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Part I



JAMAICA




1. Colonial Landscapes, Colonial Subjects

Sometimes I feel I was the last colonial. I was born in 1932 into a coloured middle-class family in Jamaica, still then a British colony. My first sense of the world derived from my location as a colonized subject and much of my life can be understood as unlearning the norms in which I had been born and brought up. This long, continuing process of disidentification has shaped my life. I lived in Kingston, Jamaica, as a child and youth for the first nineteen years of my life. I left for England in 1951 to study at Oxford on a Rhodes Scholarship; and, having decided not to go home, I have lived and worked in Britain ever since.

The story I tell focuses on how I lived the last days of colonialism, in both Kingston and London. I have chosen to close the narrative in the early 1960s, when I was entering my thirties. By then I had stepped outside the immediate impress of colonial subjugation, discovering the means to become a different sort of person. I had met and married Catherine.fn1 My life of political activism in London was coming to an end. We moved to Birmingham, where a new future opened up for me at the Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies. These changes didn’t magically resolve the unease which had been incubated as I grew up in a racially subordinate position in colonial Jamaica. It was not an ending like the fabled closures of a Victorian novel. They marked the moment when I came to understand that my life was my own to make, and that obeisance to either colonial Jamaica or to metropolitan Britain, or England, was not the only choice before me. Other spaces opened up. These were, I saw, spaces to be made.

In 2011 I celebrated – if that is the right word – sixty years of life in the black British diaspora. Indeed, I am the product of two diasporas. This may surprise readers who are more likely to regard the African diaspora as my primordial place of origin. But Jamaica too, as well as being a part of Africa in the New World, is a diaspora of sorts in its own right, a site of the scattering of traditions and people, of diffusion. None of the major groups which constitute Jamaican society originally belonged there. Every Jamaican is the product of a migration, forced or free. Everyone is originally from somewhere else.

My father, Herman, an amiable, stockily built brown man of lower-middle-class background, with kind eyes and a little paunch in his tropical light-brown suit, worked as an accountant. He was lucky enough, given his early prospects, to have landed a job in Port Antonio with the United Fruit Company, one of the US multinationals based in Boston which has dominated the banana trade in Central America and the Caribbean. United Fruit was known throughout the twentieth century for its expertise in summoning the dark arts in Central American politics. My father, who I imagine would have been oblivious to all this, worked his way up the ladder to be the first local – that is, ‘coloured man’ – appointed chief accountant of the Jamaican branch of the company.

My mother, the formidable ‘Miss Jessie’, was a handsome, well-tailored brown woman of imposing bearing. Born to light-skinned but not well-off parents – a teacher in the Agricultural School and a postmistress – she was in effect adopted by her prosperous uncle, a prominent lawyer who owned a small estate on the edge of Port Antonio. She was taken to live there in a rather grand house called ‘Norwich’, which stood on a hill at the end of a palm-lined driveway looking out to the sea. In the final episode of the series Redemption Song, which I made for the BBC in 1991, I revisited the ruins of that house, which had been bought but left untouched by the singer Eartha Kitt. It was looked after by a gay man who had worked in the theatre and fashion. He lived in a single room with cupboards stuffed full of show costumes in an otherwise empty house. Like the way of life it represented, ‘Norwich’ was falling into decay.

My mother’s uncles were local professionals – lawyers and doctors – and all their children were educated in England. If my mother hadn’t been a woman, she would probably have been sent to England to complete her education too. I think she felt cheated that she hadn’t been. The family had originally been slave-owners. An antecedent by marriage, John Rock Grosset, embarrassingly turns out to have been a prominent pro-slavery, anti-abolitionist pamphleteer. Plantation life constituted the aspirational model of her hopes and fears, which she recast for her own family to adopt. This branch of the family tutored her in their ways and refashioned her into one of their own. She enjoyed her capacity to dominate, to take the leading role, to play the grande dame. She carried her fearless determination – indeed, her willed stubbornness – in the very set of her body and face. Her tragedy was that, although obviously a highly competent person, after her marriage she never worked outside the family home. The domestic scene and the family became her occupation, which she dominated and governed – unlike many other Jamaican middle-class families where, at that time, the men ruled. But I think the lack of a more fulfilling public role was one of the many sources of her abiding sense of dissatisfaction.

Both my siblings – my brother, George and my sister, Patricia – were some years older than me. Pat’s working life as a personal secretary was interrupted by a serious breakdown. She spent much of the rest of her later life caring for George and for my parents. She is still alive, living in residential care in Jamaica, looked after by my cousin, Sister Maureen Clare.

Kingston, where we lived, was a typical, large, bustling, overcrowded, often ramshackle colonial city. It looked out on a circular harbour, one of the safest and most magnificent of its kind in the world, which was almost fully enclosed by a narrow snake of land, the Palisadoes, at the end of which stood what was left of the old town, Port Royal. This had been the main base of the British pirate fleet which, in the Elizabethan period, harried the galleons from the Spanish Main on their way from South America back to Europe with loot from the silver mines. In fact piracy, though a freelance illegal venture, had an ambiguous relationship to the Crown. One of the most notorious pirates, Sir Henry Morgan, actually became for a time a governor of the island. Most of Port Royal had been destroyed or submerged by an earthquake in 1692, which everyone believed was a just and fitting judgement on its wicked, licentious way of life, on its vice and illicit wealth. People said that if you listened hard you could still hear the bells of the cathedral tolling beneath the waves – pleading for forgiveness, perhaps?

