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Abstract

Cultural dualism, a deep appreciation of commonpfeeocriticism of the middle class for
imitating foreign ideas and principles and a degireome closer to the masses are some of the
most important issues and concerns that C.L.R. dand Ralph de Boissiere share with each
other and with their Russian predecessors. Janessay “A National Purpose for Caribbean
People,” in which he compares Caribbean literatith that of Puhskin, Tolstoy, Dostoyevsky
and Turgenev, is essential in understanding thelophgne Caribbean effort to define its
identity and to create art rooted in native setingd backgrounds. Russian literary and political
influences should not be underestimated in theyarsabf the works of these two early creators
of Caribbean literature.

Keywords: Russian literature, Russian Revolution, West peam culture, Critical realism,
Anti-colonial writer, National consciousness, Anglhone Caribbean Literature.

Sinopsis

El dualismo cultural, una gran apreciacién poréatg humilde, la critica a la clase media por
imitar las ideas y principios extranjeros y el dede acercarse a las masas, son algunos de los
temas mas importantes abordados por C.L.R. Janadish e Boissiére, y los escritores rusos
gue los preceden. El ensayo de James, “Un propasittonal para los caribefios”, el cual
compara la literatura caribefia con la de Puhskatstdy, Dostoyevsky y Turgenev, es esencial
para entender el esfuerzo del Caribe angloparfamtelefinir su identidad y por crear su propio
arte basado en experiencias y escenarios nativosseNle debe restar importancia a las
influencias literarias y politicas rusas a la hdeaanalizar los trabajos de ambos escritores,
pioneros de la literatura caribefia.

Palabras clave Literatura rusa, Revolucion rusa, Cultura occideruropea, Realismo critico,
Escritor anticolonial, Conciencia nacional, Liternat del Caribe angloparlante.
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Every ruling class creates its own culture, and seuently, its own art. History has
known the slave-owning cultures of the East andaxfsic antiquity, the feudal culture of
medieval Europe and the bourgeois culture which mols the world. It would follow
from this, that the proletariat has also to cre#teown culture and its own att.

Russian literature and politics play an importaaterin the formation of national
consciousness of C.L.R. James and Ralph de Bassl@midadian writers of the twentieth
century who escaped from the supremacy of Europe#tare in their creation of Caribbean
literature. Cultural dualism, a deep appreciatibthe lower classes, criticism of the middle class
for imitating foreign ideas and principles and &iteto come closer to the masses are the most
important issues and concerns that they share w#bh other and with their Russian
predecessors. While the writings of the nineteesghtury “native soil” thinkers enable de
Boissiére to see the importance of the native lettlal’'s connection with the common
Caribbean folk and their values, involvement witlardism provides a way for James and de
Boissiere to portray the dispossessed masses kkersuof their own history. The integrity,
strength and sincerity of the Trinidadian peasartt working masses captivate these authors,
shape their political outlooks and encourage thegive birth to a distinct Caribbean identity.

The development of a type of West Indian literataiéferent from its European
counterpart is especially problematic within theritlzean colonial context in which all efforts
have been made “to carry out the cultural estramgeso characteristic of the colonial epoéh.”
The Russian proletariat’s task of creating a celttifferent from bourgeois culture that had for
centuries existed in pre-revolutionary Russia wais“as simple as it seems at first glancdt”

was also not easy for many Caribbean born natiedl@ctuals to escape from the supremacy of

! Leon TrotskyLiterature and RevolutignAnn Arbor, U of Michigan P, 1960, p. 184.
2 Frantz FanoriThe Wretched of the EartNew York, Grove, 1963, p.210.
3 Leon Trotsky, op. cit, p. 184.
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the West European culture in their creation of Qagan literature. As Fanon points outTine
Wretched of the Eariithree different phases characterize the evolubb@aribbean writers.
While in the first phase the native intellectuaivis proof that he has assimilated the culture of
the occupying power,” in the second phase “we find native is disturbed: he decides to
remember who he ig1t is only in the third phase, “the fighting phdsthat the emergence of
“fighting literature, a revolutionary literaturen@a national literature” can take place.

