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“Becoming Home”

Modeling the Caribbean Subject

Gonzalo: In one voyage
Did Claribel her husband find at Tunis,
And Ferdinand, her brother, found a wife
Where he himself was lost; Prospero his dukedom
In a poor isle; and all of us ourselves,
When no man was his own.

The Tempest, V.ii.208–13

It is through Gonzalo that Shakespeare chooses to sum up The Tempest as 
a project of selfdiscovery, in terms that seem remarkably modern, antic
ipating twentiethcentury ideas of psychological identity. At this author
itative point in the play, Gonzalo’s wisdom is selfevident. Jacques Lacan 
has said with something like exasperation, “poets, as is well known, don’t 
know what they’re saying, yet they still manage to say things before any
one else.”1 An observation from Stephen Slemon elaborates some of the 
implications of this: “It has become commonplace in poststructuralist crit
icism to regard the critical text as essentially fictional, but the possibility 
that the fictional text might equally function as a work of literary criticism 
or as a genuinely theoretical document seems to be the occulted ‘other’ 
in the deconstruction of this particular binary.”2 To look to fiction for 
kinds of knowledge deemed nonfictional is unfamiliar, perhaps “unheim
lich,” the Freudian “uncanny” (literally “unhomely”), which disturbs 
as it disrupts a familiar order. To read off from fiction a psychological 
theory may seem perverse, yet the argument here is that Derek Walcott’s 
work suggests nothing less than a different understanding of the human 
personality, and, by extension, of society—different, that is, from that 
currently prevalent in the Western establishment.
 The work can be seen to encode profoundly innovative ideas, to be 
radically unorthodox, yet because the signs it uses encompass certain 
givens, such as those of the canon, it tends to be interpreted as evidence 
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of assimilation to the Western bourgeois tradition. Just to draw on a tradi
tion, however, is not necessarily to reinscribe its values. As Wilson Harris, 
the Guyanese novelist, poet, and philosopher, puts it, “Homer, Dante, 
Shakespeare, Goethe are as much the heritage of black men and women 
as of white men and women because the triggers of conflicting tradition . . 
. lie in . . . the crosscultural psyche of humanity.”3 Writing such as that of 
Walcott and Harris may be the place to look for new models of possibility, 
for new understandings of our complex and hybrid individualities that 
are the building blocks of society. Lacan’s arrogant presupposition that 
the wisdom of poets is not deployed consciously may be, rather, about 
defending the status of nonfictional inquiry. His acknowledgment of their 
lead (whether knowingly or not) is made in a context which historicizes 
Rimbaud’s “I is an other” as precursor of Freudian psychology—an in
novation which had “exactly the same implication of decentring as that 
brought about by the Copernican discovery.”4 It is used here to introduce 
an interpretation of Walcott because it obliquely confirms a rather uncon
ventional approach. Julia Kristeva lists the three innovations in textual 
critique as the materiality of writing, its immersion in history, and its 
sexual overdetermination, which “orients it toward psychoanalysis, and 
through it toward the set of a corporeal, physical, and substantial ‘or
der.’”5 The topic of this chapter is the way Walcott’s work can be read as 
proposing new insight into the psychological order—realizing Gonzalo’s 
project of selfdiscovery—although it should be noted that he himself 
professes little interest in the “dead fish” of criticism.6 He is convinced 
of art’s lead in identifying and developing the “crosscultural psyche of 
humanity.” It is a creole aesthetic.
 “Home” is a term that is immediately problematized in relation to the 
postcolonial predicament. “Writing home,” underneath its apparent sym
metry with the idea of the empire writing back (to write home implying a 
subject position of not being at home, as the empire writing back implies 
a counterdiscursive position) raises a contrary notion. “Home,” as well 
as being the indirect object of the participle “writing,” is perhaps also 
its direct object—a matter not so much of address as of production. The 
ambiguity of the phrase “writing home” thus draws attention to the gap 
between the intentionality of writing as social practice and its product, 
the text, and raises the possibility of the text in some sense being able to 
make home happen, to call it into existence. Inevitably, it also raises the 
question of a dialectical relationship with the meaning of the phrase in 
colonial discourse. Under empire, “home” was constructed in relation to 
the imperial heartland (in the British case, the “home counties” remains a 
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current usage), functioning as a centrist myth to alienate those who inhab
it the colonial space from their own inplaceness. Counterdiscourses have 
identified the need to reclaim the notion of home, positing its pluralism, 
its openness to multiple determinations. These may involve differences of 
kind. Home may be a matter of psychology and of culture—to do with 
the construction of the subject—as much as a spatial concept. In essence, 
home may be the opposite of alienation.
 Walcott “writes home” in a number of ways. Most obviously, he in
scribes the particularity of his Caribbeanness into literary discourse to 
such a degree that his whole oeuvre can be read as an elaboration of the 
lines, “moi c’est gens Ste. Lucie. / C’est la moi sorti; / is there that I born,”7 
lines he chose to quote to the welcoming party on his first visit back home 
to St. Lucia after winning the 1992 Nobel Prize for literature.8 As well as 
celebrating his own geographical inplaceness, however, he has eloquently 
addressed its antithesis, the migrant’s displacement and hence ambiva
lence about place, shared with Caribbeans worldwide and with other 
emigrés. Unlike most writers of his generation, he refused for decades  
to seek his fortune in the North, making vigorous protestations of his 
commitment to the archipelago as home, in the sense of the location for 
utterance—“may I speak here”—but eventually in midlife, he moved 
to America and to explorations of the condition of the “single, circling, 
homeless satellite,” the emblem of mobile communication, remote, but 
articulating each to each.9 It was, however, a migration driven more by 
personal crisis in the Caribbean than by desire for an elsewhere.
 Concerns such as Revathi Krishnaswamy’s, that the “metaphorization 
of postcolonial migrancy is becoming so overblown, overdetermined, and 
amorphous as to repudiate any meaningful specificity of historical loca
tion or interpretation,”10 may be quietened by the interactive specificities 
of Walcott’s epic poem Omeros, which brings these oppositional identities 
(of the inplace and the displaced subject) into relationship, reconciling 
them in a “homing” action on which the poem’s intertextual relationship 
with Homer provides a kind of pun. The poem maps inplaceness as well 
as journeys, trauma as well as healing, and Seven Seas utters the wisdom 
that:

 there are two journeys
in every odyssey, one on worried water,

the other crouched and motionless, without noise.
For both, the “I” is a mast; a desk is a raft
for one, foaming with paper, and dipping the beak
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of a pen in its foam, while an actual craft
carries the other to cities where people speak
a different language, or look at him differently.11

Seven Seas finally privileges stasis as “the right journey,” because from 
travel “you have learnt no more than if you stood on that beach . . . ex
cept your skill with one oar.” The text, stitching together the two shores 
of the Atlantic with its journey images, presents a double sign of the oar, 
with which Homer’s Odysseus was to travel on until he reached a land 
where the people did not recognize it. It is a tragic cleaver in the African 
episode when it becomes a weapon wielded against the slavers, but it is 
transformed in the New World to the mast/pen emblem, repairing schism 
through the harmony of the text: not a utopian dream of oneness, but 
a seamed conjunction. The poem repeatedly models binary pairings be
tween its personae, both within and across gender and racial groups, but 
these are never romantic. The toughness of the poem lies in its refusal of 
utopianism; its strength lies in its mapping of loving interpersonal rela
tionships both despite and because of history. In this and other works, 
Walcott effectively remodels identity politics, placing alongside West
ern psychology’s understanding of the individualist subject, constructed 
against alien others, a self that exhibits and seeks hybridity and pluralism 
as positive signs.
 By implication, it thus calls into question the Freudian and postFreud
ian interpretations of the psyche that have dominated twentiethcentury 
thought, focusing on relations between the self and its others. Freud has 
enabled an exegesis of the modern condition as characterized by alienation, 
both individually and socially. In the phrase of Trinidadian poet Wayne 
Brown, it has been a “century of exile.”12 It would be an error, however, 
according to Fredric Jameson, to attribute “postmodern schizofragmen
tation,” psychology’s new “speculative mapping of fractured and multiple 
subject positions,” to “some unimaginably complex new internal human 
nature rather than to the social templates that project them.”13 In the work 
of Julia Kristeva, a postFreudian who studied with Lacan, the dynamic is 
inverted, with the difficulty of social relations derived from the difficulty 
of integrating the individual personality: “Living with the other, with 
the foreigner, confronts us with the possibility or not of being an other. 
It is not simply—humanistically—a matter of our being able to accept 
the other, but of being in his place, and this means to imagine and make 
oneself other for oneself. Rimbaud’s ‘Je est un autre’ [I is an other] was 
not only the acknowledgement of the psychotic ghost that haunts poetry. 
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The word foreshadowed the exile, the possibility or necessity to be foreign 
and to live in a foreign country. . . .”14 The logic of Kristevan inquiry is to 
argue from recognition of the presence of the stranger within the self to 
acceptance of the stranger without: from the psychological to the social. 
For her, the route out of xenophobia (otherwise inescapable, omnipresent, 
even genetic) is acknowledgment of the alienation within the individual. 
This is close to a tragic philosophy, however, in which the individual 
consciousness collapses back on itself in despair of ever knowing itself or 
sharing with others. The best Kristeva can offer is the fatalism that “we 
are all ‘others,’ that hell is within us, that the foreigner is within us, that 
we must accept it,” which is predicated on a xenophobic construction of 
the idea of the “étranger,” translated here as “foreigner.”15 Perhaps at the 
point when the North’s Freudianism has backed itself into a corner, the 
South, as Walcott presents it, can offer a way out, a fresh perspective on 
the problematic arising from the Freudian preoccupation with bound
aries, principally with the delineation of the limit between selfhood and 
alterity—with difference.
 Western thought traditionally proceeds by difference—it classifies by 
division, defining homogeneity by its antithetical relationships to other
ness. Such systems of knowledge, however, tend to essentialize, suppress
ing difference within the groups being demarcated, in order to conceptu
alize the boundary with greater firmness and clarity. Scientific and social 
taxonomies appear to be conceptually accurate, recording real divisions 
between distinct classes, when in fact they often suppress other potential 
groupings and obliterate median positions. Notions of nation are con
spicuously problematic in this way, as are those of race, the privileging of 
simplistic essentialisms functioning to obliterate, disparage, or suppress 
the hybrid and the plural. The conceptual basis of Western rationalism, 
now understood as a patriarchal hegemony, has real political conse
quences. Our understandings of the pernicious psychological effects of 
European imperialism, initiated by Frantz Fanon, Octave Mannoni, and 
Albert Memmi, are still developing. As Fanon anatomizes, it is at the most 
fundamental level that the colonial subject is traumatized. The imperial 
discourse (particularly in its racial dimension) prevented (prevents?) the 
healthily integrated construction of the ego, producing selfalienation: “It 
was no longer a question,” he writes, “of being aware of my body in the 
third person but in a triple person. . . . I was not given one, but two, three 
places.”16 The colonial schizophrenia affects the colonized, the colonizer, 
and those in between. As Hawthorn puts it (discussing Jean Rhys’s Wide 
Sargasso Sea), “in an exploitative society all involved are, in different 
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