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Abstract 

This essay combines close reading and contemporary cultural theories, in order to explore several figurative 

patterns in which individual and collective identity are shaped in contemporary Caribbean British poetry. In the 

context of the post-war multicultural Great Britain and of the transatlantic cultural traffic connected with the 

Caribbean, the poetic discourse has become a site of cultural negotiation and visionary expression. It will be 

shown that none of the values associated with multiculturalism, transculturalism or cosmopolitanism are taken 

as fixed, but they are rather options and positions on the continuum global-local, as well as facets of an 

emerging complex cultural reality. The authors included in the present analysis – three Guyanese poets, David 

Dabydeen, Grace Nichols and John Agard, and the Barbadian Dorothea Smartt – display a great awareness of 

contemporary cultural change, best rendered using a culturally hybrid poetic language. 

 

Keywords: Carribean British poetry, multiculturalism, transculturalism, cosmopolitanism, David Dabydeen, 

Grace Nichols, John Agard. 

 

Introduction 

In recent years, cultural theorists have noticed the necessity of a change in approaching the 

relationship between the nature of identity and what is understood by culture
1
. As Bhikhu Parekh 

suggests, cultural identity should be reconsidered in its more flexible domains, open to exchange 

and production. In this case, individuals need to reconfigure personal identity as a category that is 

connected with a rather liquid conception of cultural identity, while still preserving a sense of 

spiritual integrity. Along with other forms of postcolonial literary expression, contemporary 

Caribbean British poetry addresses the relationship between personal and cultural identity and 

shows a few stages of cultural transformation accompanied by inherent performative textual 

attributes that define a specific Caribbean aesthetics of cultural distinction and syncretism, which 

eventually entered the literary mainstream. To talk about  cultural identity in contemporary 

Caribbean British poetry involves a few other discussions. 

First, it should be taken into account that the term multicultural has had both a descriptive and a 

normative meaning and it has meant both the fact of cultural diversity and the accompanying 

ideologies and policies that sustain it. This type of poetry could not have been published if the poets 

had not emigrated or dealt with emigration aspects and if some of the British publishing houses had 

not advocated the postcolonial multicultural trend. 

Second, the contemporary multicultural stage of the British society has been the effect of several 

historical epochs, from Roman colony to empire. Historically speaking, there have been intervals of 

increased nationalism in the former colonies in the postwar decades of the 20th century, this 

happening in parallel with a whole network of transnational and diasporic connections, in which a 

                                                 
1
For instance, Bhikhu Parekh ends the second edition of Rethinking Multiculturalism (2006) by emphasizing 

that: “A theory of multiculturalism is integrally connected with a theory of identity. During nearly four hundred 

years of its history, western modernity has defined identity in terms of rigid and aggressively guarded 

boundaries, a closure around a center. We need to reconsider this dubious, dangerous and increasingly 

outdated view of identity if the kind of creative and interactive multiculturalism I have advocated is to flourish” 

(372). 
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number of Caribbean writers - immigrants or British born and bread - have played significant roles in 

the process of increasing the awareness of the life conditions regarding the postcolonial subjects. 

Thus, the contemporary British multiculturalism emerged as an objective reality and eventually as a 

strategy opposed to assimilationism – “salad bowl” or “cultural mosaic” rather than “melting pot” – 

in which tolerance and adaptability are valued, culture is not a cult, racial difference and 

hybridization have become natural, barriers against mobility are often eliminated and the principles 

of justice are expected to come from not only one culture. The relatively recent social and political 

history regarding the so-called failure of the multicultural project in relation to Great Britain and 

Europe at large constitutes a proof that it is, in fact, the subject of a continuous reconfiguration that 

takes into account various power relations in terms of the transcultural and cosmopolitan as well, 

which may be considered concurrent views of the same complex reality. 