C.L.R. James’s engagement with Soviet and North riadae politics enabled him to

become one of the first creators of the natiotetdture to which Fanon refers. The influence of
the 1917 Russian Revolution should not be undenestid in the analysis of his political and

literary formation. In “Black Power,” he writes,

| had studied Lenin in order to wrifEhe Black Jacobinshe analysis of a revolution for self-
determination in a colonial territory. | had stutlieenin to be able to write my book &orld
Revolution | had studied Lenin to be able to take part V@&orge Padmore in his organization
that worked for independence of all colonial temiiés, but particularly the territories of Afri€a.

According to Hazel Carby, James translated his eation for the Soviet experience and the
proletarian movement in North America into engagetwath conditions within the Caribbean
context’ Both the Harlem Renaissance and “intercontinem@vements” influenced his
formation as an intellectual of the Trinidadian Rissancé&. Through his attacks against

Trinidadian politicians, his comments on world etgenhis support of Soviet policies he

* Frantz Fanon, op. cit, p. 222.

® Frantz Fanon, p. 222-223

® Kathleen Balutansky, “Appreciating C.L.R. Jamesiddl of Modernity andCreolizationl”atin American
Research Reviewol. 32, N. 2, 1997, p. 233.

" Hazel Carby, “Proletarian or Revolutionary Litenat C.L.R. James and the Politics of the Trinidadi
Renaissance,The South Atlantic Quarteriol. 87. N. 1, 1988, p. 45.

8 Hazel Carby, op. cit, p. 42.
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demonstrated his concern with the poor and theodsgssed of Trinidad not divorced from that
of his Russian and Afro-American counterparts.

James’s appreciation of common Caribbean folksthei culture is evident in his work.
Contact with everyday people and their struggled amnreturn to the “yard,” the residential
environment of the working poor, became very imatrtto him. Early in his career he wrote
about the people of the yard not just becausest‘tiee closest thing at hand,” but “the reality of
the audience he wished to addresr"Minty Alley(1936)he realistically portrayed West Indian
urban life and affirmed the literary values of oraly Trinidadian working people. fhe Black
Jacobins(1938), he went a step further and showed theifsignce of the Haitian peasant
masses. He depicted them as remarkable and ietalilgiman beings that were able to preserve
their cultural roots and integrity despite the deaiing efforts of the colonizers.

The Black Jacobinss a call to Caribbean nations to become awartheimselves as
independent nations. In it, James depicts the hr&brical revolt of Haitian slaves that lasted
for twelve years and finally ended when they defédbcal whites and the soldiers of the French
monarchy, a Spanish invasion, and British and Frengeditions. He presents a history that is
not static and shows the life and culture of ordir@aribbean people as a “reaction to the West,
as alternative to the WestTheBlack Jacobinds “the first expression of the sensitive social
observation” of the writer that “forms the basisr fimmuch of his political and historical

analysis.™*

° Cynthia Hamilton, “A Way of Seeing: Culture as iffohl Expression in the Works of C.L.R. Jame¥urnal of
Black Studie®/ol. 22, N. 3, 1992, p. 437.

10 Cynthia Hamilton, op. cit, p. 436.

1 Cynthia Hamilton, p. 429.
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Both James and de Boissiére acknowledge the immumrtaf Russian literature within the
Anglophone Caribbean context. In “A National Pugésr Caribbean People,” James discusses
how West Indian literature came into existence whdferent Caribbean nations began the
process of finding themselves, in “much the samg thiat Tolstoy, Dostoevsky and Turgenev
wrote a particular literature in Russia in the méemth century® In his opinion, there are
significant similarities between those Russian daribbean writers who understood the
importance of creating a realistic type of literaturooted in their native settings and

backgrounds:

Now you see when | was talking about these Wesaimdriters being a similar type to Turgenev,
and Dostoevsky and Tolstoy, | was implying someghétse. When those Russians were writing,
they were seeing things in Russian society whickewet obvious to everybody but which they as
men of genius could see and put into artistic ditctiThe ideas were not falling from the sky.
Ultimately the things they saw exploded in the Rarssevolution of 1905 and two revolutions in
1917. Now you can take it or leave it, but | amaibtely confident that the writings of Naipaul,
Vic Reid, George Lamming and Wilson Harris aredliglence, unmistakable evidence of all sorts
of currents running about in West Indian societyolitsooner or later are going to be expresded.