Jamaica itself, the tropical island, still resides deep in my being. Much of the south and parts of the north are relatively flat, ideal for planting sugar cane. Elsewhere the land is steeper, suited to bananas, citrus fruits and a range of local delicacies. The estates and cattle farms are on the flatter terrain. Coffee is a high mountain crop. A lot of the interior is thickly wooded, subtropical and promiscuously fertile. Behind Kingston rise the high peaks of the Blue Mountains, which form part of a longer mountainous spine running almost the full length of the island. Everywhere, the narrow roads climb their perilous way up the hillsides and plummet down again into the valleys.

Deeper in the interior was the terrain of the ‘country people’, especially the subsistence peasant families on half-acre smallholdings or scratching a livelihood in the hillside villages, as well as the day-rate labourers, cane-cutters and banana-growers and those who serviced village life. On their tiny family plots they grew anything that could be consumed, or taken down to the weekly market and sold alongside the flotsam and jetsam of local rural life: re-tread tires, clapped-out motor parts and multiply renovated electrical goods. The dwellings of the poor subsistence farmers often consisted of tin-roofed huts and rough, lean-to wooden houses perched precariously on the terraced hillsides, every inch of which was used productively.

Except in the most remote areas, a multitude of small villages emerged at road intersections, often consisting of nothing more than a few shacks clustered around an improvised bar or an all-purpose store. Sometimes, as in the more remote Cockpit country, the terrain breaks up into jagged, serrated peaks and troughs. At regular intervals the main roads pass through crowded, sweltering, small country towns. The roads hugged the sea wherever possible, or ran just inland from long, sandy beaches fringed by coconut palms. The undergrowth offered shortcuts to the glaring-white sand and the majestic blue-green rolling waves of the Caribbean lying beyond. All along the coast were small fishing villages. The finest of these became much touted by the travel industry as centres of the tourist holiday ‘paradise’.

The seat of government had been established by the early conquistadors in Spanish Town, with its imposing examples of early architecture still intact in the main square. The British transferred the capital to Kingston. Today, half the population lives in and around Kingston. It is by far the most important urban centre, and dominates social, political and cultural life. When I was growing up its streets ran down to the harbour and the docks. The smaller side streets sported a multitude of tiny, improvised businesses – tailors, hairdressers, shoemakers, freelance mechanics, day-labourers, domestic servants, gardeners, washerwomen, hairdressers, self-employed odd-job people mending clothes and shoes, dressmakers in an economy not yet addicted to the ready-made, untrained mechanics and a legion of ingenious repairers. These improvised ventures coexisted alongside the large, swanky department stores selling upmarket or foreign branded goods. This was the commercial and administrative centre of Jamaican life. It still contained the House of Assembly, the law courts, lawyers’ chambers, the cathedral, the headquarters of many established companies, the old Ward Theatre, some of the government ministries, the stadium, the Institute of Jamaica, the art gallery and, at its rim, the craft market, whose sellers competed raucously to win the favour of passing tourists. One road out of town passed the asylum – the old Rockfort, with prisoners digging at the chalk face – the hot baths, the seaplane wharf and the road out to the airport.

However, in more recent times the balance of the metropolis has shifted remarkably. As one drives up the foothills towards St Andrew’s, the residential part of Kingston, the manicured lawns of ‘uptown’ Kingstonians indulgently spread themselves across the landscape. The gardens are well tended (everyone up here has a gardener) and the houses grand (everyone has servants, now called ‘helpers’), although the grandest are often in showy bad taste. The more prosperous Kingstonians have moved higher up still, taking refuge in the surrounding hills which look down on the city. The Hope Road leads to the edge of the city and takes you up to the University of the West Indies Mona Campus, the Hope Botanical Gardens, the Reservoir and my old school, Jamaica College. Then, suddenly, it ends at Papine Corner and begins the vertiginous climb up to Mavis Bank and into the Blue Mountain mist.

Downtown Kingston used to be the main shopping centre, reached by bus and tram; but these shops have since become dispersed across the city uptown into US-style malls. The narrow roads to the harbour led into the heart of lower Kingston’s massively poor, casual-labour or unemployed ghetto areas where living conditions were poverty-stricken, dwellings often no more than corrugated-tin shacks clustered around shared tenement yards, with the only available running water from a common standpipe. Some of these became notorious ghettos, like Trench Town and Tivoli Gardens, the no-go, garrisoned centres of rival political factions and of petty and organized criminal activities – the topic of Bob Marley lyrics.

These landscapes represent my sharpest memories of Jamaica, more so – perhaps surprisingly – than the people who inhabited them. Time has overtaken the latter. But I often relive the forbidding climb along precipice-sided potholed roads up into the mountains; then beginning the descent on the other side down towards the north coast, with the aquamarine ocean glimmering seductively ahead through the trees. The wind has a balmy softness in the early morning before the sun sets fire to everything. The body unfolds from inside as the day warms up. (I have never really stopped being cold in Britain.) The sea has a powerful, enticing presence in my memory: swimming before breakfast, the water still as glass; or at midday, sliding through the ever-changing green depths at Discovery Bay; or in the afternoon, riding the surging, spume-tipped – and scary – ocean waves at Boston Beach, followed by jerk-pork and festival barbeques. Festival, I should explain, is a cross between bread and dumpling.

I recall looking up the ravine at Bog Walk Bridge (then with room for only one car at a time) at the immense bamboo fronds swaying in the wind, and the orange and yellow blossom of the poinciana and poui trees; the lush, subtropical mountain vegetation that runs alongside the twisting Junction Road to my favourite part of the coast, Port Antonio; or clambering over the rocky waterfalls when we stopped at Castleton Gardens to drink fresh coconut water straight from the nut. I have discovered since how much memory of ‘the old country’ is carried by migrants in food and cuisine. I am still addicted to Jamaican cooking: the creole blend of spices and seasonings – garlic, thyme, pimento, spring onions, Scotch Bonnet hot peppers. I still crave the favourite national dishes, simple and plebeian though they are: fricassee chicken, rice and peas, plantain, salt-fish and ackee, curry goat, fish fritters, pigtail and stewed peas, escovitched fish, callaloo, shrimp, conch soup, ‘run down’ patties – usually made from salted mackerel and coconut milk – and so on. These smells and tastes bring back an entire life which, for me in London, is no longer mine.