Third, the contemporary social relationship between the Caribbean diaspora and other diasporas 

in Britain has generated a type of polycentric consciousness that suits some of the values the 

sustainers of cosmopolitanism defend, such as: an inclusive and shared morality; relationships of 

mutual respect, despite differing beliefs (Appiah); and a general support for the Other (Levinas). In 

contrast with the idealism, elitism and uprootedness of modernist cosmopolitanism
2
, 

transculturalism involves the everyday practice of seeing yourself in the others, relies on the forces 

of society and not on domestic politics, on individual initiative and on a breaking down of 

boundaries, which multiculturalism re-enforces, when cultural heritage is at stake. As Fernando Ortiz 

put it in the 1940s, transculturation is neither acculturation nor deculturation, but the natural 

tendency to resolve conflicts over time, rather than exacerbate them. Among the relatively recent 

literature on the transcultural, one can notice an obvious focus on the possibilities of personal 

identity self-reconfiguration. For example, psychoanalysts such as Laurence J. Kirmayer write 

extensively on transcultural psychiatry, while psycho-sociologists develop models of transcultural 

competences
3
, including perspective consciousness, ethnographic skill, global awareness, foreign 

language proficiency or affective development. Unsurprinsingly, writers such as Mica Nava (2007), 

who identify themselves as cosmopolitan, integrate memory and historical context and stress “the 

importance and general theoretical marginalisation of the affecttive elements in cosmopolitanism: 

of emotions and imaginaries, of empathy and desire, of the visceral” (135). Thus, the transcultural 

and the cosmopolitan sometimes overlap. They meet in the attempt to connect the individual 

experiencing plurality to the already existing global history of plurality, which is one possible reply to 

the request for a new idea of cosmopolitanism more concerned with justice, made by Jacques 

Derrida (2001), 

 

Analysis 

In a recent account on modern British culture, Higgins, Smith and Storey (2010) argue that: 

 

far from being an archaic form of expression, the contemporary British poetry articulates a 

vibrant and youthful challenge to the traditional power structures of language and literature, 

energised, as it is, by Black British poets as well as the regional cadences of Scottish and Welsh 

poetry. The ambivalences of identity are central concerns of British poetry’s ‘hybrid voice’. Such 

poetry explores the many possible roots and routes of ‘belonging’ in contemporary Britain (5). 

 

It is worth noticing that at the level of literary products such as poetry, critics do not insist on any 

form of -ism, but they talk about hybridity, syncretism and other similar notions, which says enough 

                                                 
2
This view is often accompanied by underlying ideas of universalism, ahistoricity, hierarchy of civilizations or 

Eurocentricity. 
3
Richard Slimbach, “The Transcultural Journey”. Frontiers: The Interdisciplinary Journal of Study Abroad Vol. XI, 

August 2005. Web, 28 July 2012. 
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about the poets’ role in articulating new cultural forms, because many of them deal with the 

invisible side effects of ideologies and the conflicts that may arise from their differences. 

Starting from several poetic texts, this essay argues that none of the values associated with 

multiculturalism, transculturalism or cosmopolitanism are taken as fixed, but they should be 

considered as possible options and positions and strategic items on the discursive continuum global-

local and collective-individual and as facets of an emerging contemporary complex reality. I believe 

literature is a place that allows such simultaneous configurations and alternatives, in which various 

extremes can often be tamed and hybridized into a balanced and yet playful discourse. 

In contrast with previous Caribbean prose writers, who approached mainly the Prospero-Caliban 

master-slave or colonizer-colonized relations, the Guyanese author David Dabydeen’s art dwells 

extensively upon the Miranda-Caliban rapport, which he considers more revelatory and productive. 

In 1992, Laura E. Donaldson identified a cultural and psychological misrecognition in what she called 

“the Miranda complex”. She remarked that: “A crucial question raised by the coupling of Miranda 

with Caliban, then, is why these two victims of colonialist Prosperity cannot ‘see’ each other” 

(Donaldson 16). Instead of perpetuating the ideological trap of the rape charge that separates the 

two Shakespearean characters, Dabydeen does not consider it “the lie”, as Barbadian novelist 

George Lamming suggests in his novel Water with Berries (1972) and does not rage against the 

matter as Aimé Césaire’s Caliban does in Une Tempête (1969), translated in 1992 into English: “Rape! 

Rape!” he shouts at Prospero, “Listen, you old goat, you’re the one that put those dirty thoughts in 

my head” (Césaire 13). In his poems, Dabydeen starts from the premise that Miranda and Caliban 

see each other. He rather takes over what Césaire suggests with Prospero’s reflection: “Power! 

Power!” Prospero intones, “what is power, if I cannot calm my own fears?” (49). In Dabydeen’s 

poem entitled “Caliban” from Coolie Odyssey (1988), the Shakespearean hero has regained the 

power of reason and remembering, as far as his desires are concerned, and can reflect on his own 

birth and rebirth: 

 

The first night  

I endured your creation  

We talked desperately  

Foraging the details of my youth  

Like two tramps at a tip:  

Finding riches among the rubble  

was your Romance.  

