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INTRODUCTION

This anthology brings together pieces of previously published
criticism on the literature of the English-speaking Caribbean,
otherwise referred to as West Indian literature. The fact that no
other anthology of such material exists up to now, and that there is
only one other anthology of criticism of West Indian literature by
‘divers hands’ (Louis James’s The Islands In Between, London,
1968), is itself indicative not only of the need for more such
anthologies, but also of the state of criticism of West Indian
literature. As that literature becomes more and more an object of
serious and systematic study, the need for critical material, and for
greater accessibility of such material as exists, is being sharply felt.

The problem of accessibility is increased by the problem of
audience which faces the West Indian critic of West Indian litera-
ture at the moment. Imbued, as he is likely to be, with a sense of the
importance of literature in the shaping of a people, he has to
choose between, on the one hand, publishing his essay in an inter-
national scholarly journal, with the kind of acclaim such publication
might bring, and also with the satisfaction of knowing that what he
wrote will appear as he wrote it, and, on the other hand, publishing
his work in some local, more or less ‘popular’ West Indian journal
or newspaper, where he will get the satisfaction of feeling that he is
reaching the audience that matters most to him, but where at the
same time he might have to suffer from the incompetence of
printing and editing. And ironically, to the West Indian student
who wants to seek out that essay, it might even be better preserved
and easier to come by if published in the international scholarly
journal, since the West Indian publication is also likely to suffer
from an inadequate and haphazard distribution even within the
region. The problem also affects the bibliographer, who cannot
approach his task with any confidence in the traditional guidelines
as to what kind of publication is likely to contain lightweight
literary criticism. At least one of the most astute and influential
West Indian critics seems to have made his choice and struck out a
path by not seeking too actively after publication outside the
region. I refer to Gordon Rohlehr, who has consistently committed
most of his major pieces to the Trinidadian political newspaper
Tapia.

Because the present anthology had to cover a whole literature,
however young and small, the question of criteria by which to select
and arrange the material was much more acute than it could have
been for editors of other volumes, each dealing with a single
author, in the ‘Readings in Literary Criticism’ series. In those
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volumes a chronological pattern, focusing on historical changes in
critical approaches to the author, has been most convenient and
preferred. But, partly because of the very youth of West Indian
literature, and even more so of criticism of that literature—the
earliest item in this anthology was first published in 1960 and all the
others after 1966—the historical-chronological method did not
seem suitable in this instance. We are still too close to most of the
material to have a definitive historical perspective on it, and the
material itself is still too limited in its time-span for enough sub-
stantial trends to be satisfactorily differentiated.

This is not to say that trends cannot be perceived even now. One
could begin, say, with a sampling of the random, and usually very
slight pieces of criticism from the period prior to 1950, from about
which date one marks the significant beginning of the main body of
West Indian literature. This could be followed by a look at the
criticism, mainly English book reviews, which greeted the exhilar-
ating outburst of prose fiction in the fifties. Then there would be
the growing awareness among West Indians of the need for a body
of criticism by West Indians, followed by the on-going debate
among West Indian critics as to what should be the guiding
principles of a West Indian criticism of the regional literature.
Some other recent trends which can now be distinguished are the
growth of interest in West Indian literature among black African
critics, as well as an upsurge of critical interest in folk forms and
influences. These are some of the historical movements, but to have
planned the anthology in terms of them would have necessitated the
inclusion of too much ephemeral material or material of purely
historical interest.

It is because I feel that the priority right now is the need for more
close, ‘hard’ criticism of West Indian writing, and that most people
who take up an anthology of criticism of West Indian literature will
be hoping to find it useful primarily as an introduction to the
literature, as distinct from an introduction to the criticism (a
difference of emphasis), that I have decided upon a collection
which cheats a little in going outside its strict brief by being
structured first with a view to introducing the literature, and only
secondarily with a view to showing off the critics, their range and
variety, though I hope that it will in effect have done the latter
reasonably well.

What I have concentrated on, therefore, is selections of sub-
stantial and comparatively detailed critical analysis of individual
works, selecting these to cover as many as possible of the more
important authors. In keeping with the introductory aim of the
anthology, and enhancing in some measure its unity, I have selected
criticisms which arise out of and seek to promote an enthusiasm for
the works under discussion. This, the main body of the book, is
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preceded and balanced by a section which goes in a sense to the
other extreme, comprising broad theoretical statements and state-
ments of critical standpoint, or raising broad theoretical questions
of general approach to West Indian literature. (But it seemed most
sensible to put Le Page’s statement on language in the relevant
section of critiques.) These provide a context for the detailed and
specific criticisms and introduce some of the most crucial areas of
theory being debated by critics of West Indian literature. I have
avoided as far as possible historical-survey-type essays (whether of
genre of theme or author), since, in addition to existing in some
sufficiency already and being easily accessible, these, with their
broad generalising outlines and necessarily fleeting look at specific
works, do not fit into my design.

In the first section, ‘Contexts for Criticism’, the preponderance
of critical attention to the novel is indicative of the general situation
in criticism of West Indian literature to date. This is partly because
prose fiction was the first genre to see the accumulation of a
sizeable body of work of reasonable stature. It is only very recently
that poetry has begun to establish itself in this way; and while there
has been a fair-sized body of plays for some time, they have not
been sufficiently published, and consequently there has been very
little literary criticism of drama.