One potent memory is the spread of foods you can still find at the Saturday morning markets. I recall how the higglers brought their produce down from the hills in straw baskets carried on their heads. Setting up the market, they created an atmosphere of bustle and hilarity as they greeted one another, reviewed the week in stories and anecdotes, recycling gossip and scandalous tales or rehearsing grievances. This was a very Jamaican scene with its high drama, loud contention, joshing and jostling, taste for exaggeration and caricature, its (often manufactured) sense of outrage – performances which Jamaicans manage to stage on even the most chance encounter. In fact nothing escaped these ladies’ eagle eyes. However relaxed they seemed, they were always proprietorially on guard behind their improvised stalls, keeping a sharp lookout for pilferers too inclined to use their casual familiarity to help themselves in passing.

These memories represent now, for me, not so much specific recollections as a sense of generalized absence – a loss, especially acute since I will probably never be well enough to see them again. They guarantee that I shall be Jamaican all my life, no matter where I am living. Though what that actually meant for me, in terms both of the practicalities of my life and of where my sense of belonging was to be located, was much more problematic.

I’m conscious of this feeling of ambivalence as I sit and write. It shadows the words as they form in my mind. I didn’t set out to write this book in order to recover my memories of the past. Of course, the question of memory is – tantalizingly, inescapably – an issue. But I don’t think I had a clear memorializing project in mind for the book. I certainly don’t think of what I write as a memoir in any formal sense, or even as a rehearsal for a memoir. I’m more concerned here, as I have been in much of my more professional academic writing, with the connections between ‘a life’ and ‘ideas’. I’ve never wanted to write a memoir. I’ve kept very little of the sort of correspondence on which such accounts extensively depend. Now in my eighties, my memory is at best fitful, episodic, unreliable and no doubt fanciful. In addition, as a result of recent sight impairment, I haven’t been able to consult documents which would validate its judgements, although I have had many rich and informing conversations with friends who figure in the story or know parts of it better than I do. But I have not checked its accuracy and I’m responsible for its errors of chronology, fact or judgement.

I have never thought that the detail of my life, of the kind which fills memoirs, was of much intrinsic interest or significance. I have however – as the Chinese saying goes – ‘lived in interesting times’. I thought it would be engaging for others to read my reflections on those experiences, ideas, events and memories from the vantage point of someone who lived them, as it were, from the margins.

I was born and formed in the closing days of the old colonial world. They are my conditions of existence. This is, as I see it, the starting point for narrating my life, the source of a curious, unreachable and abiding unease. I have spent my adult life in the declining imperial metropole. As the great Trinidadian C. L. R. James once said of Caribbean migrants to the UK, we are ‘in, but not of, Europe’. ‘Europe’ was not just another different space and time, but precisely the reverse of those conditions of existence into which I had been inserted and called into place by birth and by my early formation. In Jamaica, I wasn’t of course an exile. But there is a sense in which, although I belong to it, Jamaica worked to ‘other’ me. As a consequence, I experience my life as sharply divided into two unequal but entangled, disproportionate halves. You could say I have lived, metaphorically speaking, on the hinge between the colonial and post-colonial worlds; because of radically changing locations, I have belonged, in different ways, to both at different times of my life, without ever being fully of either.

The idea that, because I moved – irrevocably as it turned out – from one world to the other, from colony to metropole, there were no connections between them has always seemed inconceivable to me. But others have tended to see these worlds as much more compartmentalized. And to someone who doesn’t know the interior life and spaces of the colonial formation, and how its antinomies were forged, the connections may not appear to be evident, or as evident to them as to me. To me, their interdependence is what defines their respective specificities; in everything they reverberate through each other. Precisely how this occurs isn’t easy to explain, so I can’t blame anyone – as I see it – for getting it wrong.

This misunderstanding is common. Catherine recently pointed out to me that, although close friends and political colleagues in the New Left during the 1950s and 1960s were committed anti-imperialists, well tutored in anti-colonial thinking, they never perceived me as a raced, colonial subject. Similarly, friends who knew me in the Jamaican context can’t really imagine me now, or see how the Jamaican became the other. Jamaican graduate students studying in North America in the 1980s discovered Cultural Studies, with which I had become identified, as a product of an English university, the University of Birmingham – only to find, when I turned up to lecture, that a black Jamaican had somehow been involved in the enterprise from the beginning! Cultural Studies was unknown in the University of the West Indies until pioneers like Carolyn Cooper and Rex Nettleford got hold of it. Some Caribbean people in media studies who refer to my essay on ‘Encoding/Decoding’ still don’t know I am black.

This isn’t simply a matter which is peculiar to me. It turns on an entire history: that of the late colonial migration from the Caribbean to the metropole. More than fifty years ago, in 1960, the essentials of the story were told by the Barbadian George Lamming in his The Pleasures of Exile. The various terms we now use to describe the dynamics of the encounter between colonized and colonizer, between black and white, on the terrain of the metropole itself – forgetfulness, disavowal, misrecognition, amnesia – not only indicate the complexity of the phenomenon; they also alert us to the strange imperatives by which the full force of the history of colonialism keeps slipping out of the collective memory of the metropole.

