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Abstract 

Double-edged phrases, apparent contradictions and subsequent discoveries make up the intricate narrative 

web of Andrea Levy’s novels Small Island (2004) and The Long Song (2010). This paper aims at identifying some 

of the narrative techniques meant to generate multiple interpretations of the characters’ actions in their 

search of an identity in a multicultural society. If the story in Small Island is told from the viewpoints of four 

different characters, each of them representative of a different mentality, the single narrator in The Long Song 

is aware of her own position and willing to offer a vivid account of a changing world. 
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1. Introduction 

Foregrounding questions of cultural difference and diversity, Andrea Levy’s postcolonial novels 

Small Island (2004) and The Long Song (2010) display a complex narrative structure meant to create 

the image of a multicultural society defined by a plurality of voices more or less represented in 

literary texts. In the two novels, Andrea Levy has employed various narrative techniques in order to 

make sure that she achieved her writing objective she herself had acknowledged: “Writing fiction is 

a way of putting back the voices that were left out” (Levy, The Long Song 410). 

Featuring different historical moments, both novels reflect hybridity and cultural polyvalency. On 

the one hand, Small Island has been rightfully considered “a multi-perspectival and polyphonic novel 

that bounces between different points of view in order to recreate the complex dynamics of fear, 

desire, suspicion and mutual incomeprehension that characterized crosscultural relations” (Greaney 

92) during World War II and its aftermath. On the other hand, The Long Song is a story told from the 

perspective of a single character, a black woman who struggles to survive in Jamaica during the last 

turbulent years of slavery and the early years of freedom that followed. Andrea Levy has resorted to 

intricately woven narrative techniques in order to reveal the hidden reasons behind a character’s 

behavior, his social, cultural or political beliefs. This strategy is extremely challenging for the reader 

who constantly reconsiders his opinions and feelings with respect to the actions of a certain 

character in the story. 

 

2. Multiperspectivism Reflecting Post-War Multiculturalism in Andrea Levy’s Small Island (2004) 

The story of Small Island is told from the viewpoints of four different characters: the working-

class Londoners Bernard and Queenie Bligh and the Jamaican immigrants Gilbert and Hortense 

Joseph. At first, each of these characters has a strong set of ideas, assumptions and prejudices. 

Throughout the novel, their attitude towards the world and the others changes to the point of 

learning from each other. 

The style of storytellying relies on the Before/After structure moving alternatively forward and 

backwards from the present of 1948 to the childhood and future development of the main 

characters. Told by Queenie in a first person narration, the prologue placed shortly after World War I 

is revelatory of her future attitude in life. While still at school, she goes to the British Empire 

Exhibition where she sees an African man for the first time. The paradox the child innocently 

remarks is that the African man manages to embarrass a white young man with false pretences to 

civilization. He proves far more civilized than Graham, the boyfriend of Queenie’s servant, Emily. 
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Accordingly, the African man speaks in clear English asking Queenie to shake hands with him, 

following all the rules of politeness, bowing his head and using politeness formulas such as “It’s nice 

to meet you” (Levy, Small Island 6). The very important lesson Queenie learns is to make the 

difference between appearance and essence. 

The first two chapters are set in 1948 London and parallel both Gilbert and Hortense’s 

disappointment with each other. They are narrated in the first person for the readers to identify 

with the characters’ feelings and thoughts. The story is simple: Hortense leaves Jamaica to follow her 

husband Gilbert Joseph to England. Her dreams about having a big house with a bell at the front 

door are soon shattered by the cruel reality of the one room where Gilbert lives, due to Queenie’s 

benevolence. Hortense’s mourning lament leads Gilbert to pure exasperation, since she always 

seems to revolve around the question “Is this the way the English live?” (Levy, Small Island 22). Her 

utopian image of England in general and of London in particular contrasts Gilbert’s much more 

realistic perspective upon life. Their present reactions are a consequence of their experiences in the 

past. Levy considers that analepsis (retrospection or flashback) represents the appropriate way of 

understanding their attitude, since this narrative technique “enables a storyteller to fill in 

background information about characters and events” (Baldick 9). By means of analepsis, Chapters 

3-8 are narrated from Hortense’s point of view and are dedicated to her life before her arrival to 