I remember diving into the pit but  

coming up  

Glittering in your eye –  

Goldleaf or edge of assegai:  

You were always bountiful with fantasy,  

Fashioning me your Image or  

casting me Nature:  

White woman, womb of myth,  

foundry or funeral pyre  

Where like a Hindu corpse I burn  

and shrink  

To be reborn to your desire! (34)  

 

As Jonathan Goldberg (2004) shows in his critical interpretation of The Tempest, Caliban’s cultural 

birth is very ambiguous, and the origin of his mother is far from natural. In the above stanza, Caliban 

addresses his creator in an ambivalent manner: according to the first eleven lines, “your creation” 

can stand for Shakespeare’s play; the surprise comes when the “white woman” takes centre stage. 

The ambivalence that engenders a multilogue among four figures – Caliban, the white woman and 
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the two authors standing by their characters – is sustained by the double or multiple meanings of 

some lexical devices. In the comparison “like two ramps at a tip”, “tramp” can be a homeless beggar, 

a long tiring walk or a promiscuous woman, while “tip” can be both a top or extreme end and a 

refuse dump. All these remind us that an author is always in search of stories to tell, begging for 

them as if he were begging for food, either by rewriting reality or by imagining it. The long tiring 

walk to the top is another image of man’s struggle to understand the world and its creation. The 

third meaning of “tramp” stands for the gender, sexual haphazard and the trope of the monstrous, 

which the (post)colonial frame has re-enacted. 

A second example is “I remember diving into the pit but coming up / Glittering in your eye”, in 

which “the pit” can be hell, the ground-floor of a theater behind the stalls, a depressing situation or 

British slang for “bed”. The action of “coming up” alludes to the rise of the sun, or to a feeling of 

achievement. Dabydeen suggests that Caliban, as a personage in The Tempest, remembers his 

literary making, the theatre of his first representations and the words the playwright put into his 

mouth and that, however unpleasant it might have been, he managed to play his role exceptionally, 

but “glittering in your eye”, an expression of anger imagined by his postcolonial creator. A more 

relevant reading, suggested by Caliban’s address to the white woman, sustains the meaning of “the 

pit” as bed, which stands for what Shakespeare’s Miranda does “not like to look on”, sex with the 

devil, hence her anger. The capitalized “your Romance”, “your Image” and “Nature” also hint at 

Shakespeare’s artistic skills and visionary intuition. 

Apart from these plurivalent readings that transmit both recognition and criticism within the 

British context, the poet introduces two elements specific to the Caribbean interracial and 

transcultural encounters: the “edge of assegai”, a southern African tree (its wood is used in making 

spears and lances), which reiterates a propensity for belligerence and a return to nature; and the 

reference to the Hindu sacrificial rite of incineration, as an expression of dissolution in the name of 

love and a reference to the Indo-Caribbean tradition that preserved it. Such entanglements not only 

bring together differrent cultural backgrounds, but generate types of dynamism and energy specific 

to our times and of interest to theorists of cultural politics. Drawing on Parekh’s dialogical, two-way 

character of multiculturalism – that it is more than tolerance and co-presence –, Modood (2007) 

proposes a multilogical model, involving mutual learning and evaluation and a richer understanding 

of humanity, which reflects Dabydeen’s view. 

Two questions arise. Is the “white woman” presented in the poem a new kind of woman, a 

contemporary white woman? If she is a creative subject, does Dabydeen imply that “the blue-eyed 

hag”, Sycorax, could have been a white woman? In any case, it is not simply Shakespeare’s Miranda, 

but a distinct discursive construction. If the first stanza is a recollection of a heated intimate mythical 

episode, the following two stanzas mark the separation of the two characters. Prospero’s spell is 

appropriated comically by an allusion to Stephano’s bottle: 

 

Afterwards, when the drunkenness  

of words  

Receded, the pool of myth  

Evaporated to uncomfortable sweat,  

The residue of memory  

Of a mere instant of delight,  

You, in the cruelty of morning flight,  

Face composed and underclothing  

Unruffled by experience,  

Return so crisply, so unambiguously  

To sunlight (Dabydeen 34).  
 

