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Introduction: Ian Fleming and the politics of ambivalence; or, From Jamaica with love?

This book takes as its focus representations of Jamaica and British-Jamaican cultural relations in the literary works of Ian Fleming. That Fleming occupied a rather unusual position as a British writer, living and working part-time in Jamaica in the lead up to, during and in the immediate aftermath of Jamaica’s independence from the UK, is significant, I argue, precisely because he is one of the best-placed literary figures of the period to speak to early British-Jamaican social, cultural and political relations. I take the position that Fleming sought, through his writings, to negotiate the deep personal ambivalence he felt towards the prospect of Jamaican independence from the UK, and I argue that Fleming’s own personal meditations on the decline of empire shaped complex narratives within Britain concerning Jamaica specifically and Anglo-Caribbean discourses, more broadly – discourses which have continued to influence contemporary race relations and perceptions of migrant identities in Britain today. Fleming’s reputedly staunch imperial politics sits uneasily with what I argue to be an implicit resistance within his literary works to ‘simple’ racism or a reductive imperial rhetoric. To be clear, the book does not make the case that Fleming is anything other than what he was: a casual racialist. However, the assumption that Fleming’s writings are vehicles of purely racial or imperial propaganda is without nuance. Such a view overlooks entirely Fleming’s deep and abiding love for Jamaica and Jamaicans. As such, this book argues largely for a reconsideration of Fleming’s representational politics, engaging readers in a sustained discussion of the complex nuances of representation itself. Throughout his oeuvre, Fleming’s literary Jamaica, I argue, increasingly becomes a site of ambivalence. Fleming’s ambivalence towards British decolonization, Anglo-Caribbean relations and the Windrush generation’s arrival to Britain is tied specifically to his representational politics; Jamaica serves for Fleming as a site for the exploration of a number of imbricated responses to these issues. Fleming’s representation of Anglo-Caribbean relations at large (and British-Jamaican cultural and political relations, more specifically) does not simply reflect British fears concerning issues of race and migration in the post-independence period. Indeed, contrary to the more commonly held critical view that Fleming’s texts uphold a prevalently colonial discourse, I argue that much of the critical writing on Fleming’s texts are somewhat at odds with the deep ambivalence of Fleming’s own representational politics. In short, Ian Fleming and the Politics of Ambivalence is the first book-length literary-critical study of the representation of Jamaica in Fleming’s work.

Simon Winder has noted that ‘the subject of Fleming’s relationship with Jamaica is an almost crazily fecund one’ and that there is ‘a murky link between the collapse of Britain’s international position and [Fleming’s] private life’ (2006: 136). I should make clear at this juncture that the present study is not a historical or biographical one; I am not expressly concerned with Fleming’s historical relationship with the island of Jamaica or with his home ‘Goldeneye’, located in Oracabessa on Jamaica’s north coast, though I will certainly touch on this relationship. This work has already been carried out by Matthew Parker in his 2014 book Goldeneye: Where Bond Was Born: Ian Fleming’s Jamaica, a comprehensive survey of Fleming’s time in Jamaica and of the relationships, customs and pastimes he engaged in there. While I certainly agree with Parker’s assertion that Jamaica ‘offers the key to a fresh understanding of Fleming, Bond and our own strange relationship with this national icon’ (2014: 7), I must call into question the extent to which Parker himself engages in a sustained critique or critical analysis of this relationship. Parker’s book draws extensively on interviews with Fleming’s family, friends and acquaintances; rather than a work of literary criticism, it is largely a work of biography which uses Fleming’s time in Jamaica as a framing device. Conversely, rather than simply recounting biographical or historical material (or film trivia1), my focus is on the role Jamaica plays within Fleming’s complexly ambivalent discourses of representation and the ways in which the signifier ‘Jamaica’ evolves across the canon of his writings. I argue that, in spite of James Bond’s assumed role as a colonial cipher, Fleming’s writings actually betray a much more complex ambivalence towards colonial politics and a resistance to imperial rhetoric than has hitherto been examined. I contend that Fleming’s three Jamaica-set novels – Live and Let Die (1954), Dr. No (1958) and The Man with the Golden Gun (1965) – evince Fleming’s subtle yet pervasive ambivalence regarding British-Jamaican racial politics at the time, an ambivalence that has largely gone unremarked upon in critical discourse, and which has often been misapprehended within popular culture. I argue for a reconsideration of Fleming’s Jamaica-set writings not as vehicles of purely racial or cultural propaganda – as they are often taken to be – but, rather, as works of abiding personal concern for evolving mid-twentieth-century British-Jamaican cultural politics and the place of Jamaica therein.