In “On Writing a Novel,” de Boissiere also refecsTurgenev, Tolstoy, Gorky, Dostoyevsky and
Pushkin as writers who made “a deep and lastingésgion” on his formatioff: As he states, he
found many similarities between nineteenth-cenfRugsian and twentieth-century Trinidadian

writing:

They were writing of the world of Czarist oppressia world that seemed strangely familiar to
me in Trinidad. When | read TolstoyW§hat Then Must We Dp@ book about the development of
capitalism in the 1870s in Russia, | suddenly ustdexd what | had all along been looking at
without really seeing it. The people who slept fe tstreets, who begged, who were deformed,
who were tubercular, were not suffering becaudadt been so ordained, were not sleeping in the
open because they liked fresh air. | was youngfulebf latent protest, and Tolstoy’s book set a

12C.L.R. James, “A National Purpose for Caribbeaopie” At the Rendezvous of Victotyondon, Allison and
Busby, 1984, p. 149.

13 C.L.R. James, op, cit, p. 150.

14 Ralph De Boissiére, “On Writing a NovelThe Journal of Commonwealth Literatwel. 17, N. 1, 1982, p. 10.
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match to it. The conflict between judges and juddextween boss and workers, became sharply
alive for me—especially so a bit later when | fék lash on my own bacRk.

Russian literary and political examples are imgatrin the analysis of de Boissiére’s
work. As he states, the 1917 revolution gave nemfidence and strength to Trinidadian writers
and provided them with the conceptual frameworkmfravhich they could criticize colonial

structures:

Life and situations are far from static. They samet move forward and sometimes back. What
happens in one country influences movements inrethée, the tiny group of writers in Trinidad,
the very first group, would not have been so baoldur condemnation of colonialism in 1930 but
for general revulsion and disillusionment causedHheyfirst world war and the hopes that sprang
out of the October Revolution of 1917. The citadellong closed against us appeared not so
impregnable any more. The objective course of giféinted to new social developments, to the
breakdown of imperialism and colonialisth.

While his first-hand experience of everyday life Tminidadian society provided him with
material for his narratives, he was to emulateRhssian realistic style and social vision in his
literary work Parallel to Maxim Gorky, who came to the conclusibat the twentieth-century
working class of Russia had potential to changéespand make life better, de Boissiere started
to believe in the power of the Trinidadian proletar

In Crown Jewelthe novel de Boissiere published in Australid @52 but set in Trinidad
in the nineteen-thirties, he applied Tolstoy's @ of the oppressor and the oppressed to his
Caribbean context. It is not a coincidence that rBnde Coudray, the protagonist of de
Boissiére’s novel, reads Tolstoy. From the earlggsaof Crown Jewelreaders can see his

attraction to Tolstoy’s writings, where he findsamers to some of his questions:

!5 Ralph De Boissiére, op, cit, p. 10
16 Ralph De Boissiére, op, cit, p.6
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He had read Tolstoy¥/hat Then Must We Dd®?had turned him inside out with its revelations
of man’s exploitation of man, man’s cruelty to m#nwas there, everywhere around him, and he
had not seen it. He had even shared in this craeityaccepted it. And now, hugging preciously,
jealously, the hunger gnawing him for greater kremlge, he searched impatiently among the
volumes, reading snippets, picking one book aftesttzer, half hoping that in one of them he
would find a revelation of life’s meaning and puspo

He carried off another volume by Leo Tolstoy,ompainted life with such persuasive artistic
force, with an angry authority that seemed beyounédstion. (In nothing could André bear half
measures, especially in the emotions.) And withptemise of light in his hand he went out and
would have driven away but for the voice in theagd’

Tolstoy’s writings encourage André to confront Smurce of his unhappiness and to start the
search for a West Indian identity. Even though ikesl everything to be clearly defined, the
circumstances do not allow the clear definitions vidnich he is searching. His “life’'s lack of
definition” is the cause of “the profound unhapsieand the reason he wants to find himself
through music¢® In one of his conversations with Elena Henriqugs, colored daughter of a

local dressmaker, he states,

I'd like to compose real West Indian music...Of caurblothing, nothing is so important as to
discover what one can do best, what must be dankgla it with one’s whole soul no matter what
happens?

His desire for a clear definition attracts him te Maitre, the revolutionary that he hopes will

become the leader of the working people that nefieeror any member of his class carfbe.
Parallel to Tolstoy, who believes that an intelledtand a writer who thinks that he is

superior to the masses, first of all, must “scrafféthe pride that is ingrained in him by means

of his education and stop “offending and insultirig& poor classe<,de Boissiére recognizes

" Ralph De Boissiérerown JewelLondon, Allison and Busby, 1981. p. 46.