The trope of the sea, subtly suggested in the first stanza, where only the references to things 

such as the “edge of assegai” and the “Hindu corpse” are hierophanies that imply sea journeys to 
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the continents of Africa and Asia, is reduced to a “pool of myth / Evaporated to uncomfortable 

sweat”. Therefore, the trope of dangerous water or kala pani undergoes a Heraclitean process of 

transformation. Rendered almost unbearable by “the cruelty of the morning flight” – “flight” read as 

journey by plane, escape or exuberant imagination –, Caliban’s anxiety regarding the interracial 

encounter increases when confronted with her “Face composed and underclothing / Unruffled by 

experience”. The epithet “unruffled” reminds one of unruffled sea and reinstalls the Shakespearean 

distance between Caliban and Miranda, with the main difference that their intimate bond is not a lie 

or a joke any more. Dabydeen implies that the color problem did not start with the immigrants in the 

1950s, but it began in the colonies, during the first encounters between colonizers and colonized, 

when mixed marriages were often regarded as monstrous. Hence, the poem ends with a Caliban in 

love, despite his being deserted:  

 

Whilst I, coiled blackly within myself,  

Paralysed with rage and wonder,  

Straining still to sense your presence,  

Craving still the magic of your  

making (Dabydeen 34). 

 

It is significant that the place of rebirth is subjected to two transformations from stanza to stanza: 

the “womb of myth” becomes “the pool of myth” and, eventually, shrinks once more to the 

“uncomfortable sweat” of “myself”, a function meant to connect the cultural and the personal. It is 

also significant that Dabydeen does not use Miranda for the white woman, and that he celebrates 

“the magic of your making”, where “you” is the complex cultural Other from Caliban’s point of view, 

a complex Other involving an author, main characters, secondary characters and absent characters, 

such as Sycorax, whose ethnicity has long been the subject of confusion and heated debates. 

One may ask whether this Caliban is multicultural. A positive answer is supported by the 

references to several traditional cultures, which at textual level gain discursive equality. Yet, the 

failing love affair the poem is about implies that a conglomerate of various cultural essences may not 

be sufficient for a healthy relationship. Is this Caliban transcultural? Yes, because the poem refers to 

a possible interracial encounter not in the former colonies, but anywhere in the world and across 

time. And no, because the speaking subject seems to be unhappy with the ambiguities of 

intercultural social relations and eventually to stick to his spiritual guns. Is this Caliban 

cosmopolitan? Yes, because he uses his multiple diasporic experience to speak about love in the first 

person singular, leaving behind a significant artistic trace based on memory. And no, because he 

does not seem to feel at ease and content with his multiple belongings and hybrid identity. 

Dabydeen’s Caliban becomes then a site where various cultural strategies come under discussion, 

with their pros and cons, which models a type of constant multilogical relationship between 

individual and collective subjectivities.  

In her second volume, The Fat Black Woman’s Poems (1984), Grace Nichols dealt with the need 

to dismiss cultural stereoptypes regarding black women and celebrate belonging to a former 

homeland, in a British world that cultivates modernist cosmopolitan habits and customs, significantly 

differrent than those practised in Guyana, as in the often quoted poem ”Like a Beacon”: 

 

In London  

every now and then  

   I get this craving  

for my mother’s food  

I leave art galleries  

in search of plantains  

saltfish/sweet potatoes  

I need this link  
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I need this touch  

of home  

swinging my bag  

like a beacon  

against the cold (27). 

 

Along with the two stanzas, the median line binds the two places that the poet belongs to 

geographically, emotionally and culturally. If Dabydeen only alludes to a bond between very 

different subjects and leave its content open to interpretations, Nichols clearly places her own voice 

and desire in between. The lines “this craving / for my mother’s food” and “the plantains / 

saltfish/sweet potatoes” are specific to Guyana, while “art galleries” and “the cold” are signs of 

Britishness, which spells out a mobile position that can make familiar food more important than 

cosmopolitan art, a type of art that appeals to an international audience. As many other postcolonial 

writers, the poet advocates the anthropological approach to culture, in contrast with what theorists 

define as high culture, in order to present a reality related to everyday human subsistence, the 

emotional impact of otherness and the biological sensations and transformations a travelling body is 

exposed to. Nichols’s poem is a clear form of de-identification followed by self-identification, a 

sensitive reply to those who think that diasporic, transnational and cosmopolitan identities dissolve 

national identities, in terms of structures and feelings. One of the most celebrated women poets in 

Britain, Nichols has expressed a continuous sense of struggle as far as belonging is concerned, which 

so far has covered geography, history, culture, psychic and cosmic realms. This is in line with David 

Harvey’s metaphor of “geographies of freedom” and with his conviction that cosmopolitanism is 

rooted not so much in ideal forms of freedom but in human experience that connects specific 

spaces. 

