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hy·brid n. 

   1. Genetics. The offspring of genetically dissimilar parents or stock, especially the 

offspring produced by breeding plants or animals of different varieties, species, or 

races. 

   2. 

         1. Something of mixed origin or composition. 

         2. Something, such as a computer or power plant, having two kinds of 

components that produce the same or similar results. 

   3. A word whose elements are derived from different languages. 

 

American Heritage Dictionary 

 

 

The term “hybridity” has meant several things throughout the course of 

postcolonial studies. It once referred, in a negative manner, to that which is neither 

pure nor faithful to a single culture. The word spoke to the great European fear of 

miscegenation, and the accompanying destabilization and dissolution of superior 

European ideals. It represented a neither-here-nor-there sort of identity, the 

blurring of such crucial boundaries between the entitled Western world and the 

ungodly, foreign world of the “Other” that allowed the colonizers a comfortable 

distance from the colonized. “Hybridity” also references the idea of a “new race,” 



an ideal conjoining of cultures and thus the elimination of racial delineations 

between them. It refers to the world of art and literature as well as those of social 

studies and politics. It means something positive––a state of amalgam between two 

cultures that in their union creates something transcendent of ethnic tensions. As 

Aborigine author Mudrooroo describes it, the hybrid position is not “a badge of 

failure or denigration, but…a part of the contestational weave of cultures1.” The 

term, however, is a loaded one; it, and the term “postcolonial,” are problematic 

because they can be seen as labeling and marginalizing a group of people “not 

recognized as part of the dominant culture’s discourse2,” a way of categorizing the 

“Other” in a fashion similar to how the original colonizers categorized the 

colonized as “Other.” It has also long been a point of contention that the pursuit of 

postcolonial studies itself is an elitist and privileged one, and that the term 

“hybridity” references the Eurocentric position of postcolonial scholars in their 

view that the Western influence is the all-encompassing element of change. Frantz 

Fanon expands on this idea in Black Skin, White Masks, a book that deals with the 

effect of contact with the white world on black Antilleans. Fanon argues against 

Mannoni’s idea of the Prospero complex, which states that colonialism is based on 

a symbiotic relationship––the whites have a need to dominate, and other races 

                                                
1 Mudrooroo, Nyoongah. Writing from the Fringe: A Study of Modern Aboriginal 
Literature. Melbourne: Hyland House, 1990. 24. 
2 Williams, Bronwyn T. “’A State of Perpetual Wandering’: Diaspora and Black British 
Writers.” JOUVERT (1999). 



have a need to submit3. Fanon believes that contact with the white world is 

detrimental to the self-esteem of the black man, while the white man is constantly 

in fear that the black man will surpass him4. 

 Central to the hybridity debate are works such as Edward Kamau 

Brathwaite’s The Arrivants and Sembene Ousmane’s God’s Bits of Wood. The Arrivants, 

a collection of poetry based on the Barbadian poet’s experiences in his homeland 

and abroad, is a pivotal work because it is in essence a perfect example of 

hybridity. It is not a work that could have been created in the “pure” sphere of a 

pre-colonial Barbados. It is a completely hybridized work, the very nature and 

content of which combines many aspects of world culture––“Western,” 

“American,” “African,” “Barbadian,” “European,” et cetera. It is an example of 

the new culture that arises from the meeting (or, in many cases, the clashing) of 

disparate cultures and of the new language, new awareness, ad new perception 

that results. God’s Bits of Wood is an important work as well, though its role is 

somewhat different from that of Brathwaite’s. The work is a piece of historical 

fiction, and with its rather literal, linear narrative paints a different picture of the 

hybrid experience. The Arrivants, both in its form of poetry and in its position of 

being many places, many people at once, is a powerful collection of work that still 

manages to remain open. In the style of Fanon’s writing, the work explores every 
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facet of the struggle for identity without villainizing the European or presenting the 

black man as a hero. Throughout, Brathwaite still maintains poetic elegance and 

emotional strength, creating a work that is powerful in itself while also maintaining 

political integrity. 

 God’s Bits of Wood seems to fulfill an opposite role. With its dramatization of 

the railway strike in Dakar and its subsequent effects, the writing serves to 

distinguish the native West Africans from the French intruders by painting the 

former in a largely positive and heroic light and relegating most French characters 

to the category of cruel-hearted, unfair and unkind. This relates back to the idea of 

marginalizing the minority, though in this case the “minority” is really the 

dominant culture under attack of a more powerful nation. The sort of storytelling 

one finds in God’s Bits of Wood is, while not harmful, not progressive, either. It 

alludes to the “new breed” of West African, as shaped by French influence (or in 

opposition to it), but ultimately the tale is one of West African victory over the 

Great French Oppressor, a tale which fails to recognize the importance of the 

commingling of the two worlds. Of course, the character of Ad’jibid’ji offers a 

small outlet, as the representation of a “new kind of woman” who is not afraid to 

speak up or relinquish some of her traditional domestic responsibilities, but her 

role is small, and her effect on the overall tone of the book weak. 