England, whereas Chapters 11-19 are narrated from Gilbert’s perspective following his evolution in 

time. In the case of such a narrative technique, one should keep in mind that characters who are the 

protagonists of the stories they are telling are more or less reliable narrators. In spite of the fact 

that they are recounting what they felt or lived at a certain moment of their life, they cannot be 

totally trusted because of their subjectivity. The greatest advantage of this technique is that the 

readers have a chance of widening their perspective upon the way different people perceive 

themselves and the world around them: “[…] the language of the novel is not a language, but a 

medley of styles and voices, and it is this which makes it a supremely democratic, anti-

totalitarian literary form, in which no ideological or moral position is immune from challenge 

and contradiction” (Lodge 129). 

Hortense’s story is a story of contradictions, indeed. Born out of an illegitimate relationship 

between Alberta, a Jamaican country girl and Lovell Roberts, a white man, Hortense was brought up 

in the family of her father’s cousin with her maternal grandmother, Miss Jewell, as a servant and her 

supervisor. Meanwhile, her mother Alberta was to leave Jamaica and take up work in Cuba. The first 

contradiction is that Hortense is not aware of her unfair position in the Roberts family and the racial 

prejudices surrounding her life; she is quite happy even if her cousin Michael is allowed to do 

whatever he pleases, while she receives a lot of household responsibilities. Another contradiction 

arises when Hortense leaves her government upper school and continues improving herself by 

assisting with the education of young children at a private school run by Mr. and Mrs. Ryder, a 

married couple who had sold everything they had in America to set up the school. In spite of their 

claim to help the poor people, they are not aware that “their school took only the wealthiest, fairest 

and highest-class children from the district” (Levy, Small Island 44). Besides, Mr. Ryder is suspected 

of “spreading more than just his love of learning” (Levy, Small Island 45) especially when a pretty 

young woman gives birth to a child looking exactly like him. The most important contradiction is 

perhaps the one which shatters Hortense’s illusionary universe. Her love for her cousin Michael 

generates a gap between her perception of reality and the truth lying behind Michael and Mrs. 

Ryder’s love affair. Finally understanding the true nature of their relationship, Hortense reveals the 

profoundness of this contradiction: “It should have been I that was in need of a chaperone … and 

escape into the embrace of the dependable hurricane” (Levy, Small Island 55). 

A very interesting device skillfully employed by Andrea Levy is the one of narratological hints 

exquisitely scattered throughout Hortense’s story and alluding to something that will happen later 

on in the story. For example, Hortense’s remark that there were plenty of young men who would 

“rush” (Levy, Small Island 46) to Mrs. Ryder’s assistance is in fact an allusion to a future situation in 
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the story, when she discovers Michael’s love affair with Mrs. Ryder. Their disagreement regarding 

the place they first met, as well as Mrs. Ryder’s embarrassment in Michael’s presence are again 

indications of their forbidden relationship. 

As a student at the teacher-training college in Kingston, Hortense watches men going to war and 

she wonders about the purpose of war. Celia’s explanation that fighting into this war means 

stopping Hitler to bring back slavery is not satisfactory for Hortense, because she senses yet another 

contradiction: “ ‘You must understand, if this Hitler man wins this war he will bring back slavery. We 

will all be in chains again. We will work for no pay’. ‘Celia, I work for no pay now’, I said, thinking of 

my worthless class” (Levy, Small Island 71). 

Once again, the pompous style of the letter announcing Hortense that Michael is officially missing 

in action is in contradiction with the grief that his parents should feel and with her despair and her 

need to believe that he will be all right and he will finally turn up. 

Last but not least, Hortense’s hasty marriage to Gilbert goes against her moral attitude in life and 

against everything that the readers were convinced into believing about her. The fact that she offers 

to lend him the necessary money to sail to England on condition that he married her and sent for her 

when he was settled is an unexpected gesture and a result of the lack of opportunity Jamaicans had 

at the time. 

Through time-shift, Chapter 9 becomes a brief intermezzo in the story acquiring the function of 

portraying the post-war multicultural society of London by means of Queenie’s interior monologue. 

Drawn by their racial prejudices, Queenie’s neighbors behave as if blacks are their inferiors. For 

instance, Blanche Smith runs histerically into her house when Gilbert raises his hat to say her hello, 

whereas Mr. Todd’s sister is outraged when she has to step off the pavement to let two black 

women pass by her. 