18 Ralph De Boissiére, op, cit, p. 34.

!9 Ralph De Boissiére, op, cit, p. 52.

% Ralph De Boissiére, op, cit, p. 87-88

2 Leo Tolstoy, “What Shall We Do ThenThe Complete Works of Count Tolstol. XVII. Trans. and ed. Leo
Wiener, Boston, Dana Estes, 1904, p. 294.
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that he can only benefit the masses through repeatand an understanding of their worth.

André, therefore, appreciates the moral superiofifglena’s mother, Aurelia:

She was smiling, but now he was terrified by therahdorce of this woman. lll-educated she
might be, ignorant of much that would make her ptat@e at St. Clair, but to the moral truths
dear to her she would cling as to life. He daretimftinge thent?

De Boissiére’s sincerity, realism and active pgstiion in the struggle of his people are
some of the reasons for the magnificent reviews@nawn Jeweleceived. In May of 1966, the
journal Soviet Literaturdeatured a perceptive study of “Ralph de Bois&&mvels in Russian”
in which Alla Petrikovskaya paid attention to theval's use of the “spacious epic form which
provides the scope for a comprehensive analystheotelationship between individual human
fates and the historic proce<s.’Allison and Busby hailedCrown Jewelas “one of the lost
masterpieces of world literaturé*"Picador promoted it as “a Caribbean classic amdajor
work of realist fiction which in the urgency of itgrrative drive and the depth of its moral

2> As these reviews show, the appeal

concerns can prompt parallels with Turgenev andtogl
of Crown Jewelies in de Boissiére’s ability to integrate palgiwith the everyday hardships of

his characters. The writer's engagement with tlmaggle of the Trinidadian people differs

significantly from that of V.S. Naipaul, his fellowrinidadian. Concerning these differences,
The New York Review of Boglgay 27, 1982) commented: “The book seems wriftem the

point of view of a participant. This sense of papation may account for the difference between

de Boissiere’s idea of Trinidad and that of V. Qipgéul, the supreme, and supremely critical,

22 Crown Jewelp. 74.
% Reinhard Sander, “Ralph de Boissiére (1907- )gBiphy,”Fifty Caribbean Writers: A BioBibliographical
Critical SourcebookEd. Daryl Cumber Dance. New York, Greenwood, 1$8857.
24 11;
Ibid, p. 157.
% |bid, p. 157.
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observer.?® Salman Rushdie consideEsown Jewelo be “a salutary corrective to the feckless,
irresponsible image that Trinidadians have beearghw V. S. Naipaul?”

Crown JewelhndTheBlack Jacobinshare areas of affinity with each other and wlid t
Russian writers of the nineteenth and twentiethtuses. These similarities are not only the
result of the influence of Russian literature argddry on the writings of James and de Boissiére,
but also an outcome of profoundly parallel indiatiwWevelopments that took place due to
common cultural and social forces. Elements ofaaand critical realism characteristic of the
nineteenth-century and early twentieth-century Runskterature are also present in the works of
these authors whose dual plots involve their hérpesgress toward enlightened national
consciousness formed in the process of fulfillinggler, national-assigned tasks of liberation
from Western domination and influences. The authpessionate protest against foreign
impositions and their seminal role in the developtm#& their national literature are important
parallels of their affinity with the Russian predssors.

James and de Boissiere are Fanon’s “awakenerdienf people who escaped from the
supremacy of European culture in their creatioCafibbean literature. In their novels they not
only described Haitian and Trinidadian history, balso protested against colonialism,
imperialism and cultural imposition. They made aplieit connection between aesthetics and
national politics. Through their truthful, sincemad realistic portrayal of authentic West Indian
settings, characters and struggles, they inspictthbri rooted in Caribbean reality. While the
Russian literature of the nineteenth and twentiethturies significantly contributed to de

Boissiére’s formation of national consciousness, itiffluence of Marxism provided a way for

2 |bid. p. 158.
27 bid. P. 158.
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James and de Boissiére to portray the dispossesasses as builders of their own history. Each
of these intellectuals turned to indigenous Cardobpeople and their culture as the main source
of his inspiration and became a radical anti-cabmiriter who substantiated the existence of

Caribbean nations by his involvement in the figipiast the forces of occupation.

10
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