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Introduction 

 

In December 2006, Caryl Phillips attended a conference at Liège University marking and 

celebrating the twenty-fifth anniversary of his career as a published writer. On the last day of 

the conference Phillips himself gave a lecture, titled “Colour me English.” This well-picked 

title expresses in a nutshell what Caryl Phillips’s writing is all about. The lecture presented 

black people’s struggle for acceptance in a predominantly white society. It addressed the 

difficulties that black people face in their effort to fully integrate in Great Britain. Sharp 

criticism was expressed for the way Great Britain closes its eyes for the modern multicultural 

society. People, like Caryl Phillips himself, who have been raised in Britain, are not regarded 

English, because of the colour of their skin. Phillips questions if it is merely the colour of 

one’s skin that determines if one is really English. Is it impossible to be a true Englishman, if 

one is dark-skinned? Phillips reacts strongly against such assumptions. That is why the lecture 

has its ironic title: “Colour me English.”  

Caryl Phillips was born in 1958 on the island of St. Kitts, in the eastern Caribbean.1

                                                 
1 The biographical information in this section is based on Caryl Phillips written by Bénédicte Ledent. 

 

He moved with his parents to Britain when he was just a few months old. In Britain Phillips 

“was brought up in mainly white, working-class areas” (Ledent, Caryl Phillips 2). As a young 

black man he grew up “riddled with the cultural confusions of being black and British” 

(Ledent, Caryl Phillips 2). He felt very different because he was a black boy growing up in a 

white environment. Phillips felt he did not really fit in in British society and was confused 

about where he really belonged: “The young Phillips acquired a unique sensitivity to the 

plight of the outsider, which has remained to this day one of the hallmarks of his writing” 

(Ledent, A Master of Ambiguity).  



 3 

Later Caryl Phillips attended Oxford University, where he graduated with a degree in 

English. After his graduation he travelled extensively through Europe and the US. He also 

went back to his roots in St.Kitts. Next to that, he started a career as a professor. From 1998 to 

2005 Phillips lectured at many different universities, including the University of Stockholm, 

the University of Mysore, India and Columbia University, New York. He is now professor at 

Yale University. 

Though only forty-nine years old, Phillips has already written eight novels. Moreover, 

Caryl Phillips does not restrict himself to fiction, but crosses the border with other genres, 

such as drama and non-fictional prose. He has already written eight fiction novels, three non-

fiction books, several plays for the theatre and screenplays for television. Phillips’s first two 

novels are called The Final Passage (1985) and A State of Independence (1986). These two 

novels can be regarded as his early phase. Next to that, he wrote Higher Ground (1989), 

Cambridge (1991), Crossing the River (1993), The Nature of Blood (1997), A Distant Shore 

(2003) and Dancing in the Dark (2005). “While his first two novels [i.e. The Final Passage 

and A State of Independence] focus on the tense interaction between the Caribbean and 

Britain through the figures of migrants, these later novels tackle wider-ranging topics” 

(Ledent, A Master of Ambiguity). Phillips’s novels have evolved in the course of his writing 

career from a local to a broader world-view.  

Phillips received many awards for his writings, including the Martin Luther King 

Memorial Prize, a Guggenheim Fellowship and the James Tait Black Memorial Prize. “After 

being named the Sunday Times Young Writer of the Year in 1992, Caryl Phillips was on the 

1993 Granta list of Best of Young British Writers. His novel A Distant Shore won the 2004 

Commonwealth Writers Prize. His novel “Crossing the River” was shortlisted for the 1993 

Booker Prize” (http://www.carylphillips.com/). 
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Nowadays Caryl Phillips lives in the United States, but travels frequently to Europe 

and the Caribbean. According to Stephen Clingman, “Contemplating the question of where he 

belongs, he imagines some point in the mid-Atlantic, where lines subtended from the triangle 

formed by West Africa, the Americas, and Europe would meet” (144). The issue of belonging 

plays a big role in Phillips’s life, because as a little boy, and like many immigrants, he did not 

fit in anywhere. This feeling is translated in his work, which covers a lot of stories of people 

who belong nowhere. According to Bénédicte Ledent, “Phillips has defined a new Caribbean 

migrant ethos, and thereby laid the foundations of an aesthetic of displaced Caribbeanness 

with universal dimensions . . . It is supposed to ‘give voice’ to the younger crop of migrants, 

Caribbean or otherwise, who live in the West, caught between two generations and several 

cultures” (Caryl Phillips 15-16). Caryl Phillips tries to give the marginalized in society a 

voice. The themes of his novels show great similarities with his own life, or with that of his 

parents. This can be regarded as the strength of Caryl Phillips’s work.  