In Chapter 10, readers will empathize with Hortense’s panic and disgust at the thought of the 

horrible room Gilbert forced her to live in. The subsequent chapters will reveal Gilbert’s struggle in a 

world dominated by gratuitous absurdity, hatred and lack of understanding. Brought up in a family 

with nine children, Gilbert is still not prepared for what war has in store for him. A black man whose 

father was born a Jew, Gilbert is the first to pass through racial prejudices. On the verge of joining 

the British Royal Air Force, Gilbert’s brother Lester utters a memorable phrase: “But when the British 

Royal Air Force asked him the question, ‘Are you of pure English descent?’ Lester replied, ‘Come take 

my blood and see’ ” (Levy, Small Island 131). Engaged in an open dialogue with his readers, Gilbert 

asks them to imagine living far from a beloved relation, whom they have never met, but who is so 

dear a kin, that she is known and cherished as Mother. The oxymoronic contradiction is between the 

initial picture of this “beautiful woman – refined, mannerly and cultured” (Levy, Small Island 139) 

and one’s first encounter with her in the position of a “twisted-crooked weary woman”, “a stinking 

cantankerous hag” (Levy, Small Island 133) who refuses to recognize people. Gilbert admits that he 

is talking about England, the Mother Country of which he is so disappointed. His ultimate disillusion 

is that he and other Jamaican RAF volunteers know everything about England, whereas an English 

soldier would not even know where Jamaica is situated. The message of the novel is that Gilbert’s 

situation is not unique: “Many migrants had previously identified with Britain, and confidently 

expected a warm welcome to the ‘Motherland’. Instead they experienced culture shock resulting 

from the discrepancy between their expectations and the realities of immigrant life that for many 

included poverty, poor housing and racism” (Schaefer 120). 

In addition, Americans have opted for segregation on the battlefield, even if blacks and whites 

are fighting on the same side. Gilbert’s friendship with Queenie gives birth to picturesque scenes like 

the ones at the tea-shop or at the cinema. Gilbert refuses to sit in the back rows with the other 

colored people and generates a real inferno ending up with Arthur Bligh being accidentally shot to 

death. After demobilization, he is disappointed both by his life in Jamaica and his life in England. His 

illusionary vision of England is portrayed by his mistake of taking a host of flies for a brooch. 

Both Hortense and Gilbert are representatives of individuals belonging simultaneously to more 

than one culture. They oscillate between the culture of the colonizer and that of the colonized. 
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Consequently, they can no longer have a place to be called home and they constantly struggle to 

adapt to new circumstances. Once misled into believing they hold a privileged position, they 

painfully realize that “Local patriotism could be used as a way of strengthening the empire by 

constructing a British Jamaica, rather than a Jamaica chafing under the pressures of colonialism, and 

straining to break the hold of a domineering mother” (Moore and Johnson 308). As the director of a 

major orchestra, Andrea Levy knows when to silence a narrative voice and allow another one to take 

the major lead with the purpose of proving the relativity of truth and the high degree of subjectivity 

inherent in the way people perceive things in general. Preserving symmetry and equilibrium, 

Chapters 20-22 as well as Chapters 30-34 follow Hortense and Gilbert in 1948 London, Chapters 23-

29 keep track of Queenie’s story and Chapters 35-45 describe what happened to Bernard Bligh 

during his time on the battlefield. 

Tired of her life as a butcher’s daughter, Queenie sees Bernard Bligh’s marriage proposal as an 

opportunity to start a new life in London. Her proud and indifferent attitude towards the others 

radically changes during the war and she ends up working at a rest centre and helping people who 

lost their homes. Unfortunately, she despises her husband who is unable to show his feelings for her. 

In order to impress her, Bernard takes the decision to volunteer for RAF, a decision that will change 

both of their lives. Bernard’s insecurity is accentuated by the war experiences he passes through, 

hence his determination to evacuate the black tenants his wife has allowed to stay in their house 

during his prolonged absence. At this stage in the story the war changes her for the better while his 

transformation is for the worse. 