In the 1950s, when I first lived in England, it was as if the West Indian migrant had landed on these shores by some incomprehensible sleight of hand or ruse. Written out of the story – forgotten, disavowed, misrecognized – were the prolonged historical entanglements between the Caribbean and Britain. Britons needed to be reminded of this inconvenient fact. Once the post-colonial amnesia enveloped Britain after the war, very few people, including those on the Left, had – indeed, still have – much clue about the colonial history of their nation or, speaking more personally, can fathom what possible connection there is between the life I lived then and now. They certainly didn’t learn much about it at school, until a few brave teachers forced the issue and Black History Month attempted to address the situation.

I remember reacting with disproportionate rage to one of my earliest reviewers, an intelligent and broadly sympathetic English sociologist, who said he didn’t understand why I kept banging on about being coloured (or having a chip on my shoulder, as it appears in The Pleasures of Exile), since I was from a well-to-do middle-class family, had been educated at a good, English-type school and studied abroad at Oxford. As if to say, what had he to complain about? Since the reviewer had – inadvertently, no doubt – identified the central contradiction of my life, I felt, perhaps unfairly, that someone who didn’t understand that wasn’t likely to get much else about me right.

It’s this history which lay behind my decision to set about writing this book. I realized that I should try to use this time to track how I see the organic connections and dissonances between the two worlds: the colonial and the post-colonial. That is, how they constantly displaced one another, repeated themselves but always with a difference, simultaneously resonated off, jarred against, mirrored and disrupted one another. Another way of putting it is that I hoped the book might constitute an insight into the contradictory transition points in that old story – the long, tortuous, tortured and never-concluded route out of colonial subalternhood.

There were for me, naturally, many false starts. When I was a boy I thought I was a poet, but the illusion didn’t last long. I lacked original talent. My poetry was too derivative. Then I wanted very much to be a novelist, and this persisted until my university days when I had to acknowledge that I wasn’t very gifted in that department either. A story by a Jamaican about a displaced Polish-Jewish intellectual, influenced thematically by Isaac Babel and stylistically by Henry James, really wasn’t on! People now routinely call me an academic, but that is how I earned my living, not a vocation. I think of myself as a teacher, but this doesn’t seem exalted enough for most people. I wanted to be a black intellectual, but it took something of a journey – certainly no flash of insight – to reach this conclusion. The word ‘intellectual’, though properly recognized in France, is still something of a joke in the more philistine sections of the British intelligentsia and more generally in the public culture. The idea of an intellectual suggests too much posturing, and isn’t empirical and home-grown enough for native sensibilities. Politics is a passion, but I have never been formally ‘in politics’. Nowadays people say cultural theorist, but although I believe in theory as an indispensable critical tool, I have never been interested in ‘producing theory’ and, in any case, I am not a theorist of any rank in this age of theory, so I regard the designation of cultural theorist more as a polite, convenient postponement, a holding operation, than a well-understood resolution. However, it’s close enough to stand.

There was never a single moment in this trajectory which wasn’t impelled by my racial positioning. The details and contours were invariably unpredictable, but the overriding gravity of the fact was constant. Unlike most Afro-Caribbeans now living in the black British diaspora, I arrived in England bearing my navy-blue British passport, the document which proved definitively that, although not properly a citizen, I was a ‘subject’ of – and so subject to – the British Empire and the Crown. My passport, in this sense, proved a mysteriously ambiguous document to possess, as it did for the Nigerian Chinua Achebe, as he describes in his memoir The Education of a British-Protected Child. It was only later, when migration to Britain had increased, that ‘black’ became politicized. That was when, for Caribbean people, our sense of belonging to the extended British family was brought sharply into question. It evolved into a transcendent political issue when we – the Caribbean migrants in the metropole – came increasingly to be perceived as potential bearers of disloyalty.

In this bid to free myself from living the life of the colonized, I never had any aspiration to be English, nor have I ever become English. Being English, it seemed to me, was not a repository of potential identification – rather, it was just an unwelcome twist of historical fate. It had no traction on my actual life. British might have been more acceptable as an ascribed identity because of the imperial connection, but only because I was indeed one of its subordinate subjects. The Colonial Office in London was indeed our governor. But it felt as if the British were a quite different, and foreign, race.

Skin colour was, absolutely, an issue. But although everyone perfectly well understood what ‘black’ meant, the very word was taboo, unsayable, especially for the middle classes in Jamaica in the 1930s and 1940s. It betrayed the prevailing prejudices too openly. Race depended on a more euphemistic, coded discourse. Indeed, black wasn’t yet universally used even by people who were, in all the obvious senses, ‘black’. By choice, the Halls and their circle were coloured. Literally, we were brown; mixed-race would have been more accurate. After all, both branches of my family were of mixed-race background. But even that term was rarely used. Mixed-race would have meant bringing into consciousness the fact that there must also have been – as indeed there were – white traces alongside the manifestly African ones in the family bloodline. But for decades, in both the slave states of the US and in the Anglophone Caribbean, the enslaved people were known as a separate race: as Negroes.

In my case the European element was almost certainly Scottish. From where else would my forefathers have dreamed up both Stuart and the even more ridiculous McPhail as family names? I find this reminiscent of Edward Said having been named Edward, and of his fraught relationship with this unknowable, awkward persona: Edward, the other inside him who caused him much grief. Which side of the family these historic traces derived from is uncertain. Contrary to the contemporary national self-image, the Scots were massively involved in the imperial enterprise, as plantation overseers, attorneys, book-keepers, merchants, medical men and soldiers. Neal Ascherson calls them, with his usual precision, ‘the non-commissioned officers of empire’.