A brief word on the term ‘ambivalence’. Colloquially understood as a common psychological state of conflict between mixed positive and negative responses to particular situational stimuli or experiences, ambivalence has long been theorized within clinical psychology and psychoanalytic practice. First employed in psychiatric circles by Eugen Bleuler (1910) to describe contrasting feelings within an individual towards one and the same object or person,2 the term was picked up by psychoanalyst Sigmund Freud to describe the ambiguity of linguistic signs and the concurrency of both loving and hateful feelings that can reside within the individual towards a single sign (object or person) (Freud 1988: 118–19). Drawing on the work of his long-time collaborator and close friend, Karl Abraham – who had posited in his theories on infantile psychosexual development that ambivalence was a condition of both ‘positive and negative instinctual cravings, [as well as] hostile and friendly tendencies’ towards the parent-figure (1973: 402) – Freud argued that ambivalence consisted of ‘pairs of contrary component instincts’ (1988: 256) that are in conflict with one another. In his Totem and Taboo, he draws the concept out further, arguing that ‘alongside of the veneration, and indeed idolization [in this case, of the totemic sign-object], there is in the unconscious an opposing current of intense hostility’ at the same time ([1950] 1961: 49). For Freud’s successor Melanie Klein, the concept of ambivalence was endemic to the foundation of her own object relations theory and to her work on the infantile depressive position, which, as Paula Heimann notes, is ‘the poignant conflict of ambivalence with guilt and despair for the hatred experienced against the loved object’ (1985: 258). More broadly, beyond the remit of clinical psychology and psychoanalysis, the recent turn within philosophy studies towards ambivalence (Razinsky 2016) suggests there is much more work to be done in this area.

But for the purposes of the current study, I wish to focus on ambivalence as a condition of coloniality or, as it is understood in the critical church of postcolonialism, on the dualism inherent in the split cultural identities of those caught within the colonial paradigm. In The Location of Culture, Homi K. Bhabha attends to the contradictions inherent in the discursive construction of the colonizer–colonized relationship. He defines this relationship by its very ambivalence, characterized by a bifurcation (or, in his words, ‘hybridity’) on the part of the colonized subject, who recuperates her/his own cultural identity in the colonial period through a hybridized mimesis of the colonizer’s imposed identity in concert with her/his own supplanted identity. Bhabha labels this hybridizing performance ‘mimicry’, by which he means the colonized other is ‘a subject of a difference that is almost the same [as the colonizer], but not quite’ and which is always ‘constructed around an ambivalence’ in self-identification (2006: 122). In appropriating through mimesis the vestiges and cultural apparatuses of the colonizer, the colonized other performs a hybrid cultural identity that succeeds in exposing and undermining through its very performance the ‘uncertainty which fixes the colonial subject as a “partial” presence’ (123). In other words, ‘in disclosing the ambivalence of colonial discourse [mimesis] also disrupts its authority’ as a totalizing discourse (126). This hybrid dualism is a condition not only of the colonized subject but also of the colonizer; as Bhabha notes, ‘the colonial presence is always ambivalent, split between its appearance as original and authoritative and its articulation [through the mimesis of the colonized other] as repetition and difference’ (153). In other words, colonial discourse is itself an ambivalently hybrid discourse, characterized, on the one hand, by mastery, and, on the other, by displacement and fantasy (108).