With a much more mature perspective upon the world, the characters in Small Island take turns 

in providing an ending to their story. Chapters 46-59 disclose Queenie’s affair with Michael Roberts 

and her secret pregnancy. Bernard is the character who proves that he has changed the most, 

because he is willing to accept the baby and raise him as his own. On the other hand, Queenie is far 

more realistic and understands that the child would be an outcast all his life, therefore she asks 

Hortense and Gilbert to take the baby and raise him as if he were their own. The colonized teach the 

colonizers a lesson they will never forget: cultural boundaries and racial prejudices fade away in 

front of love, courage and humanity. 

In search of a home and of their own identity, the narrators in Small Island gradually unravel the 

meanings of the title of this wonderful novel. Gilbert’s initial view of Jamaica is that it is “one of the 

largest” islands in the Carribean and Jamaicans are “sophisticated men of the world” (Levy, Small 

Island 131), but the post-war experience teaches him that “we Jamaicans are all small islanders too” 

(Levy, Small Island 196). After the war, Bernard himself changes his perception about his own 

country: “England had shrunk. It was smaller than the place I’d left” (Levy, Small Island 424). In one 

of the novel’s double-edged phrases, Hortense mentions her renewed opinion about England: “I 

have found that this is a very cold country” (Levy, Small Country 466). At the end of the novel, 

Hortense admits the fact that she would have never dreamed “England would be like this” and she 

would have never imagined “something so preposterous of this Mother Country” as “a white 

Englishwoman kneeling before me yearning for me to take her black child” (Levy, Small Island 523). 

 

3. The (Un)Reliability of the Narrator in Andrea Levy’s The Long Song (2010) 

The narrative structure of Andrea Levy’s more recent novel The Long Song preserves 

relativization as a narrative technique meant to question the supremacy of a single perspective upon 

the world. The novel’s foreword and afterword ensure its circularity and provide the narrative frame 

for the story told by Thomas Kinsman’s mother. A publisher and editor, Thomas Kinsman addresses 

his future readers directly warning them that the story they are going to hear is the story of his 

mother, a story which “was born of a craving” (Levy, The Long Song 1) to make it known to his son 

and to the rest of the world. He admits that his mother’s story would be a “lasting legacy” (Levy, The 

Long Song 4) and he denies responsibility for some of the scenes she refuses to change. Here Levy 

employs the traditional narrative motif of the found manuscript which a character other than its 

author decides it is worth publishing. The story itself seems to acquire an independent will, since it 
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has been initially planned “to be accommodated within the limited size and pages of a pamphlet or 

chapbook” (Levy, The Long Song 4) and has grown to become a lot more. 

Organized upon five parts with unevenly distributed chapters, Andrea Levy’s novel has an 

elaborate narrative structure. Chapter 1 is at first misleading because it starts in medias res with a 

short paragraph told in the third person and referring to Tam Dewar’s abuse upon Kitty. The rest of 

the chapter borrows the voice of Thomas’s mother, who speaks in the first person and tells her 

readers about her son’s warning that the previous paragraph would be “too indelicate a 

commencement of a tale” (Levy, The Long Song 7). In Small Island there are multiple 

intradiegetic-homodiegetic narrators or narrators in the second degree who tell their own 

stories (Genette 248). In The Long Song things are more complicated, since there is only one 

narrator in the second degree who tells her own story. Apparently, she is absent from her story 

because she tells it in the third person as if the first-person narrator identifying herself as 

Thomas’s mother would not be one and the same with July, the protagonist of the third-person 

narration. The readers understand the fact that Thomas’s mother is in fact July in the story, even 

if she avoids identifying herself with July, under the pretext that her sufferings would be too 

much for her to bear. 

The question of the narrator’s (un)reliability arises at every step in the novel. Thomas’s mother 

belongs to the category of “self-conscious narrators, aware of themselves as writers” (Booth 316). In 

spite of the fact that she is aware of the artifices of fiction his son urges her to resort to, sometimes 

she acts as a narrator who is “confused by the story he is telling and the reader is obliged to treat his 

narrative with caution” (Milligan 101). For example, Chapter 2 is entirely dedicated to July’s birth. 