In this dissertation I will discuss the novels Higher Ground and The Nature of Blood. 

The two novels are worthwhile investigating because in both novels the Holocaust and slavery 

appear side by side. The purpose of this dissertation is to inquire how slavery and the 

Holocaust are represented in Caryl Phillips’s Higher Ground and The Nature of Blood. In my 

research I will closely examine the two novels by looking at the structure and the different 

voices. I will link the structure and the voices to the novels’ themes of slavery and the 

Holocaust. Furthermore, I will investigate how Phillips’s personal history connects with the 

themes of slavery and the Holocaust. I analyse Phillips’s attitude towards the two world-

historical traumas. Next to that, I will compare Phillips’s affiliation with Jewish and black 

suffering. I will investigate how Phillips inhabits black and the Jewish voices in the two 

novels.     
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The dissertation can be situated within the scope of comparative genocide studies.  

The point of departure for this dissertation is Eurocentrism in trauma studies. Trauma studies 

focuses mainly on the Holocaust. Other genocides are not as thoroughly studied as the 

Holocaust is. Moreover, the atrocities during slavery do not seem to have the same sacred 

status as the Holocaust has. In my dissertation I will investigate how slavery and the 

Holocaust are treated in Higher Ground and The Nature of Blood. I will indicate that in the 

two novels the Holocaust and slavery are treated on an equal basis. I will demonstrate that 

Phillips tries to compare the two world-historical traumas without equating them.  

In the first chapter I discuss Eurocentrism in trauma studies. I analyse the sacredness 

of the Holocaust and its consequences. The Holocaust has always been regarded as the 

standard against which other genocides are measured. That is why the Holocaust has 

influenced the perception of other world-historical traumas, such as slavery.  

Then in the next chapter I elaborate on the theme of Eurocentrism by investigating 

Caryl Phillips’s view on Eurocentrism. I take a look at Phillips’s affiliation with the Jews and 

investigate how his personal history intermingles with the themes of slavery and the 

Holocaust. 

In the third chapter I discuss how black and Jewish suffering is represented in the 

structure of Higher Ground and The Nature of Blood. The two novels have a rather unusual 

structure. Higher Ground consists of three separate stories that form one unit. The Nature of 

Blood consists of several intertwining stories. I will discuss what the effect of such a structure 

is. Furthermore, I discuss how black and Jewish sections and voices alternate in the two 

novels.  

In the last chapter I shed a light on Phillips’s empathy with the Jewish characters in the 

novels. I investigate if there is any difference between Phillips’s empathy towards the black 
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and the Jewish characters. After this last chapter I end the dissertation with a general 

conclusion about the recurrence of racism in history. 
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1. Eurocentrism in Trauma Studies and its Consequences 

 

The origins of the term trauma are situated in the West. According to Rebecca Saunders and 

Kamran Aghaie, “trauma, as both a concept and a diagnostic category, is a Western artifact, 

the product of a specific socio-political and clinical genealogy that emerges with late 

modernity and is assembled out of Euro-American experiences of industrialization and 

warfare, its gender relations, and its conceptions of normalcy and deviance” (18). 

Consequently, trauma studies was mostly a European concern. Trauma researchers were 

chiefly concerned with Europe’s biggest trauma: the Holocaust. As a result, other world-

historical traumas, such as slavery, were overshadowed by the Holocaust. Saunders and 

Aghaie state that, “there has been insufficient exploration not only of how Western theoretical 

and diagnostic models translate into a ‘non-Western’ context but of how sites of traumatic 

memory in South Asia, Africa, and the Middle East (dis)confirm, challenge, or revise 

dominant Western conceptions of trauma and memory” (16). It is necessary to pay more 

attention to other non-Western genocides. In this way, people can learn more about other 

horrible genocides that took place all over the world. 

 

 

1.1. The Notion of Holocaust Uniqueness 

            

1.1.1. The Holocaust’s Sacredness  

 

The Holocaust is the deliberate attempt to exterminate the Jewish population in the middle of 

the twentieth century. This horrible event is generally perceived as something unprecedented 

in history. This is explained by A. Dirk Moses who writes that it is necessary to understand 
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that the events of the Holocaust were experienced by members of the victim group as a 

trauma of virtually metaphysical proportions. It signified a defining rupture in their personal 

and collective identity. The Holocaust had world-historical significance and as a result many 

Jews treat this genocide as sacred” (10). The Holocaust is something that was very 

traumatizing for the Jewish people. Moreover, it was not only traumatizing for the Holocaust 

survivors themselves, but also for the entire Jewish community and their descendants.  