A similar alluring and rightful, yet troubling and intriguing, inbetweenness is suggested by Grace 

Nichols in “Wherever I Hang”, a poem from Lazy Thoughts of a Lazy Woman (1989), a volume that 

partially continues the play upon Western stereotypes regarding black women. She compares life in 

the Caribbean and life in England, as well as her expectations and the sheer reality of the English 

social habits. Written in the form of a soliloquy and using Creole English for a better identification 

with her people, the poet confesses: “I leave me people, me land, me home / For reasons, I not too 

sure / I forsake de sun / And de humming-bird splendour” or “I begin to change my calypso ways / 

Never visiting nobody / Before giving them clear warning” or “Now, after all this time / I get 

accustom to de English life / But still miss back-home side” (Nichols 10). Caught between an 

abandoned world and the overwhelming, yet fashionable, exteriority of her new identity, – “I pick up 

me new-world-self” –, the author is apparently doomed to vacillate and find stability in instability, as 

she concludes:  

 

I don’t know really where I belaang  

Yes, divided to de ocean  

Divided to de bone  

Wherever I hang me knickers – that’s my  

home (Nichols 10). 

 

The indentation of the two lines underlines the importance of associating geography and body as 

sites of simultaneous outer and internal conflicts and contrasts with life in the city, where the walls 

are “solid to the seam”. As well as in the previous poem, food is used as a means of comparison and 

identification to emphasize not only cultural, but also social, racial and class difference: “de people 

pouring from de underground system / Like beans” (Nichols 10). Simultaneity of meaning is present 

in lines such as “I get accustom to de English life”, which can be read as “I get a custom to the English 

life” (Nichols 10) too. This type of play upon the gap between Creole and Standard English reveals 

that immigrant women preserve the customs and traditions of their country of origin, while many of 
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them struggle for recognition in the new environment
4
. Although the humorous and very British 

ending line implies an attachment to the new world, the poet prefers the specificity of body, as she 

often demonstrates throughout her poetry, in which she imagines feminine figures that break 

stereotypes and spatio-temporal limitations. The “long-memoried woman” of her first volume, 

which evokes the black woman of the Middle Passage and slave trade, the humorous “fat black 

woman”, a discursive embodiment of the Hottentot Venus of the 19th century, or Cariwoma, a 

reincarnation of the feminine spirit of the Carib and Arawak tribes addressing mythical figures of the 

world, are all part of the Caribbean Pleiades the poet imagines, with the purpose of building a livable 

universe. Nichols’s definition of “home” is in line with Patke’s observation that “postcolonial poetry 

bears witness to the nomadic dimension of contemporary existence” (12). 

Simultaneously, it represents Britishness as one of its most materially intimate manifestations. 

Although Caribbean, and Black British poets in general, write a type of translocal poetry, as Jahan 

Ramazani (2010) argued, they also have needed to display an essential position, apart from the 

dynamic attachment to sites related to different geographic locations, and that dwells on a specific 

force of language and art. 

The third poem taken into consideration, “Newton’s Amazing Grace” by John Agard, from We 

Brits (2006), is a rewriting of “Amazing Grace”, the well-known Christian hymn composed by John 

Newton in 1772. It is a double-voiced act of parallel calls to the Lord and yet talking to each other in 

the domain of the invisible. Simultaneously, Newton is an alter ego of the Caribbean poet, indirectly 

addressing his own wife, the black woman poet Grace Nichols. The poem begins with Newton’s 

regret that he forgot about moral values in his tumultuous youth, when he worked in slave trade, 

and Agard’s self-reproach of not calling his wife by her first name, a subtle reiteration of the 

Shakespearean question “what’s in a name?”: 

 

Grace is not a word for which I had  

much use.  

And I skippered ships that did more  

than bruise  

the face of the Atlantic. I carved my  

name  

in human cargo without a thought of  

shame.  

But the sea’s big enough for a man  

to lose  

his conscience, if not his puny neck.  