 

 The Arrivants is such a marvelous example of “hybridized” writing partially 

because of its format, and partially in spite of it. Poetry serves Brathwaite because 



it offers a looser form, one that can easily break free from the confines of the 

traditional narrative and instead explore as vast and as abstract a notion as 

collective consciousness, or collective history, from as many points of view as it 

takes to satisfy him. Indeed, following no concrete narrative, Brathwaite flies from 

the islands of Barbados to Harlem, Brooklyn, London, Cathay, Switzerland, Long 

Island, Mississippi, Canada, Panama, Florida and Glasgow, all in the span of one 

poem, “The Emigrants5.” This kind of multicultural awareness is a key part of 

hybridity, as it relates to both the hybrid’s struggle to define a concrete cultural 

identity and his new freedom that allows him to escape the boundaries of having 

one. Indeed, reading The Arrivants offers many poignant still-frames illustrating the 

beautiful specificities of island life, but there is none of the overall cohesiveness one 

can find so easily in reading God’s Bits of Wood. The Arrivants also, thankfully, escapes 

the “objecthood” or “blackness” of the black man bestowed upon him by the white 

viewer, the sort which interested Fanon so greatly6. He describes it as such: 

Dirty nigger! Or simply, “look, a Negro!” 

 I came into the world imbued with the will to find a meaning in things. My spirit 

filled with the desire to attain to the source of the world, and then I found that I was an 

object in the midst of other objects. 

 Sealed into that crushing objecthood, I turned beseechingly to others. Their 

attention was a liberation, running over my body suddenly abraded into non-being 

[transformed into smoothness] endowing me once more with an agility [a lightness] that I 

had thought lost, and by taking me out of the world, restoring me to it. But just as I 
                                                
5 Brathwaite, 51. 
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reached the other side, I stumbled, and the movements, these attitudes, the glances of the 

other fixed me there, in the sense in which a chemical solution is fixed by a dye. I was 

indignant; I demanded an explanation. Nothing happened. I burst apart. Now the 

fragments have been put together again by another self7. 

 Brathwaite avoids this “objecthood” because he does not create for anyone 

else a spectacle for their attention. His myriad historical, political, literary and 

cultural references are often obscure enough to elude recognition by the casual 

reader, and much of the writing is borne along on the strength of its rhythm and 

skilful, musical manipulation of the language. 

In contrast, God’s Bits of Wood seems to be written for and presented to the 

white viewer. It shows a sort of self-consciousness and an exhibitionism at once in 

its traditional Western narrative style, a directness of intent in dealing with the idea 

of postcolonialism and postcolonialism alone, that lends to the writing a sense of 

forced pathos. The “It/it/it/it is not//it/it/it/it is not//it is not/it is not/it is not 

enough/it is not enough to be free/of the red white and blue/of the drag, of the 

dragon8” of Brathwaite’s “Negus” is far more powerful than the description of the 

women marching from Thiès to Dakar: 

 Ever since they had left Thiès, the women had not stopped singing. As soon as 

one group allowed the refrain to die, another picked it up, and new verses were born at 

the hazard of chance or inspiration, one word leading to another and each finding, in its 

turn, its rhythm and its place. No one was very sure any longer where the song began, or 

                                                
7 Ibid. 
8 Brathwaite, 222 



if it had an ending. It rolled out over its own length, like the movement of a serpent. It 

was as long as a life9. 

The kind of storytelling in God’s Bits of Wood, easily recognizable as following the 

European format of rising action-climax-denouement, is in itself complicit with this 

“black objecthood” that Fanon describes. Ousmane attempts to create a story 

accessible by Westerners in order to tell a story of European misbehavior, to draw 

attention towards their wrongdoing and of African strength and victory, but again, 

creates a spectacle, an enjoyable story, a novel, rather than a visceral and 

intelligent work such as Brathwaite’s. As Brathwaite has said of his own work, he 

attempts to use “the kind of English spoken by the people who were brought to the 

Caribbean, not the official English now, but the language of slaves and labourers, 

the servants who were brought in10,” while Ousmane speaks to us in the very 

proper English of a very proper novel. Compare Brathwaite’s poem “Rites”––“If 

uh wasn’t there to see fuh meself,/I would’a never believe it/I would’a never 

believe it.//But I say it once an’ I say it agen:/when things goin’ good, you cahn 

touch/we; but leh murder start an’ you cahn fine a man to hole up de side11”––to 

a section in God’s Bits of Wood describing the watchman: 

When the soldiers had attacked the crowd in front of the workshops on the first day of the 

strike, Sounkaré, the chief watchman, had fled at the sound of the shots, and all that night 

he had been awake and watching. His infirmity and his loneliness had made him bitter, 
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and in his innermost thoughts he was jubilant about what had happened to the 

workmen12. 

The former selection makes use of the inflected, local English of Barbados while 

the latter uses the proper English mentioned earlier. While it is possible to see 

these choices as only stylistic choices, it in reality goes far deeper than that. In 

discussing Nuruddin Farah’s Sweet and Sour Milk, R. John Williams discusses the 

ability of literature to “do history,” by which he means 1.) “do things to history” 

and 2.) “do things that history does13.” The first refers to the act of historical 

revisionism––updating or changing the past merely through words in the present. 

The second refers to the writing’s ability to mimic the role of history, at least in its 

ability to influence minds. Williams further argues that the objective is not to assess 

the realism of a work of writing, “but rather to evaluate to what degree its 

imaginative interventions into historiography dramatize the potential to shape 

reality14.” God’s Bits of Wood is ambitious in its desire to rewrite the history formerly 

dictated by the oppressors (as it usually is), but fails because it strives for realism 

and lacks the “imaginative space” that Brathwaite creates for readers in his poetry, 

the far-flung, rapidly shifting landscape of his writing revealing the conflicting, 

chaotic, tragic, but ultimately jubilant world of the hybrid.  
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