The historical significance of the Holocaust is reflected in the number of researches 

done on the Holocaust. In fact, the Holocaust is much more researched than other genocides. 

David Moshman writes that Holocaust and Genocide Studies is predominantly focused on the 

Holocaust:   

In the period 1997 through 2000, out of a total of 53 published articles, there 

were 48 that focused exclusively on the Holocaust. Of the remaining five, two 

addressed related oppressions of Jews during World War II, one addressed the 

relation of the Holocaust to other genocides, one addressed the Turkish 

extermination of the Armenians during World War I, and one addressed a set 

of related Anatolian genocides. (434)    

The large number of articles about the Holocaust signals trauma researchers’ great interest in 

this extraordinary event. Unfortunately enough, in comparison with the Holocaust, other 

genocides are almost completely neglected.  

Because the Holocaust is so well-known, it is incorporated in numerous movies, books 

and documentaries. All those books, movies and documentaries can be seen as a way of 

dealing with the traumatic past. Story-telling can help trauma victims to work through a 

traumatic experience. My idea is supported by Saunders and Aghaie. They argue that some 

degree of closure or critical distance is only possible when the fragmentary experience of 

trauma is transformed into a structure. In this way trauma victims are given a measure of 
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control over their own stories. Stories transform their isolated personal grief into a communal 

experience (21).  

 

 

1.1.2. The Countermovement 

 

The countermovement in trauma studies criticizes the focus on the European traumatic past. 

Researches, such as Kali Tal, try to give more attention to other genocides. Tal states that 

recent literary critical works on trauma are produced predominantly by and for members of 

privileged classes. There is not a single book-length study about trauma and memory that 

contains the work or theory of an African American critical thinker. Moreover, the body of 

postcolonial theory written in the last two decades is entirely ignored by trauma scholars. 

Furthermore, Tal states that:  

To be an American critic and to turn one’s eyes to Europe, to the Holocaust for 

an example of a traumatized population while at the same time steadfastly 

refusing to look at any aspect of the African American experience (or, for that 

matter, the experience of Native Americans) is to perpetuate the racist and 

Eurocentric structures that were responsible for the traumatization of those 

populations in the first place.  

Unfortunately enough, there are still a lot of other world-historical traumas. Therefore, it is 

necessary for the critics to open their eyes and look beyond the borders of the Holocaust. Tal 

notes that well-known trauma scholars, such as Felman and Caruth, never go outside the 

European tradition to construct their notions of trauma and memory. Furthermore, they never 

incorporate any gender, race or class analysis into their work. In this way, other genocides 
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will never get the attention they deserve and trauma studies will continue to focus only on the 

European traumatic past.   

Trauma studies reaches only a small segment of the population, by writing so much 

about the Holocaust. Tal notes that when Caruth or other Euro-American psychoanalytic 

critics are writing about human experience, they are not really referring to the experience of 

the majority of the people in the world, but to the experience of a small part raised within a 

European and American cultural tradition. So by focusing too much on the European and 

American side, they are unwillingly excluding a lot of other people. The concentration on the 

Holocaust is, according to Tal, probably caused by the lack of familiarity of Euro-American 

critics with even the most famous African-American texts. Even if they read the text, they 

cannot contextualize it as anything other than ‘African-American literature.’ I agree with Tal 

that other genocides must be researched more. Comparable atrocities in history are much less 

in the spotlight, compared to the Holocaust. Maybe this is because of a silent racist idea? Are 

the atrocities done to blacks regarded less horrific than the ones done to whites? It is a fact 

that researchers concentrate more on the Holocaust because it happened on European soil. 

Before one could not possibly imagine that such atrocities could take place in the civilized 

West. Probably such atrocities were considered much less unusual in non-civilized countries.  

There needs to be more information about other genocides, in order to enhance the 

interest for other genocides. This can be done by educating people in school about non-

European genocides. However, still today education about genocide is limited to the 

Holocaust. According to Moshman, the Holocaust gets a lot of attention, because it is 

regarded as ‘the darkest chapter of our history.’ Only a few examples are given of what are 

lesser genocides and other violations of human rights. Through this type of education 

Holocaust-based conceptions of genocide and genocide-based conceptions of human rights 

are reinforced. Consequently, this kind of education is more confusing than clarifying (447). 
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By predominantly studying the Holocaust, students’ knowledge about other genocides is 

limited. Therefore, it is necessary to give more attention to other genocides in education. In 

this way, students’ view of other world-historical traumas will be enhanced.   

 

 

1.2. The Holocaust: A Result of Colonialism 

 

There are similarities between the Holocaust and what occurred in colonial times. 