In the sea’s eye, who is this upstart speck  

that calls himself a maker of history?  

 

It took a storm to save the dumb  

wretch in me.  

On a night the winds weighed  

heavy as my sins,  

I spared a thought for those poor  

souls below deck.  

Terror made rough waters my  

                                                 
4
The touch of Creole is in line with Franz Fanon’s reevaluation of what national culture meant in the 1960s, in 

the new, postcolonial context. He adopted a class approach to cultural representation (for example, a national 

literature should address its people and be based on oral tradition) and even criticized “the intellectual laziness 

of the middle class, of its spiritual penury, and of the profoundly cosmopolitan mold that its mind is set in” 

(Fanon 149). However, Nichols does not dismiss the cosmopolitan idea altogether, but cultivates it, as it is 

obvious in her last work, Picaso, I Want My Face Back (2009). 
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Damascus road.  

Amazing grace began to lead me  

home.  

Lord, let my soul’s scum be  

measured by a hymn. 

 

The chronotope of the ship that “bruise[s] / the face of the Atlantic” signifies the multiple facets 

of violence which freedom may have entailed during colonialism, either in cultural or personal 

relationships, political or individual, racially determined or based on gender differences. The notion 

of violence is again technically and subtly evoked by the couplet “use” / “bruise”, rhyming also with 

abuse and later with “lose”, and by the delay the enjambment suggests. The construction alludes to 

a further valorization of what Paul Gilroy (1993) coined with the chronotope of The Black Atlantic: 

“In opposition with these nationalist or ethnically absolute approaches, I want to develop the 

suggestion that cultural historians could take the Atlantic as one single, complex unit of analysis in 

their discussions of the modern world and use it to produce an explicitly transnational and 

intercultural perspective” (15). In line with Gilroy’s proposal, many Caribbean poets have been 

sensitive to the idea that the Atlantic Ocean can be inhabited, at least emotionally and imaginatively, 

no matter how horrific its history of slave trade was. Thus, the sustainers of multiculturalism should 

bear in mind that diversity does not simply represent an aesthetic mosaic reality – that would be 

static and superficial. Diversity may involve collective traumas, feelings of shame and irreconcilable 

subjects, too. The next rhyme of Agard’s poem, “name” / “shame”, hints at the constructedness of 

any name and at the subjectivity of language in the attempt at imposing certain discourses on 

others, rendered here as “human cargo”. The poet invokes the power of the sea, as a threatening 

natural force and in opposition with the human power, to question the position of man in the world, 

by parallelling the colonizer’s adventurous character, hunting Moby Dicks in the waters of history, 

and the postcolonial poet’s dream of making history with his verse. The subtle references to William 

Shakespeare’s The Tempest and to Franz Fanon’s The Wretched of the World (1963) in the same line 

reinforce the problematic of shame, extended in time and geographically, and implies the need of 

sharing it in the process of releasing the psychological tumult it generates. The lost lives of the black 

people that Newton might have thought of are valorized by the poet in an act of internalization and 

recognition, even though that means referring to his own weaknesses. At this point, the poet marks 

a progression of the errors man can be prone to, a progression from geography to the human 

psyche, from the Atlantic to the “rough waters” that make his own “Damascus road”, a reference to 

Christianity as a system of values. This internalization of the error that creates terror and hurts the 

self, splitting it into unbearably multiple processes specific to hybridity and transgression, is an 

expression of passion and of its unhealthy effects, which can be cured by faith in love, as the poet 

suggests with his “new tone”. 

Perhaps the most surprising device, the simultaneity of the two voices in Agard’s poem reminds 

us that any multi-construction is more than a manipulable multitude or a mass of items. It may 

resemble a forest or a sea but its trees or waves, although they are similar and repetitive, they are 

unique parts of an open whole. The confessive tone tightens the singularity of the two voices in their 

vulnerability and invites us to see the practice of individual relationships beyond any cultural 

strategies and how they articulate in artistic productions. Part of a volume in which Agard tackles the 

matter of being British, the poem captures the feeling of confusion identified by political scientist 

Tariq Modood (2007), familiar with rightist and leftists arguments regarding Britishness and 

following Will Kymlicka’s theory of “multicultural citizenship”. Modood warns that: “We cannot ask 

new Britons to integrate and go around and saying that being British (or English) is a hollow-out, 

meaningless project whose time has come to an end” (151). The aspect of simultaneity and 

integration of voices proposed by Agard is then in line with Modood’s belief in a “moderate, 

pragmatic yet, inevitably, uneven multiculturalism” (15), contrary to its critics and sometimes 
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advocates, and with his concern that “today’s national identities certainly need to be re-imagined in 

a multicultural way” (151). It opens up a relational perspective between the colonial past and the 

postcolonial present and points out the practice of intercultural dialogue. 