The narration is in the third person with a brief interlude in the first person belonging to Thomas’s 

mother. The first part of the chapter relates how July is born upon a cane piece in the middle of the 

fields without Kitty even being aware that she has delivered a baby. Moreover, when she realizes 

what has happened, she takes the baby on her back and continues working. The image is 

picturesque and majestic, suggesting a complete abandon of the self and a unity with nature. The 

first person paragraph denies the previous version of July’s birth and assures the reader that what 

will happen next is the true story thus shattering the narrator’s credibility. Resuming as a third 

person narrative, the story provides the details of July’s birth in her mother’s dwelling hut. Kitty is 

helped by Rose, another slave on the plantation, to deliver the baby into the world. What is more, 

Rose protects her from the fury of Tom Dewar, the child’s father who comes in a rage into the hut, 

screams at Kitty and wants to strike her because she has made so much noise that he and his sister 

cannot have dinner. His gestures are an illustration of the colonizers’ attitude towards the colonized. 

The voice of Thomas’s mother is again heard in Chapter 4, when she understands that words may 

have much more power than a fist or a whip. She notifies her readers that she is going to change the 

scene in her story and “fly this tale a few years hence” (Levy, The Long Song 26). The definite ellipsis 

in the text covers a period of time of nine years during which July has grown by the side of her 

mother. Once again, the first-person narrator intervenes in Chapter 8, apologizing to the reader for 

insisting too much upon the description of the whites’ actions on Amity plantation in 1831. The 

change of focus on what happens to the Black servants in the kitchen reflects Levy’s determination 

to endow slaves with a voice of their own. 

In the same way, in Chapter 9, Thomas’s mother complains that her son scolds her for not 

providing more historical details about the firing of plantations or about Sam Sharpe, the leader of 

the rebellion. Dismissing his son’s pretenses, his mother informs the reader she will only account the 

things she has witnessed in a generous plea for authenticity. 

In the middle of her story, in Chapter 17, Thomas’s mother is ready to give up her story because it 

has become too painful. However, her son wants to know what happened to the son whom she 

abandoned at the door of a Baptist minister’s manse. Consequently, she tells him that she has taken 

the decision to abandon Nimrod’s son with the hope that the English preacher would take good care 

of him. A chapter later, Thomas convinces his mother to continue her story. Leaving the readers 
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wondering about her reliability, she admits that July is not actually present during the scene with the 

symbolic burial of slavery, as she has previously claimed in Chapter 16. 

Finally, part 5 portrays the indecision of Thomas’s mother, who feels she has a writer’s power to 

change the ending of the novel. In Chapter 34, she wants to provide a happy ending for July’s story, 

but Thomas demands her to write the truth. As a result, in Chapter 35 the readers follow a nearly 

starved July into a courtroom where her first encounter with her son Thomas takes place. Even now, 

Thomas’s mother resents describing all her suffering and prefers to think of the happy moments she 

has spent with her son and her family. Throughout the entire novel, Thomas acts as an implied 

reader constantly giving feedback regarding the effects of the story upon its potential readers. 

Looking at the story from a different angle, the third person narrative revolves not only around 

July’s life but also around the life of the twenty-three year- old Caroline Mortimer, the sister of Mr. 

John Howarth, the master of the Amity plantation. The circumstances of the lives of the two women 

could not be more different, yet their situation becomes similar by the end of the novel when 

Caroline takes revenge upon July for her love affair with her husband. 

In a novel about slavery, Andrea Levy manages to bring 19th century Jamaica to life evoking the 

scene and atmosphere of the time, both through the eyes of a slave woman and of a white woman 

who is from the very beginning fascinated by the life of her slaves. For example, her sister-in-law 

Agnes teaches her that she should be tough in her relationship with the slaves and she gives the 

example of a young slave called Molly whom she punches in her face for tying her shoe too tight. 

What is more, it is due to Caroline’s whim that July is taken from her mother in order to become her 

companion. 

In Chapter 5, the reader follows Kitty peering through a window of the great house with the hope 

of seeing her daughter. Double-edged phrases ironically pinpoint to the landlady’s cruelty, since she 

has forcefully snatched a baby from her mother’s arms: “she would wait - staring in upon a room so 

sublime that she dared not take a breath for fear the air would prove too noble for her” (Levy, The 

Long Song 49). 