In the main part of the anthology I have attempted to give some
shape and direction to what is necessarily a heterogeneous collec-
tion by grouping the items in three very broad and arbitrary
categories of what seem to be some major preoccupations of the
literature and criticism. These categories are to be taken as a mere
convenience and starting point, a stimulus to discussion and further
exploration. There are other categories which would no doubt have
served as well—‘The Search for Roots’, ‘The Clash of Cultures’,
‘New Forms and Dimensions’, to suggest a few. It is also important
to remember that the categories are not mutually exclusive. Many
of the items could have fitted equally well into any of them. The
reader will see, too, that while there is no category about form as
such, some of the pieces (Brathwaite on Mais, for example) are
most ostensibly about form. But form is a category which may with
some impunity be taken for granted, as being subsumed by all
criticism, while it seemed that there was a positive benefit, a new
stimulus, to be derived from grouping certain items in terms of
their less obvious or explicit concerns.

The first section of criticisms of individual works is ‘From
Colonialism to Independence’, because the literature of the West
Indies is, first, last and essentially, a colonial literature. ‘Colonial-
ism’ is here used primarily in a descriptive rather than evaluative
sense, although the latter cannot be completely avoided. The
literature has been determined and produced by, just as it reflects
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or expresses or attempts to come to terms with, the colonial
experience of the region. The phrase ‘to independence’ is to be
taken to indicate not so much a realised (or even, perhaps,
realisable) goal, as a kind of inexhaustible potential, a symbolic
point on the graph of consciousness which the imagination can
trace in the colonial experience. There is a sense, then, in which the
colonialism of the literature is not something to be outgrown.

In the coming to terms with colonialism, one of the leading ideas
in the literature and the criticism has been what one might call the
idea of community. This idea provides the conceptual basis for the
section entitled ‘Relationships’. That basis may be further elucid-
ated by reference to Lamming, who argues, in his essay ‘The Negro
Writer and His World’ (Caribbean Quarterly, V (February 1958),
pp. 109-15), that there are three distinct yet ‘deeply related’ worlds
to which the writer owes a responsibility: ‘the world of the private
and hidden self’, the world of his particular society, and ‘the world
of men’.

Criticism has concentrated heavily on the literature as presenting
images of or for West Indian society, as depicting or analysing that
social fragmentation and divisiveness which has been one legacy of
colonialism, or as presenting models of community, of a ‘whole’
society (Brathwaite on Brother Man, Ramchand on Banana
Bottom). The question of the tensions between individual and
society is highlighted in such criticism, and individualism becomes
an explosive topic. This kind of focus was sharpened by the
appearance of Naipaul’s A House for Mr, Biswas (1961), as was
dramatised in the difference of opinion between Brathwaite and
Ramchand as to what the book meant. Writing in Bim, no. 37
(July-December 1963), Brathwaite observed that ‘in the world of
Hanuman House, we have the first novel whose basic theme is not
rootlessness and the search for social identity; in A House for Mr.
Biswas we have at last a [West Indian] novel whose central
character . . . is really trying to get in rather than get out’ (p. 17).
Ramchand, in The West Indian Novel and Its Background
(London, 1970), takes issue with this: ‘4 House for Mr. Biswas
I would suggest is the West Indian novel of rootlessness par
excellence’ (p. 192).

The critical concern with images of and models for West Indian
society, the sociological bias, is apparent too in one general pattern
of response to Naipaul, to be seen both in the critics who stress
what they regard as the necessity, accuracy and ‘courage’ of his
image of West Indian society, and in the critics who are careful to
point out what to them are the prejudices and distortions which
vitiate that image. The concern is also dominant when, for
example, Rohlehr says that if he had to compile ‘an anthology of
current West Indian writing’, his first principle would be to try ‘as
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far as possible to determine how far that writing reflected and
explored the tensions of the society’ (Bim, no. 54 (January-June
1972), p. 81).

The concern for the idea of community resolves itself again and
again into a concern for the question/problem of language. For
Walcott’s symbolic West Indian sea-almond trees, ‘their leaves’
broad dialect’ was important because it was ‘a coarse,/enduring
sound/they shared together’ (The Castaway, London (1965),
p. 37). Gerald Moore sums up the centrality of the critical concern
with the question of language when he says, ‘The most important
of the discoveries made over the intervening thirty years [since the
first publication of Bim] is that the West Indies has languages of its
own’. (See p. 130 below.) Lamming had put the matter differently,
but with just as sharp a focus, when in The Pleasures of Exile he
had said, with a sort of curt defiance, ‘English is a West Indian
language’. (See p. 25 below.) The drama enacted between Prospero
and Caliban is, among other things, and as has been pointed out
often enough, a conflict about language. (See, for example,
Walcott’s ‘The Muse of History’, below.) What was once a
romance between the West Indian writer and the English language
became a love-hate relationship. Not surprisingly, the critics are
most stimulated to analysis of the language of West Indian writers
when that language can be shown to be in some peculiar or essential
way West Indian. In any event, the pervasiveness of the agony over
language in the following selections is an acute indication of what is
to me an insufficiently acknowledged idea—that literature, all
literature, is ultimately about language.

University of the West Indies,
Jamaica
May 1975
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