One could argue that many of the immigrant poets have progressively renounced employing 

Creole English in their poetry, as a form of distancing from their roots and a switch towards more 

promising new routes. However, in her 2008 collection entitled Ship Shape, poet Dorotheea Smartt 

from Barbados continues her linguistically hybrid poetic project begun in her first volume, 

Connecting Medium (2001), in which she tackled aspects related to the first-generation immigrants. 

The main part of her second volume is dedicated to the figure of Samboo, a black young man taken 

by an English captain from Africa to 18th-century Lancaster. Samboo’s short stay in England before 

dying was recorded by historians and his tomb is now a monument. Although “reluctant to 

reconnect” (Smartt 24), the poet reimagines Samboo’s journey from Africa to Barbados and to 

England and the atmosphere in each location, his rich palette of feelings when he attempts to make 

sense of events, the sailors and their wives’ lives, his encounters with white people in Barbados and 

England and, eventually, his sudden death due to total socio-cultural incongruence. The poems vary 

in shape and style, but some of those dealing with aspects of renaming and personal identity consist 

of stanzas with short lines, no more than three or four syllables, meant to signal an essential 

message and the relation between particular words and the significance of punctuation. In the poem 

“my calling”, the author uses Creole English to project her personage at the confluence of his own 

possible perception of himself, her attitude and the others’ mentality on a young black foreigner of 

Muslim religion: 

 

I tell dem  

my name is  

Bil’...  

Bill, 

they reply,  

Right you are,  

young Samboo,  

Bill it is.  

Dey laugh at  

me. And I  

keep de source  

of m’smile  

hidden as I  

whisper to  

m’self – yes  

yes I is my  

father, the muezzin, son; I is  

Bilal (35).  

 

The inbetweenness is supplied by several binaries: there are two concessive distances between 

Bilal and Bill and Bill and Samboo, the former as an interruption that awakens memories, the latter 

as a sign of adoption, as if the sailors said “you are one of us now”; the opposition between Creole 

English and the quoted words in Standard English plays in reverse the technique of Creole 

quotations which poets belonging to previous generations used in order to introduce flavor in their 

texts; the parallel between the sailors’ manifest laughter and Bilal’s hidden smile opens space for 

wisdom, which the reader is subtly reminded to attach to the black man; then there is a tension 

between objectification and subjectification implied by the line “me. And I”, in which the full stop 

partially interrupts the objectification and the “I” gains more space in the boy’s consciousness, until 

he remembers his “father, the muezzin”, whom he identifies with in the longest line of the fragment; 
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finally, the use of the apostrophe signals disruption and reconnection, both in linguistic and 

discursive terms. With the interrupted name “Bil’ [...] / Bill”, Smartt makes an analysis of 

hybridization by delving into some of its stages and suggests that living near a multiple different 

individual always involves negotiation and adjustment, and that negotiation is not always manifest, 

but it involves thoughts left unspoken and not simply unconscious. Smartt’s collection was published 

soon after Modood wrote on the marginalization of Muslims in the British society on grounds of 

their religion. Instead of seeing only the illegitimacy of the current Muslims’ assertiveness, the 

political theorist advocates a careful analysis of the boundary between the private and the public, 

between religion and secularism. Although Samboo-Bilal is a character of the 18th century, Smartt’s 

cross-cultural poems are one subtle way of making a claim that religious identity should be part of 

the public space. 

 

Conclusion 

With these samples, one can argue that contemporary Caribbean British poets are highly aware 

that resignification in a multicultural world is not simply a variety of repetition and that any cultural 

– ism has its own imperfections. In the context of migration, a possible metamorphic pattern of 

cultural progress can be configured. It begins with the split self, unaware of its potentialities in the 

new environment. Then it continues with admitting the division and the inherent gap(s) between 

unequal cultures, and with locating home where one is able to manage anxieties. Eventually, there is 

a new stage, in which one can play and master the conflicting facets of identity, by artistically 

replacing them with other agencies or masks. 
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