I had the melanin coursing through my veins and the skin colour to prove my African origins, although my family found this hard to acknowledge. But I wouldn’t have understood myself as African in any meaningful, contemporary sense of the word. Enslavement, violent transplantation, a physically abusive and exploitative labour regime, social dislocation, cultural abjection and a sort of willed forgetting of a humiliating past had, in sum, ruptured our historical connections. This sense of abandonment was already hardwired into the popular Jamaican imaginary and placed identifications with Africa beyond reach for many. The term ‘Afro-Caribbean’, first adopted in the early years of post-war Caribbean migration to the UK, was followed by a series of more refined, hyphenated voter-registration categories like ‘Black Caribbean’. In my case (although it surprises people when I say it), black as a personal identity had to wait for decolonization, the Alabama bus boycott, the Notting Hill riots, US Civil Rights, Martin Luther King’s ‘I Have A Dream’, Sharpeville, Malcolm X, Stokely Carmichael, Angela Davis, and then later, in the 1970s, black resistance politics in Britain, Rock Against Racism, roots music, reggae, Bob Marley …

Contrary to common-sense understanding, the transformations of self-identity are not just a personal matter. Historical shifts out there provide the social conditions of existence of personal and psychic change in here. What mattered was how I positioned myself on the other side – or positioned myself to catch the other side: how I was, involuntarily, hailed by and interpellated into a broader social discourse. Only by discovering this did I begin to understand that what black identity involved was a social, political, historical and symbolic event, not just a personal, and certainly not simply a genetic, one.

From this I came to understand that identity is not a set of fixed attributes, the unchanging essence of the inner self, but a constantly shifting process of positioning. We tend to think of identity as taking us back to our roots, the part of us which remains essentially the same across time. In fact identity is always a never-completed process of becoming – a process of shifting identifications, rather than a singular, complete, finished state of being.

As a child I may not yet have been black in my head, but, as it happened, I was one of the blackest in my family. Wide colour variations are a common feature within families across Jamaica’s uncertain colour spectrum. My grandmother on my mother’s side, the notably fair-skinned part of the family, was an expert in racial classification, as that master of structural anthropology, Claude Lévi-Strauss, would have appreciated. She claimed always to be able to detect the complex racial genealogy in the ‘fairest’ of Jamaicans, especially those trying to ‘pass’.

There was reputed to be a ‘touch’ of East Indian somewhere in our family. But if that was true, I have no idea how it had come about. In fact, typically, no one actually knew. I remember the distinguished black North American intellectual Henry Louis ‘Skip’ Gates telling me that, in his genealogical research, African-American celebrities who were immensely proud of their ‘authentic’ African tribal lineage quite often turned out to have mixed-race or white connections somewhere ‘back there’. His own, I believe, happened to be Dutch, on the face of it an unexpected connection. When asked about it, however, some of those whom he questioned fantasized about connections with native indigenous princesses which were patently preferable to white associations!

I have no hard evidence either way about our East Indian origins, although my beloved grandmother on my father’s side, brown as a nut, looked as if there might be something to it. But this East Indian story could equally well have been another variant of the native American princess fantasy, except that there was not much status in Jamaica in such a claim, since poor Indians were, if anything, more despised than poor blacks. Yet significant numbers of East Indians and Hong Kong Chinese had indeed been brought in as indentured labour when slavery was abolished, although in Jamaica in much smaller numbers than in Trinidad or in British Guiana (Guyana), where their descendants are now the largest ethnic part of the population. But the campaign against indenture – against, in other words, a form of slavery by another name – was relatively successful in Jamaica and the majority of Jamaican East Indians became indigenized, poor but ‘free’, itinerant market gardeners selling their produce from baskets on the backs of their bicycles. I can’t imagine my family claiming to have any close relationship to them. But who knows who had ‘close relationships’ with whom in plantation societies?

Family folklore had it that there were other ethnic twists in our descent story, including Portuguese-Jewish. But at the time this did indeed seem far-fetched, at least to this brown middle class. However, the Portuguese had at some point taken refuge in Jamaica and some of Jamaica’s most distinguished families are, even today, their descendants. I didn’t begin to understand this story until recently when our friend Julian Henriques, son of Fernando Henriques, the distinguished anthropologist and author of several landmark texts including Family and Colour in Jamaica, helped me to unravel the backstory. The history of Jewish settlement is a riveting narrative.

The number of Jewish migrants of the sixteenth century, escaping from the Inquisition, was later swollen by refugees from other colonies – some from the Haitian Revolution, which expelled the French slaveholders, or, in Spanish America, those fleeing the revolutions against colonial rule in the 1820s and 1830s. Their descendants remain a small minority in the Jamaican population. Even so, their relatively small numbers notwithstanding, they are reputed to be responsible for introducing into the cuisine one of Jamaica’s most treasured, popular indigenous delicacies: patties. Many Jamaicans choose patties for lunchtime, without having a clue about their history.

At any rate, neither the idea of my East Indian or Portuguese-Jewish family heritage was as fantastical as my mother’s firm, but of course fictitious, conviction that her maiden name, Hopwood, was an Anglicization of Hapsburg, and thus a sure sign of our family’s royal – Austrian – heritage. That is the genuine stuff of a Freudian family romance!

In retrospect, perhaps, my confusions about my racial location may seem difficult to understand. I was looking for certainty in an already worryingly undecidable world. Ethnic diversity was not something I aspired to or would have known what to do with. At the time all the complexity seemed irrelevant to the question of who I was. The colonial relationship was just too overpowering. It dominated everything.