As I will outline in detail below, Ian Fleming’s pseudo-imperial fantasies were played out in his Jamaica-set fiction, in which his personal, psychological ambivalence towards Jamaica’s burgeoning nationalism very much replicates the ambivalence of colonial discourse and the ambivalent figure of the colonizer at large. Though Fleming represented himself as nurturing of Jamaican culture, he was certainly exploitative of it too – someone who, to borrow from Anne McClintock, was caught in the ‘elusive play of fantasy, desire and the unconscious in colonial contests’ (1995: 63). As I will argue, Fleming’s political ambivalence, the ambiguity of his positionality with regards to Jamaica and his conflict over the prospect of Jamaican independence from the British Empire, is a significant factor in accounting for the success of the James Bond novels. Unlike Bhabha, who argues that the ‘dominant [colonizing] power’ is ‘shielded from the play of ambivalence’ (2006: 64) within the colonial context, my concern, here, is that the white Britisher Fleming constructs a vision both of Jamaica and of himself that is, like Bhabha’s colonized subject, caught in the imaginary, an ambivalent space of contradiction and slippage. However, much like Bhabha, the notion of ambivalence is also at the constitutive heart of my analysis (Young 1995: 161). Fleming’s writing evidences his simultaneous attraction and disdain towards the prospect of Britain’s decolonization of Jamaica, a prospect which hangs spectrally over his Jamaica-set works. As such, it is the ‘formal ambivalence of colonial representation itself’ (McClintock 1995: 63) within Fleming’s work with which this book is primarily concerned, and the ways in which Fleming elects to fashion his own political, social and cultural ambivalence through James Bond’s Jamaican adventures.3

Before we proceed, and in order to further contextualize the present study, I want to first turn to a September 2018 Times review of Idris Elba’s directorial film debut, the largely Jamaica-set Yardie (2018). In the review, journalist Janice Turner ponders, ‘Why are there so few films about Jamaica? India is a movie staple; but millions of Britons have roots in the West Indies. When was the last time we saw Kingston on screen? The Bond film Dr. No?’ (2018: 24). Turner’s comment, here, raises a number of interrelated critical concerns regarding cultural and political representation which converge in the present study and which will be outlined, here, by way of introduction. The first of these concerns is implicit: that is, the representational gap that exists between Yardie and the audience at whom the film is primarily targeted, the Black Britons who are, according to Turner’s review of the crowd’s response to the film, ‘delighted to see their childhood on screen, to hear the music of their teens, to enjoy a recreation … of a 1980s Jamaican grandmother’s flat, [and] to chuckle at the quaint colloquialisms no one uses any more’ (ibid.). Unaccustomed to seeing the intimate cultural life of Jamaica represented on British screens, the delight of this screening’s particular audience, according to Turner, is predicated on the pleasure of recognition. The novelty in viewing scenes of domestic Jamaican life (many instances of which will be familiar to the audience, whose members, perhaps, may not have participated in the daily customs of Jamaica since first coming to Britain) is a source of collective jubilation for the crowd. It is novel (as in: not usual) and therefore enjoyable to see such experiences attended to in British film. But Elba’s film is also novel in the sense that, for many, the representation of Jamaican cultural life in film is still in itself a thing of relative newness.4 The film’s novelty, that which provokes its audience’s delight, is also that which implicitly underlines the paucity of authentic and sustained representation of Jamaican cultural forms available in the mainstream to Jamaican and Black British communities within Britain. Indeed, Turner describes the film’s largely Black British audience with whom she shared the screening as ‘hungry’ (ibid.), a word that, at once, puts the reader in mind of a body of people whose personal, social and cultural livelihoods can be said to be nourished and sustained by the film, whilst simultaneously belying the idea that the same audience has also hitherto been deprived and starved of such material. So, in terms of the first significant takeaway from Turner’s article, it should be noted that there is a representational gap between the experiences of Jamaican customs, histories and sociocultural practices and those modes and frames of representation (film, television, literature) which mediatize such practices. In this representational gap, films such as Yardie remain, on the whole, novel – both unusual and forever delightful in their newness; their very newness prohibitive, in a sense, of their cultural normalization.