Firstly, in both cases millions of people died. Secondly, the population was in both cases 

subjected to the power and control of an authority. Jürgen Zimmerer states that the practices 

of the Holocaust are a radicalised version of what happened in earlier colonial times. The 

positive perception of European colonialism contributed to conceal the criminal character of 

the German occupation. The fact that brutal guerrilla warfare, resettlement and a slave 

economy had always accompanied colonialism helped to inspire and legitimise the atrocities 

of the Holocaust (219). The similarities between the Holocaust and colonialism put the 

uniqueness of the Holocaust into question. Is the Holocaust less unique, because there were 

similar atrocities in the colonies? In my opinion one cannot ask which atrocity is more unique, 

because the circumstances were completely different. My opinion is supported by Zimmerer, 

who writes that the motives for killing Jews, Roma, homosexuals and handicapped people 

during the Holocaust were very different from those in colonial times (221). The goal of  

colonialism was not to kill people, contradictory to the cruelty of the Jewish extermination.  

According to Moses, since many American Indian peoples became extinct, the 

genocide of North American tribes was, in a way, even more destructive than that of the Jews. 

Moreover, Moses states that Queen Elizabeth, King Ferdinand, Queen Victoria and King 

Louis were the Adolf Hitlers of their day. During the years of colonialism atrocities like 
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Auschwitz happened all the time for many people across the world (16). I do not completely 

agree with this statement, because there is a difference in nuance between colonialism and the 

Holocaust. The Nazis aim, on the one hand, was to exterminate a single section of population. 

That is what makes the Holocaust so horrible. The aim of colonialism, on the other hand, was 

to expand their territory. It was never the rulers’ deliberate intention to kill people.  

According to Moses, the term ‘racial century’, i.e. the hundred years roughly 

following 1850, denotes this period of violence. Consequently, it is necessary to situate the 

racial violence of imperialism as part of the same flow of events that led to the violence of 

World War I and II. In this way, the genocidal episodes of the ‘racial century’ are considered 

to be an upwardly spiralling movement of violence (33).  I do not agree with this statement, 

because racial violence has always been present in human history. I disagree with the 

statement that the atrocities of the past lead directly up to the horror of the Holocaust.  

 

 

1.3. The Holocaust as the Standard for Other Genocides 

 

The Holocaust is the most well-known genocide, but there are also many other less-known 

genocides. However, these other genocides are not always considered real genocides. But 

what exactly is a real genocide and why is the Holocaust used as the standard? 

A big problem in the comparison of genocides is the lack of a decent definition for 

genocide. What exactly is ‘a genocide’? The word genocide makes most people think of 

massacres. Nevertheless, the word genocide can include a lot of other things as well. 

According to Moshman, with the help of a definition the various atrocities in the world can be 

classified (447). I question whether it is really necessary to classify the various atrocities. 
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Each atrocity is different and one single definition will not be able to include all the various 

atrocities around the world. 

According to Moshman, in the United States there are seven major Holocaust 

museums, including the government-supported US Holocaust Memorial Museum. 

Nevertheless, there is in the US no major museum in remembrance of any other genocide, not 

even the genocides committed against many of the indigenous peoples of the present-day US 

(434). The concentration on the Holocaust leads the attention away from other genocides such 

as the massacre of the Indians. The atrocities that happened on their own soil are given much 

less attention. It is remarkable that their own genocide is not recognized as much as the 

Holocaust is. The American concentration on the Holocaust blinds them for certain aspects of 

their own history. The Holocaust functions as a screen memory in the US, because it diverts 

attention away from more distressing memories, such as slavery, segregation and the genocide 

of the Native Americans.   

According to Moshman, people are especially preoccupied with the Holocaust, which 

leads to a Holocaust-based understanding of the concept of genocide. The Holocaust has 

become the example and point of reference for a lot of other genocides. We judge other 

genocides by analysing their similarities to and differences from the Holocaust (435). In this 

way, we do not see the characteristics of other genocides. Every genocide is different and by 

comparing them you reduce each genocide to the characteristics of the Holocaust. 

Nevertheless, some genocides are not considered genocides at all if they do not have the same 

characteristics as the Holocaust. This happened for example with the atrocities of the Atlantic 

slave trade. According to Moshman, it is said that the Atlantic slave trade does not live up to 

the definition of genocide, because killing and cultural extermination were not the primary 

intent. Nevertheless, one cannot declare that the Atlantic slave trade was less evil than any 

other genocide, including the Holocaust (443). Millions of people died during the shipping to 
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the New World. Still, the suffering of the slaves is considered less horrible than the suffering 

of the Jews during the Holocaust. Although the circumstances and the motives differ from the 

motives for the Holocaust, the result of the genocide is the similar. However, one should not 

try to compare the Holocaust and the Atlantic slave trade. Another example is the killing of 

the native inhabitants of Australia. According to Moshman, most people do not see the 

genocide of the indigenous inhabitants of Australia by Europeans and their descendants as a 

genocide because ‘genocide means something like the Holocaust, which means death camps’ 

(436). This statement shows that people’s opinion about genocide is completely blurred by the 

Holocaust. They regard the Holocaust as the standard for other genocides.  