July leaves on the plantation together with other slaves: Godfrey, the headman; Hannah, the 

cook; two other chamber girls, Molly and Patience or Byron, one of Godfrey’s houseboys. She serves 

Caroline as her maid and is never actually whipped for her mistakes, as it happens on other 

plantations. The fact that she has not been whipped does not mean that she is not punished in a 

number of other ways, such as being struck sharply upon the top of the head with a shoe or being 

slapped in her face. July remembers her first days with Caroline when she is desperately longing and 

crying for her mother and is forced to lie still in her mistress’s room and learn how to sew. In spite of 

her repeated attempts to run away, she is never sent back home to her mother. 

Levy tracks down the slaves’ subtle means of mocking their masters’ falsity and prejudices. Tired 

of all the fuss over the Christmas dinner, Godfrey brings July a bed sheet to lay on the table instead 

of a fine quality linen as Caroline requested. July is at first surprised that he would not know the 

difference between the two, but soon she realizes it is his means of revenge against their mistress: 

“[…] she began to smile, for she scented Godfrey’s mischief. ‘Miss July, is that a bed sheet you be 

holding?’ he asked once more. ‘No, Mr. Godfrey, it be a fine tablecloth’, July replied. ‘Then go put it 

’pon the table’, Godfrey told her […]” (Levy, The Long Song 82). 

On the same wavelength, in Chapter 10, readers see July apparently trying to calm down Caroline 

Mortimer, left alone in the great house with only her company of house servants. Implicitly, July’s 

words are meant to scare her mistress even more: “‘No be frettin’, missus’, July replied, ‘for you is 

alone with no white people near to calm you – no massa, no friend, no bakkra – for no nigger gon’ 

come near, missus, when me two fists is raised so’ ” (Levy, The Long Song 106). Caroline’s despair 

raises by the minute and a nigger’s arrival is not meant to reassure her. Pretending she wants to 

protect her, July offers to go find out the news the nigger has brought and meanwhile locks her 

missus into the room. The implication is that for once Caroline would feel as trapped as July always 

feels with the amendment that July promises: “Then me soon come back and set you free” (Levy, 

The Long Song 107). 
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Unfortunately, the slaves on the plantation are denied the freedom July promises to Caroline. 

Nimrod’s sad story is an example in this respect. He is a Negro who has bought his freedom and is 

now insisting on being called Nimrod Freeman. He deserves his freedom but freedom is only 

temporary for him. Nimrod masters the art of storytelling and has the necessary skills to increase the 

suspense of the story of the slaves’ rebellion he is recounting to the curious house servants gathered 

around him. He owes Caroline Mortimer his tragic end. Afraid of losing everything she possesses if it 

were proved that her brother has taken his own life, Caroline falsely swears that she saw Nimrod 

shooting her brother. In a frenzy of violent actions, Tam Dewar kills innocent Nimrod to cover the 

whites’ cowardice and misbehavior. 

The novelty of Levy’s story is that she depicts the beginning of the slaves’ reactions against their 

masters’ oppressive acts. These reactions range from verbal irony to physical outbursts of violence. 

To Nimrod’s suggestion that the mutinous slaves might attack their mistress, Godfrey replies: “If 

they come for the missus, they can have her” (Levy, The Long Song 116). Moreover, he defies her 

and makes her kneel in front of him when she wants to strike him, he forces her to repeat July’s real 

name and he refuses to take July with them. The parody July and Nimrod play in the mistress’s 

absence is meant to highlight the mistreatment July has to put up with daily from the part of her 

mistress. In response to the colonizers’ brutality, single-handed Kitty protects her daughter by killing 

her oppressor who is in fact July’s own father. 

Under the circumstances, the colonizers themselves start feeling insecure. The narrator reveals 

the atrocities John Howarth has witnessed since he left his plantation and implies that these must be 

the reasons behind his decision to take his own life. Disgusted by the nine white men dressed in 

women clothes who torture a Baptist priest in front of his wife and children, John Howarth has 

started questioning God and everything he has ever known. Besides being symbolic for the death of 

many other innocent slaves, Kitty’s hanging represents another illustration of the colonizers’ 

attempt to intimidate the colonized, whose fury they have started experiencing more and more. 