These questions of race and ethnicity were never far removed from ones of social class. In my earliest years, like everyone else, I was innocent of the concept of class. But as soon as I became aware of the world ‘outside’, I always knew my family occupied an intermediary social position between the wealthy white elite and the mass of poor and unemployed Jamaicans. My father held a professional job and earned a respectable salary, although my mother constantly complained that it was not enough. We had a well-appointed house and employed servants. Our family friends were of the same upper-middling sort.

Literally, I was formed as a creole, the product of mixed origins, and born, and thoroughly indigenized into, local society. However, creole was always an ambiguous term, more commonly used in the French- and Spanish-settled islands than in Jamaica. In his Development of Creole Society in Jamaica, 1770–1820, the Barbadian poet-historian Edward (Kamau) Brathwaite argues that the word creole is a hybrid Spanish term constructed by combining two words – crear (to create, to found) and colono (a colonist) – into criollo, meaning to be a committed settler, or one native to a country’s ways, even if not actually indigenous. Creole society was in fact non-specific as to race and colour. In the New World resident white settlers, born on the islands, were often described as creole; but the category also included enslaved African people, provided they were born in the country of captivity, as opposed to those recent arrivals directly transported into servitude from Africa.

Creole is thus a shifting, elastic concept, perhaps describing who I – and a multitude of other Jamaicans – was. But, given these historical accretions, it calls for a degree of specification.

Similar ambiguities underwrote the very idea of the colonial too. When I was young we tended to think of white Crown subjects from Australia, Canada, New Zealand, South Africa, Rhodesia and Kenya as the ‘real’ colonials. In Jamaica blacks greatly outnumbered whites. The relative paucity of white women meant there were fewer opportunities for white men to make an acceptable marriage. In fact the white Jamaican population experienced a serious crisis about reproducing itself, and indeed failed really to do so.

Politically, the settler colonies in the early days were governed directly from the Colonial Office and could claim few local political rights. In Jamaica, on the other hand, representative political institutions, such as the Assembly – with a very limited franchise – had existed since the 1660s. Jamaican whites had fought for and vociferously defended their rights as ‘free-born Englishmen’ until the Morant Bay rebellion two centuries later, when – faced with the terror of black claims – they abolished their own House of Assembly. At that point Britain made Jamaica a Crown colony, governed directly from Whitehall. Tensions between London and the planters in Jamaica continued to be a permanent feature of the colonial relationship. The Legislative Council, when it was formed, had a mixed local and expatriate membership. So it is not difficult to understand, in these circumstances, what an ambivalent identification the term ‘colonial’ represented across the imperial world.

I’ll say something about how this was lived in due course. But here I can note that we drew a crude, although not misinformed, distinction between us, the governed colonial subjects, and them. We knew social hierarchization when we saw it.

Privately, it must be said, the English in Jamaica aroused ambivalent feelings. They were deferred to because of their power, colour, wealth and exalted social position, and due to their leadership of every aspect of our lives. At the same time they constituted for us ‘natives’ a sort of running joke, a constant source of casual humour, even ridicule, which made us feel superior. They appeared to us so foreign in their dress, manners and behaviour, so uptight, so profoundly in the wrong place!

Finding one’s place, socially and subjectively, in the complex social world of the colony was a perilous exercise. But today the picture of the colonial past has settled into a simplistic, polarized black/white binary, especially in the UK. The contradictory juxtapositions of class, racial, colour and cultural divisions in the old colonial world have slipped from collective consciousness.

Some revisionist historians have even contrived to see the imperializing process, once more, as beneficial in its overall effects. The arch-revisionist historian Niall Ferguson suggests that, without the spread of British rule, colonized people would not possess what are now their most valuable ideas and institutions. Pankaj Mishra has produced a serious riposte to such colonial recidivism, seeking to dismantle this specious special pleading, demonstrating the ways in which such archaic ways of thought continue to inform the present.

Colonialism condensed the diversity of global complexities and temporalities into a single narrative, in effect colonizing the multiplicity of everyday stories, such that the one overarching narrative (‘the rise and rise of the West’) took command. Much of human history was forced into this discursive schema, which worked to justify the colonial order. This was a narrative rooted in an unshakeable conviction of the colonizers’ natural, God-given superiority over the degraded lives to which the colonized were consigned.

In fact, though its legacies were not simple, colonialism was founded on, and continues to work, not through its gifts but through the conquest of land and resources, the violent exploitation of labour, the imposition of foreign rule, the subjugation of peoples and the destruction and marginalization of those cultural traditions which are perceived as inimical to colonial authority. Its intervention broke up historic old civilizations. It represents one of the most far-reaching, brutal ruptures in modern history, equivalent in depth to the Holocaust, although – surprisingly? – this is a comparison which is not often made. It irreversibly reshaped societies and individuals. It bequeathed that most soul-destroying of legacies: the contradictory and distorted state of alienation which Frantz Fanon described as ‘black skin, white masks’. It went to great lengths to refashion us, the subjugated colonials, as simulacra of itself. It ‘othered’ us to ourselves. I hope there is space for these in Ferguson’s list of ‘benefits’ too. As such, in this post-colonial moment, the sensibilities of colonialism are still potent. We – all of us – are still its inheritors, still living in its terrifying aftermath.

Thus recognizing myself as a colonized subject meant accepting my insertion into History (capital ‘H’), all right – only backwards, upside-down, by negation. For us, ‘colonial’ carried with it the indelible mark of secondariness which, although only too accurate at one level, was intolerable. This made it impossible for empire to be a repository of positive identification.

