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Historical context: the aftermath of war 
The novel’s present action takes place in 1948, three years after the 
end of the Second World War. Postwar London is depicted as a place 
of massive social change, with the emergence of the National Health 
Service and the movement of large numbers of those affected by war 
and its aftermath. Queenie’s narrative gives a vivid and often horrific 
account of the course of the war; for example, she describes being 
caught in a bombing raid: 

Over there a woman, a bundle of rags, was rolling over — a 
cardigan, a skirt, twisting and flapping. A man, or was it a boy? 
making an arc, diving off a swimming board. A silent ballet so 
beautiful my eyes were sucked from their sockets with the sight.

Chapter 29

We are also shown the long-term effects of war through Arthur, 
Queenie’s father-in-law, who returned from the First World War with 
shell shock — a condition that has rendered him virtually mute for 
the rest of his life. 

Social context: immigration and identity
Levy has said that her interest in social history and personal stories 
partly derives from her own family situation, which is intimately 
bound up in the political decisions of the postwar period. Her parents 
both arrived from Jamaica in 1948, her father travelling on the 
famous ship SS Empire Windrush, which brought the first wave of 
Caribbean immigrants to Britain. 

At that time there were no restrictions on movement for UK citizens 
moving from one part of the Empire to another, and the 1948 
Nationality Act had just conferred UK citizenship on all people living 
in British colonies, including those in the Caribbean. Indeed, the 
Daily Gleaner, a Jamaican newspaper, advertised cheap travel on 
the ‘troopship, “EMPIRE WINDRUSH”’ to those who might want 
to come and work in the ‘Mother Country’. The target market was 
ex-servicemen — like Levy’s character Gilbert, who travels to Britain 
in exactly this way. 

Through the ‘Before’ narratives of Gilbert and Hortense, we catch 
significant glimpses of their lives before travelling to Britain. 
Hortense, for example, identifies herself as the daughter of ‘a 
government man’ (Chapter 3), showing both pride in her privileged 
social class in colonial Jamaica and how ill-prepared she is for a 
Britain that is blind to her refinement and will see her as belonging 
at the bottom of its social scale. Similarly, Gilbert’s expectations of 
Britain are formed by his association with the Empire; he anticipates 
that he will be irresistible to women, being ‘a gallant member of the 
British Royal Air Force’ (Chapter 11). 

The abrupt reversals of their expectations once they arrive in Britain 
are both comic and shocking. Levy wrote in an article for the 
Guardian that her father ‘knew himself to be a British citizen [...] 
Far from the idea that he was travelling to a foreign place, he was 
travelling to the centre of his country [...] The effects of the British 
Empire were personal as well as political.’ 

Literary context
Small Island is a novel of great scope and breadth, spanning the first 
half of the twentieth century and depicting in fictional form some 
key historical moments of the time. Levy’s book has therefore been 
compared to nineteenth-century novels. 

At the same time, many readers have identified postmodern 
techniques such as the use of multiple narrative voices and the lack 
of a unifying authorial voice (although, of course, many of the first 
novels, written in the eighteenth century, employed multiple voices in 
their narratives — and some of these dealt with journeys to foreign 
places). 

A reading of Small Island as part of the comic genre might 
foreground Levy’s subtle and often humorous depiction of many of 
the characters’ experiences via her skilful creation of their distinctive 
voices through dialect, as well as her use of comic devices such as 
irony and bathos. 

Cultural contexts 
As well as more personal concerns such as family and marriage, 
hope and disappointment, the novel focuses on issues of identity, 
race and culture. Levy has said that all her books ‘look at what it is 
to be black and British’, and in Small Island she presents the reader 
with interlocking narratives, told by black and white, male and 
female characters whose patchwork of stories creates a scrupulously 
even-handed picture of postwar Britain and the people in it. The 
unappealing, racist character Bernard is drawn as sympathetically 
as the attractive Gilbert. As the novel ends, multicultural Britain is 
in its infancy, and Levy leaves the reader feeling acutely the delicate 
balance of personal and political needed to make the new society 
work. 

Through the course of the novel we travel to Jamaica, America, India, 
London and around Britain, and in all of these places events illustrate 
the disparate nature of human beings. In the final pages of the book 
Gilbert clashes with Bernard: ‘Am I to be the servant and you to 
be the master for all time? No. Stop this, man. Stop it now. We can 
work together [...]’ (Chapter 59). This sentiment perhaps sums up the 
changes which, according to Levy’s novel, need to take place before 
a thriving multicultural Britain can emerge from its unpromising 
beginnings. 

Levy, A. (2004) Small Island, Hodder Headline.

Online resources
BBC History, providing specific historical contexts of Small Island (e.g. 
more about S.S. Empire Windrush and the lives of those who sailed to 
England on this ship): www.tinyurl.com/2amwx6
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Introduction
Small Island is Andrea Levy’s fourth novel. Published 
in 2004 to both commercial success and critical 
acclaim, the novel won many prizes, including the 
Whitbread Book of the Year, the Orange ‘Best of the 
Best’ Award and the Commonwealth Writer’s Prize. 
Its story revolves around the experiences of four 
characters: Hortense and Gilbert, from Jamaica, and 
Bernard and Queenie, in whose west London house 
the Jamaicans become lodgers. 

Each main character narrates a section of the book 
in turn, telling us about the events of their lives 
(‘Before’) while also giving us a sense of the events 
of 1948, the year in which Gilbert and Hortense 
arrive in England. In this way the reader is presented 
with the life stories of four very different characters, 
enabling us to see the connections and similarities 
between them, but to which the characters 
themselves are often entirely oblivious. At the book’s 
climax, the four characters are brought together in a 
dramatic and intense encounter. 
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