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Small Island is a profound and poignant novel by Andrea Levy that explores
themes of identity, migration, and the complexities of post-war Britain
through the lens of four intertwined characters. Set against the backdrop of
World War II and its aftermath, Levy's narrative delves into the experiences
of Jamaican immigrants in Britain, particularly focusing on the lives of
Gilbert, Hortense, Queenie, and Bernard. This article will provide an in-
depth analysis of the novel, examining its characters, themes, and the socio-
political context that shapes the narrative.

Overview of the Novel

Published in 2004, "Small Island" received critical acclaim, winning
prestigious awards such as the Orange Prize for Fiction. The novel is
structured in a non-linear fashion, alternating between the perspectives of
its four main characters. This technique not only enriches the narrative but
also provides a multi-faceted view of the immigrant experience. The story is
set primarily in London, where the characters navigate their lives amidst the
backdrop of post-war Britain, grappling with issues of race, belonging, and
the pursuit of the British dream.

Characters

Gilbert Joseph

Gilbert Joseph, a Jamaican who served in the British Royal Air Force during
World War II, represents the hopes and aspirations of many Caribbean
immigrants. His character embodies resilience and determination as he seeks
to build a new life in England. Although he is proud of his service, Gilbert
faces the harsh realities of racism and discrimination, which challenge his
sense of identity.

Hortense Robinson

Hortense Robinson, Gilbert's wife, is a complex character who symbolizes the
conflicts between ambition and reality. Raised in Jamaica, Hortense dreams of
a life in England, fueled by the romanticized notions of British culture.
However, her experiences in London starkly contrast with her expectations,
leading to a deep sense of disillusionment. Her struggles highlight the
challenges faced by immigrants trying to navigate a new culture while holding



onto their roots.

Queenie Bligh

Queenie Bligh, a white Englishwoman, serves as a crucial link between the
Jamaican characters and the British society they encounter. Her character
challenges the prevalent racial stereotypes of the time. Queenie, who runs a
boarding house, forms a complicated relationship with Gilbert and Hortense,
embodying the themes of empathy and understanding that transcend racial
boundaries. Her journey reflects the shifting social dynamics of post-war
Britain and the changing attitudes toward race and identity.

Bernard Bligh

Bernard Bligh, Queenie's husband, represents the entrenched prejudices of
British society. His character serves as a foil to Queenie's more progressive
views and highlights the tensions within their marriage. Bernard's struggle
with his identity and his role in a rapidly changing world illustrate the
broader societal conflicts of the time, particularly concerning race and
gender.

Thematic Analysis

Identity and Belonging

One of the central themes of "Small Island" is the exploration of identity
and belonging. The characters grapple with their identities in a foreign
land, each experiencing a sense of displacement. Gilbert and Hortense's
immigrant experience reflects the broader struggles of many Caribbean
individuals who sought a better life in Britain but were met with hostility
and prejudice. The novel raises critical questions about what it means to
belong and how identity can be shaped by cultural and societal expectations.

Race and Discrimination

Levy does not shy away from addressing the harsh realities of racism and
discrimination faced by immigrants in Britain. The characters encounter
systemic racism in their daily lives, from job discrimination to social
exclusion. The novel poignantly illustrates how race informs their
experiences and interactions, creating a complex web of relationships that
reflect both solidarity and conflict.



- Examples of Discrimination:
1. Gilbert's difficulty in finding employment despite his qualifications.
2. Hortense's struggle to fit into British society and the prejudices she
faces.
3. Queenie's evolving understanding of race and her attempts to bridge gaps
between cultures.

War and its Aftermath

The impact of World War II looms large over the characters and the narrative.
The war serves as a backdrop that shapes their lives, influencing their
decisions and relationships. Gilbert's participation in the war underscores
the sacrifices made by Caribbean soldiers, who fought for a country that
often marginalized them. The aftermath of the war also highlights the
shifting attitudes in British society, as returning soldiers and immigrants
sought to reclaim their place in a changing world.