So for my generation of Jamaicans, ‘colonial’ was not something you chose to be. It was an attribute of being, formative because it framed your very existence. As Michel Foucault suggested, it positioned you as a subject-‘author’ as well as subjecting you to its discourse. But it was also productive because it bred a troubled refusal of, and resistance to, all the values it harboured in its bloodstream: servitude, poverty, patriarchalism, class inequality and racialized difference, of course, but also cultural colonization, all the petty humiliations of daily life. And, perhaps most damaging of all, these psychic imperatives generated the silences, unconscious evasions and disavowals, the self-deceiving double-talk of colonial discourse itself, which so often masks its hidden presences with absences, gaps and silences, making them simultaneously both knowable and unspeakable for those living them.

Even today I do not understand the full meaning of the feelings of displacement which gradually came to shadow and transform my life. What I can say is that, through a long and harsh process of disenchantment, I came to feel, even as a youth, at odds with the given circumstances of my birth. So in effect my identity was formed more by resistance to those circumstances I had inherited than by adaptation to what they had tried to make me. You could more accurately say, then, that I was framed by and against ‘the colonial’.

To put it another way, my identity was formed as much by what my circumstances had made me as by the often unrecognized or unconscious struggle against my conditions of formation. This is a contradiction which I have come to believe the identification process always involves: identification always generates this paradox. It is one of the cruellest of ironies that, in trying to position oneself as different from what one has been made to be, one is condemned unconsciously to repeat elements of the old self one is trying to surpass. In that sense – one way or another, coming or going, positively or negatively – colonialism ‘got’ me, made me, unacceptably, who I came to think I was.

What followed, however, was not the success story of grasping freedom. It was rather the less heroic one of finding, and coming to terms with, an alternative route to what could not be transcended. There is something dialectical about this process: the imperatives of identification are perpetually paradoxical. I think that there is an inevitability about the workings of this dialectical circle.

Parents form us, both by cultivating us and at the same time by representing – in the form of compelling internalized psychic symbols of desire, authority and prohibition – those very things we must resist, rebel against, repress, forget or even learn to ‘speak’ if we are to become subjects in our own right.

In this context, I always think of the work of one of the finest of the black diaspora photographic practitioners of the 1980s whom I greatly admire: the gay, Yoruba-born, artist-photographer Rotimi Fani-Kayode. Rotimi lived and practised most of his adult life outside Africa. He became one of the most significant figures in the explosion of black artistic creativity in the UK in the 1980s, and one of the first to break the silence by bringing male sexuality into the discourses of black representation. He always acknowledged his profound sense of sexual, geographical and familial displacement. His work is a way of both remembering and mourning the losses this represented: mourning his ancestors and their traditions, not by omitting them but by ‘masking’ them, thus giving them a new sensuous but perverse erotic charge. This was his way of honouring their symbolic power in his life and, at the same time, recognizing his own distance from them. In one of his constructed, masked works, as in Yoruba ritual, he sought to exorcize his ancestors by summoning them up but in another register. He always insisted that he was what he was because of, not in spite of, his lost selves. ‘My identity’, he said, ‘has been constructed from my own sense of otherness.’ Identity is never singular but is multiply constructed across intersecting and antagonistic discourses, practices and positions.

This touches on the very meanings of post-colonial, that other, entangled, disproportionate phase of my life. Post-colonial is a term of recent coinage. When I was living in Jamaica it was not available or appropriate as a potential identity among middle-class Jamaicans. Indeed, during my time in colonial Jamaica there was nothing ‘post-’ about it. We were still in the middle of wrestling with colonialism’s only-too-present impress, even though the end of empire was coming into view in an inexorable way.

One reason why I could not have aspired to be post-colonial was because my family never thought of themselves, at that time, as part of an emerging anti-colonial struggle, or as belonging to something which could represent itself as ‘after colonialism’.

However, post-colonial may be what I have become. I certainly am ‘post-’ that particular phase of direct colonial rule which prevailed when I was growing up. It is over now. Other forms of neo-imperial power have taken its place. The Union Jack has been lowered, the ‘winds of change’ have blown, and decolonization, independence and the nationalist revolutions have followed – although, in Jamaica’s case, not with the transformative results that many of us at the time had hoped for.

‘Post-’ is not just a matter of the passage of time. It refers to the way one configuration of power, institutions and discourses, which once defined the social field, has been replaced by another. The old has indeed radically changed its form. However, the old has not been transcended. We continue to stand in its shadow. In the case of the colonial and the post-colonial, what we are dealing with is not two successive regimes but the simultaneous presence of a regime and its after-effects. Colonialism persists, despite the cluster of illusory appearances to the contrary.

Jacques Derrida points out that in his use of erasure as a deconstructionist strategy by which to undermine metaphysics in philosophy, one can still read the metaphysical concept through which a cancelling line has been drawn. Derrida asks: if existing metaphysical concepts may no longer be serviceable, what options are there except to go on thinking with those old contaminated concepts in their deconstructed state? That is because there is, as he says, no ‘beyond’ of philosophy. We are what comes ‘after’, because the after-effects of what was in place ‘before’ have not been superseded, overcome or (as the Hegelians have it) sublated. The present still carries the spectres of the past hiding inside it. In the same way, without modernism’s break with older forms of mimetic representation, postmodernism could not have existed. The one stands on the shoulders of the other – while, of course, vigorously declaring its independence at every turn!

Though time has been called on colonialism’s earlier forms, you have only to read a daily newspaper or turn on the TV news to appreciate that the so-called colonial world is still unfolding – more accurately, unravelling – inside the post-colonial, in the wake, in the devastating aftermath, of an untranscended colonialism: a disaster-littered, protracted, bloody and unfinished terrain which, in its globally transformed state, still occupies our world.