The second, compounding concern raised by Turner’s article is the means by which the apparent triumph of minority cultural representation (which, in this context, Yardie represents) is diverted into self-conscious, benevolent appreciation by the writer herself, modified by the dominant culture’s framing of this representative experience as self-reflective. The film’s newness is not simply a condition of the under-representation of Jamaican practices and cultural conditions in Britain; in this case, the film is presented as enlightening precisely because it happens to be new to Turner herself. ‘Yardie took me somewhere I haven’t been,’ she notes (ibid.), at once commenting on her own lack of familiarity with Jamaica and, in that same instant, activating the gaze of the tourist: she is metaphorically transported away.5 Turner’s own appreciation of Jamaica (as something to be seen, something with the aura of newness) is placed alongside the appreciation of the Black British and Jamaican audience for their ancestral country, an appreciation that is based in a mixture of authentic cultural recognition, nostalgia and lived experience. But the power of the film, as the framing of Turner’s article suggests, resides not solely in the effect it has on the Black British and Jamaican audience but in the effect it has on Turner herself, who is watching the audience. The film moves her (the tourist who is transported, again), but not so much as she is moved by the experience of watching the audience. She says, ‘It is electrifying to watch a film among people so delighted’ (ibid.). There is, I think, more than the hint of self-satisfaction, here, as the Black Britons’ and Jamaicans’ experience of the film is sublimated into the author’s own appreciation of a spectacle she has borne witness to. So, the second takeaway from Turner’s article, then, is the extent to which Black British and Jamaican cultural experiences, and the reportage of those cultural experiences in representation, can be framed in particular ways that reflect less the experience of minority culture(s) and more that of the reporter or writer.6 If there exists a representational gap between authentic minority cultural practices and the modes and forms by which those cultural practices are mediatized, then it follows that those minority communities are divested of the ownership (and authenticity) of their own cultural representation. In the case of Turner’s article, here, this divestment is directed through the touristic gaze of extant, racializing power dynamics that prioritize an almost ethnographic delineation between the mediator (Turner herself) and the film’s Black audience. We can see this in Turner’s attempt to divert her readers away from any suspicions of unsavoury cultural appropriation on her part, when she announces at the start of the article that the Yardie screening took place at the Brixton Ritzy (on Windrush Square and right beside the Black Cultural Archives), a place she describes as ‘more likely to be full of white hipsters’ but which, for that particular evening, was populated by ‘a hungry black audience’ (ibid.). Here, Turner’s (apparently unconscious) use of adjectives skirts discomfitingly close to those atavistic discourses of cannibalism which, of course, largely defined British fears, mainly in the nineteenth century, of the consuming threat of the Black body.7

The third and final point of significance to be noted in Turner’s article is, of course, her guesstimate that, prior to Yardie, the last time Kingston, Jamaica, was seen on British film screens was in the first James Bond film, Dr. No (1962).8 Turner’s point is important for the present study for two main reasons. Firstly, she underlines the almost symbiotic relationship within the public imagination between Ian Fleming, his character James Bond and the island of Jamaica, on which Fleming wrote all of the Bond stories and upon which a number of the popular spy’s adventures took place. Secondly, and more significantly, by calling to mind the film Dr. No in the context of an event marking Yardie’s production and release, Turner implicitly draws a correlation between Fleming, Bond and Jamaica, on the one hand, and the politics of representation, race and (to a certain extent) class, on the other. Moreover, it is in this point, here, that my first two observations about Turner’s article coalesce. Ian Fleming lived and worked in Jamaica for the spring months every year for the twelve years prior to his death. He set many of his James Bond novels in Jamaica. He wrote about Jamaican people and locales, often dressing real people and occurrences up in his fiction. He professed a love for Jamaica and for Jamaican people, and he considered the island his adopted home. It was also in Jamaica that Fleming laid down the blueprint of his literary style – what we might judge by today’s standards as inflammatory, essentialist and racialist ‘empire fiction’ framed within a discourse of adventurous heroism. Thus, Fleming is the very epitome of a writer whose work has institutionalized the representational gap between Jamaica’s customs, histories and social, political and cultural conditions – which are tendered in his fiction ostensibly with loving appreciation and an objective authoritativeness – and the intended audience for whom that work is primarily written: white, British, ‘warm-blooded heterosexuals in railway trains, airplanes, or beds’ (Fleming qtd in Zeiger 1966: 110). Such representations are encoded with and license a particular set of racial, sexual and political responses that are grounded in ethnographic spectacularization. In spite of the author’s adherence to local geographical history, Fleming’s Jamaica is an overwhelmingly representative topography, a space reflective at once not only of the ‘real’ Jamaica but also, and predominantly, a space that is – much like Turner’s reportage of her experience at the Yardie screening – sublimated within the author’s own touristic gaze and framed within the parameters of similar ethnographic power dynamics. There is much of the ‘real’ Jamaica to be found in the pages of Fleming’s work, but it is Fleming’s deliberate framing of Jamaica as a self-reflective spectacle, as something he has borne witness to in the guise of magnanimous cultural interlocutor, which further enhances the representational gap between reportage and cultural authenticity. To be clear, I am not suggesting that Fleming does or should strive towards
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