relationships”™—a scholarly essay, memorial tribute,
and pedagogical demonstration that continues a collaboration even after Pollard’s death on
1 February 2025—-argues that most readers are simply not equipped to recognize Caribbean
difficulty as literary intelligence rather than linguistic noise. When « is not an article but a
continuative signal; when favour means “resemble”; when the verb is unmarked for tense
and context does all the temporal work—a reader who does not know this is not reading
the same text as a reader who does. The article’s call for “accented reading” is the issue’s
most direct answer to the question all the preceding articles have been circling. Everything
Hannah argues about Selvon, everything Martino argues about C. L. R. James, everything
Booker and Daraiseh argue about Marlon James’s multilingual pastiche depend on a reader
who can actually read what is on the page. Pollard’s life’s work, making Caribbean Creole
legible as a literary language in scholarship and creative practice simultaneously, is the
clearest demonstration of what that practice looks like when fully inhabited.

Philip Nanton’s interview with Shalini Puri grounds the issue’s argument in lived
practice. His concept of the frontier—liminal, never fully closed, always in tension between
order and what exceeds it—provides a spatial analogue for what the literary articles argue
about form. The frontier is where established frameworks fail to contain reality. Nanton’s
career spanning radio, biography, literary criticism, and curriculum development is
evidence that this condition is not a problem to be solved but one to be inhabited. Curdella
Forbes’s poem “Blind Date: Old Movie in Three Reels” performs what the articles theorize:
its three reels that do not add up to a continuous narrative, its incantatory “Say/Unsay”
structure, its final image of things falling in cadences as though they were poems—all enact
the refusal of resolution the issue argues is Caribbean writing’s political intelligence rather
than its limitation.

The book reviews confirm that the politics of legibility the issue traces is a live
preoccupation. Emily L. Taylor on Alison Donnell’s recovery of neglected mid-twenti-
eth-century Caribbean writers shows that legibility 1s inseparable from the politics of the
archive. A. D. McKenzie on Claude McKay’s Letters in Exile raises the harder question of
what it means to make a writer legible against their own likely wishes. Michael Niblett on
Tao Leigh Gofte’s Dark Laboratory restates the through line in geological terms; what looks
like peripheral vulnerability turns out to be modernity’s centre. Lucy Evans on Monique
Roftey’s Passiontide and Barbara Gfoellner on Canisia Lubrin’s Code Nowr extend the feminist
and formal arguments of the articles into the contemporary. Kavita Gawrinauth on Oneka
LaBennett’s Global Guyana gives the last word to erasure as structured disappearance rather
than natural absence. What looks like absence is always, on closer reading, structured disap-
pearance. The work of Caribbean writing, and of Caribbean literary scholarship, is to
make it visible again—not once, as a founding gesture, but repeatedly, as a practice, in full
knowledge that the conditions producing disappearance have not been resolved and will
require the same work again.

How Shall the History of the Journal of West Indian Literature Be Told?



JWIL Vol. 34, No. 2 | page xviii

Notes

The title of this article is a deliberate allusion to Laurence A. Breiner’s
2002 JWIL essay “How Shall the History of West Indian Literature Be
Told?” Breiner’s methodological provocation is the point of departure for
the institutional audit this introduction undertakes.

The Kei Miller epigraph’s language of etymology, the graveyard of
languages, and the dread carried by words resonate with what Jacques
Derrida, in Archive Fever, theorizes as the “archive drive”: the compulsion
to recover the past is also, structurally, a confrontation with mortality, with
what cannot be fully retrieved and what the act of recovery cannot preserve.
The Lauren K. Alleyne epigraph then deepens this frame, as survival itself
1s unimaginable in advance, known only in retrospect. Together, the two
epigraphs position the journal’s history as precisely this kind of survival,
neither inevitable nor fully legible to itself.

The 1971 conference was convened by CACLALS, not by ACLALS
(Association for Commonwealth Literature and Language Studies) as
a whole. WIACLALS (West Indian Association for Commonwealth
Literature and Language Studies) existed as a conference site well before
it developed its own distinct organizational apparatus; that apparatus was
formalized in 1998 under Baugh’s leadership. The genealogy of how
Canadian and West Indian institutional interests were negotiated across
these decades remains an under-explored dimension of the journal’s
founding history.

The genealogy of the journal’s queer Caribbean scholarship offers a
precise example of this invisible connective tissue. Ian Smith’s “Critics in
the Dark,” first presented at the 1996 West Indian Literature Conference
in Miami and published in JWIL in 1999, opened a line of enquiry that
would eventually issue in the 2018 special issue on queer Caribbean liter-
ature. Rosamond S. King’s essay “Sex and Sexuality in English Caribbean
Novels—A Survey from 1950 in the 2002 special issue, itself first presented
at a Cultural Studies conference at Cave Hill, extended that line. Neither
publication announced itself as part of a programme; the programme 1s
legible only in retrospect, across the run, as a pattern of editorial interest
that preceded and helped constitute the field it appeared to be following.

I am grateful to Lisa Outar for drawing my attention to this formalization
and for noting that she authored this clause in the submission guidelines
after joining the editorial team in 2015.
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St. George’s University in Grenada is a US-chartered institution founded
primarily to serve North American medical students; its relationship to
Caribbean intellectual and institutional life is different in kind from that of
UWI or the University of Guyana. To note that two editors are “based in
the Caribbean” is accurate in geographic terms but requires this qualifica-
tion: Caribbean presence and Caribbean institutional embeddedness are
not identical categories, and the distinction matters for the argument this
introduction is making about proximity to the communities the journal
serves.
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