2. The Two Jamaicas

What Jamaica did I belong to? This puzzle preoccupied me as I was growing up. In part, it was a function of the colonial relation, of being ‘othered’ to myself. But it was also due to my own social location in the brown middle class, which as a class was acutely conscious of its role as an intermediary formation and lay outside the world of the white planter elite; it certainly existed in an alternative cosmos to that inhabited by the poorer, darker multitude. These constituted what I call here ‘the two Jamaicas’. Where was I in this polarized world?

The raison d’être of the coloured middle class was its intermediary position between the European-oriented governing elites and the mass of Jamaica’s black people. In more recent times, the designation ‘coloured’ has been replaced in popular discourse by the equally ambiguous term ‘brown’. In many respects, brown has now become the negative bearer of some of the resentments of the mass of black Jamaicans at the way these inheritors of Independence – particularly educated, successful, professional coloured men – have come to compose the governing political and commercial class and have colonized the cultural leadership of the new nation. Although, we should note, their social advancement did not prevent numbers of them from emigrating to Canada and the US during the 1970s at the prospect of a radical turn in Jamaican politics. Today the resistance to this brown hegemony, some suggest, is voiced most vividly through the ‘rudeness’ of a radically disaffected popular urban culture which has thrown aside all the proprieties of middle-class colonial respectability.

However, my own family represented an odd and anachronistic variant of this larger social picture.

As I’ve indicated, my father, Herman, was from a modest but respectable lower-middle-class family from Sav-la-Mar, in the poorer, south-western part of the island. The son of a pharmacy owner in Old Harbour, he went to one of the ‘good’ but less prestigious secondary schools, did his correspondence exams in accountancy and got the job with United Fruit. I have very little sense of what his youth was like. He married my mother in 1918, on Armistice Day, and they moved to Kingston.

[image: image]

In the 1920s and 1930s a job with United Fruit represented a great career for an ambitious young middle-class brown man, which made him a good catch for my mother, whose immediate family were lighter-skinned and considered themselves of a higher social position, but whose commercial prospects were not as promising. Hypergamy – ‘marrying upwards’ through the colour-class ladder – was a recognized form of social mobility. My father spent much of his career as a respectable company man, although after retirement he worked in a public capacity for the local banana small producers’ association. His life was work-oriented. He was the first Jamaican (that is, non-white) to occupy each of the positions in United Fruit to which he was promoted, ending as chief accountant. He was a model of probity in every department of his life. I would be shocked to hear that he had any sexual relations outside marriage. The annual visits of the United Fruit accountants from Boston were the high point of my parents’ social calendar. However, I suspect that his intermediary position as a brown man may have limited the appeal which the moderate version of Jamaican nationalism – attractive to some of his peers – held for him.

Hard-working, financially cautious, self-effacing, smoking his stubby Jamaican (on special occasions, Cuban) cigars and regularly sipping a rum-and-ginger of an evening (on special occasions, whisky), he wanted nothing so much as a quiet life. My mother’s social striving did not come naturally to him. Nevertheless I resented his social quietism: the fact that he went along with her project for us without complaint, and that he tolerated the way he was patronized by the men he drank with at his cricket club – which, on these personal grounds, I refused to join. Consequently, although he was a well-loved, kindly and benign figure in the domestic setting, he was also an absent father in my emotional formation.

The family’s income was secure, although never high enough to match that of his professional friends in dentistry or the law and certainly never enough to maintain the imagined social position to which my mother aspired and to which they could never properly belong. They seemed always to be quarrelling about money, which may be why I still find it such a difficult subject to talk about. It formed the distorted parental culture of aspiration which appeared to encapsulate my destiny.

My mother had imbibed all the habits of her adopted class. Her image of the good life, her standards of decorum, her style, manners, dress, instinct for commanding everybody around her and her ambitions for her family were shaped by – and remained locked into – the template of that already dying estate world of her privileged childhood. She brought all those illusions into the heart of our family. Improbably, she continued to think of England as her real home. She never used a hairbrush which wasn’t an imported Kent, or any face cream but Nivea, or washed with anything but Yardley’s soap. When we visited my grandmother’s more modest house in the country, my mother was received like the grande dame condescending to visit the poor country relatives. I hated every minute of this performance.

Her sister Inez (‘Hoppy’), who stayed at home, was a very different sort of person: opinionated, rather masculine, troubled by a smoker’s cough, unmarried, not well groomed like my mother or with my mother’s feminine stratagems, but independent. She lived in our house for several years, but the two of them did not really get on. Hoppy had a responsible position in the Standard Fruit Company, another US-based banana business, and, unlike her sister, she worked all her life. She was more a prototype of the independent middle-class working women who dominate the scene in Jamaica today.

My mother Jessie not only kept servants, as was common in her social circle (even poor but respectable people often had at least one); she also masterminded a retinue of odd-job handymen to whom she paid nothing so vulgar as a ‘wage for the job’, but rather a sort of gift for feudal services rendered, which she thought were hers by natural right. She was outraged when, after Independence, the term ‘servant’ was declared demeaning and was replaced instead by ‘helper’. She expressed bewilderment, too, at the government’s idea that they might have to be paid a minimum wage.

Jessie was a handsome, elegantly tailored, self-driven person who managed us all – my father included – with a passionate exercise of sheer, obstinate willpower. She tried to inject her old-world values into the faster, more commercial circles into which my father had moved. She vigorously defended them within the family and their close circle of Jamaican friends. And she tried to impose them, with an indomitable will, on us. Disastrously, she made the family her career.

[image: image]

We lived in a sprawling bungalow situated on half an acre of land in the residential brown middle-class area of Kingston, St Andrew’s, on Trevennion Park Road. Though my mother was proud of the fact that she had done the designs herself, the house was not conveniently laid out. It was located off the Half Way Tree Road, at the hinge between the retail, commercial and shopping sectors by the port downtown and the middle-class suburbs
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