Gender Roles

Levy also explores gender roles within the context of the immigrant
experience. The characters navigate traditional expectations while also
challenging societal norms. Hortense's ambition clashes with the limitations
imposed on women, while Queenie's character embodies a more progressive
stance. The novel delves into the ways gender intersects with race and
nationality, complicating the characters' quests for identity and belonging.

Socio-Political Context

The socio-political context of post-war Britain is crucial to understanding
"Small Island." The novel is set during a time of significant change, marked
by the arrival of immigrants from the Caribbean as part of the Windrush
generation. This influx of people challenged the existing social order and
prompted debates about race, identity, and citizenship.

The Windrush Generation

The Windrush generation refers to the Caribbean migrants who arrived in
Britain between 1948 and 1971, often invited to help rebuild the country
after the war. Levy's novel captures the hopes and dreams of these immigrants
while also addressing the harsh realities they faced. The title "Small
Island" serves as a metaphor for both Jamaica and Britain, highlighting the
interconnectedness of their histories and the shared experiences of their
peoples.



Legacy of Colonialism

The legacy of colonialism is another significant theme in "Small Island." The
characters' experiences reflect the lingering effects of colonial rule, as
they navigate a world shaped by historical injustices. Levy's portrayal of
the characters' struggles illustrates the complexities of post-colonial
identity and the ongoing quest for recognition and belonging in a society
that often marginalizes them.

Conclusion

"Small Island" by Andrea Levy is a rich and multifaceted exploration of
identity, race, and belonging in post-war Britain. Through the lives of its
four main characters, the novel delves into the complexities of the immigrant
experience, highlighting the challenges and triumphs of those seeking a
better life. Levy's nuanced portrayal of race and gender, coupled with her
insightful commentary on the socio-political context of the time, makes
"Small Island" a significant literary work that resonates with contemporary
discussions on immigration and identity.

In a world that continues to grapple with issues of race and belonging,
Levy's narrative remains relevant and poignant, reminding readers of the
shared humanity that transcends boundaries. As we reflect on the characters'
journeys, we are compelled to confront our own understanding of identity, the
legacy of the past, and the ongoing quest for a more inclusive society.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the main themes explored in 'Small Island'
by Andrea Levy?
The main themes in 'Small Island' include immigration, identity, race, and
the complexities of post-war Britain. The novel addresses the experiences of
Caribbean immigrants during and after World War II, highlighting issues of
belonging and the clash of cultures.

How does Andrea Levy portray the characters in
'Small Island'?
Andrea Levy uses a multi-perspective narrative to portray her characters,
giving voice to both Jamaican immigrants and British citizens. This approach
allows readers to understand the motivations, struggles, and prejudices each
character faces, making them relatable and complex.



What role does historical context play in 'Small
Island'?
Historical context is crucial in 'Small Island' as it reflects the realities
of post-war Britain, including the impact of World War II and the Windrush
generation. The novel highlights the socio-political climate of the time,
which shapes the characters' experiences and interactions.

In what ways does 'Small Island' address the concept
of home?
'Small Island' delves into the notion of home by contrasting the characters'
expectations and realities. For immigrants like Hortense and Gilbert, home
represents a place of hope and opportunity, yet they face the harsh realities
of racism and exclusion in Britain, forcing them to redefine what home truly
means.

What literary techniques does Levy employ in 'Small
Island' to enhance the narrative?
Levy employs techniques such as non-linear storytelling, shifting
perspectives, and rich imagery to enhance the narrative. The use of dialect
and vivid descriptions brings authenticity to the characters' voices and
experiences, drawing readers deeper into the story.

How does 'Small Island' reflect on issues of race
and identity?
'Small Island' reflects on race and identity by showcasing the characters'
struggles against societal prejudices and their search for self-acceptance.
Levy illustrates how racial identity is shaped by personal experiences and
societal expectations, ultimately questioning the notions of belonging in a
multicultural society.
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