There are two more interesting characters in the novel: the English preacher James Kinsman and 

the overseer Robert Goodwin. The Baptist minister does not love Thomas as his son, although he 

treats him well; what he actually intends is to prove that education can have a remarkable effect 

upon a Negro. When he leaves Jamaica for England, he takes Thomas with him as an exponent of the 

success of his Christian mission. Even if hypocrisy guides Kinsman’s actions, he manages to help 

Thomas become a successful man. 

On the other hand, Chapter 20 follows the arrival of the overseer Robert Goodwin at the great 

house at Amity. Apparently, he is happy that slavery has ended. The son of a clergyman, he intends 

to show kindness to the Negroes on the plantation. In his opinion, they will work harder for their 

masters now that they are free because this is their free will, nobody forces them anymore. He even 

delivers a speech telling the former slaves that the houses they live in and the land they work do not 

belong to them, but to their mistress. If they choose to stay on the plantation, they will keep their 

houses and even receive some payment for their work. His speech stirs the Negroes’ anger once 

more. In fact a coward who is afraid of his father as well as of the cockroaches and the former slaves 

on the plantation, he misleads July into believing that he loves her. Accordingly, Chapter 24 consists 

of a short paragraph addressing the reader who has to be aware that Mr. Goodwin’s behavior “is not 

the way white men usually behaved upon this Caribbean island” (Levy, The Long Song 265). When he 

asks Caroline to marry him in order to be closer to July, his true nature is revealed. His sordid love 

affair with Miss July going on under Caroline’s eyes in the damp little room under the house is 

another proof of his mischievous behavior. The image of Mr. Goodwin in Chapter 31 resembles the 

one of a Negro (for whom Caroline mistakes him) because of the blackness of his heart. Deserted by 

his Negroes, Goodwin rejects July as well. The fact that he finally takes away Emily, his daughter with 

July, and goes to England with Caroline, is yet another example of his lack of humanity. 
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4. Conclusions 

Both Small Island and The Long Song reflect voices which have previously not been or they have 

been too transiently present in literary texts. The cultural clash is accurately described, no matter if 

the story unfolds during World War II and its aftermath or in 19th-century Jamaica. 

The intricately woven narrative techniques are part of a carefully planned writing strategy, whose 

purpose is either to reveal the consequences of post-war multiculturalism, or to denounce the 

atrocities of slavery and to retrieve the Caribbean their cultural heritage. 

According to Murdoch, “Small Island is clearly located in a West Indian literary tradition that 

examines the consequences of Caribbean migration to the Mother Country and that encompasses 

such works as Jean Rhys’s Voyage in the Dark and Samuel Selvon’s The Lonely Londoners” (80). 

Multiperspectivism helps the readers of Small Island not only understand the characters’ reactions 

but also grasp the meaning of their future evolution: “while Levy’s novel leaves us in no doubt about 

the racism and ignorant hostility that greeted West Indian immigrants in many quarters of postwar 

Britain, Small Island also has a strain of positive and even utopian thinking about the possibility of a 

multicultural society that might rise from the rubble of a blitzed wartime nation” (Greaney 93). From 

this point of view, Small Island is comparable to White Teeth (2000), a novel belonging to Zadie 

Smith, another writer of Jamaican origins who has dealt with issues of gender, race, religion or 

identity in a post-war heterogeneous London society. 

The Before/After structure of the novel moves the story alternatively forward and backwards in 

time and is based on a set of contradictions which are part of the narrative strategy and offer the 

characters and the readers the necessary data to distinguish between appearance and essence. In 

spite of their subjectivity, the four narrators create the image of a plausible fictional world 

reconstructing war and post-war experience. The difficulty of Levy’s enterprise is that she has two 

different geographical spaces to deal with: “not only a different (yet still hostile London), but also 

the absent, yet paradoxically always-present country of their parents’ origin” (203). 

Despite its circularity and the narrative frame provided by the novel’s foreword and afterword, 

The Long Song displays an elaborate narrative structure with a first person narrator disguising 

herself under a third person narrative. In fact, Levy alludes to the Caribbean tradition of the Taino 

people, the original inhabitants of Jamaica. They used to pass on their oral history through cyclical 

songs that end up where they began and then just start again. Self-conscious of the artistic act that 

she performs, the narrator in this novel masters the art of storytelling in a way which is similar to 

that of the old bards whose words could skillfully maintain and increase their listeners’ attention. 
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