In order to decide which atrocity is a genocide and which one is not, one often refers 

to the motives for the atrocities. According to Moses, there exist an unspoken assumption that 

the mass killing of African or American peoples was an inevitable part of progress. 

Indigenous deaths were more often due to diseases, starvation or declining birth rate. But 

should they therefore be excused as the unintended consequence of colonization? (25). 

According to Moses, the Holocaust, on the other hand, was a deliberate attempt to 

exterminate an entire people in Europe. This fact grants a higher degree of uniqueness to the 

Holocaust.  Consequently, the genocide of European people in the twentieth century strikes 

many scholars as a more urgent research question than the genocide of non-Europeans by 

Europeans in the preceding centuries (14). In my opinion, it does not really matter what the 

motives for genocide are. The result of the atrocities remains the same, whether the action was 

deliberate or not. 

Can the Holocaust be worse than the extermination of the Native Americans? There is 

no need of a competition to prove which event was worse. Still, it is tempting to outweigh one 

genocide against another. This is done by a lot of writers and researchers. In her novel 
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Beloved Toni Morrison seems to participate in the competition of who suffered more. 

According to Crouch: 

Beloved perhaps is best understood by its italicised inscription: Sixty Million 

and More. Morrison recently told Newsweek that the reference was to the 

captured Africans who died coming across the Atlantic. But sixty is ten times 

six, of course. This is very important to remember. For Beloved, above all else, 

is a blackface holocaust novel. It seems to have been written in order to enter 

American slavery into the big-time martyr ratings contest, a contest usually 

won by references to, and works about, the experiences of Jews at the hands of 

the Nazis. (Zierler 46) 

So in the interview Morrison expresses the desire to compare the theory of the Holocaust’s 

uniqueness with American slavery. According to Zierler, one can appreciate Morrison’s desire 

to give more recognition to a catastrophe that actually occurred on American soil and that 

continues to haunt American race relations, considering the fact that the Holocaust got so 

much recognition in the United States. But still by comparing the two-hundred-year history of 

American slavery with the five-year-long Holocaust, Morrison seems to enter in a perverse 

competition with the Holocaust (47). In my opinion, Morrison does not deny the atrocities of 

the Holocaust. She just wants to draw more attention to the horrors of slavery. Seen the fact 

that the United States does not pay much attention to genocides that took place on its own 

soil, it is good that Morrison tries to give slavery more recognition.  

However, it is not the intention to trivialize the Holocaust. To acknowledge other 

genocides does not mean one denies the horror of the Holocaust. I agree with Moshman that 

“The challenge is not to replace the Holocaust with some other genocide as the measure of all 

genocides, but rather to replace a Holocaust-based concept of genocide with an alternative 

conception that relates all genocides to each other via a set of formal criteria” (432). That is 
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why Moses pleads for “a ‘spectrum’ of genocides, with the Holocaust at one end as the most 

extreme example of extermination” (15). Even if the Holocaust loses its unique status, it still 

remains a horror no one will ever fully understand. But it is important to know that there are 

still more such horrors. Moshman points out that genocides and other atrocities have occurred 

all over the world throughout the course of history and continue unabated.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 17 

2. Caryl Phillips’s Engagement with Eurocentrism  

 

Caryl Phillips relates the Holocaust and slavery to one another in his novels Higher Ground 

and The Nature of Blood. Although other writers were reluctant to put these two histories next 

to each other, Phillips takes up the challenge. According to Paul Gilroy, “Many writers have 

been struck by some of the correspondences between the histories of these groups, but 

thinkers from both communities are not always prepared to admit them, let alone explore any 

possible connections in an uninhibited way” (206).  Nevertheless, Phillips does not take the 

Holocaust as the standard, nor does he try to equate the history of slavery with the Holocaust. 

Phillips does not want to decide which suffering was worse. Nevertheless, he does relate the 

two histories to one another. By putting these two world-historical traumas next to each other, 

one may learn something about racism in the world. 

 

 

2.1. Phillips’s Personal History  

 

Caryl Phillips’s personal history determines his view on world-historical traumas. His 

multicultural background provides him with a broad view of the world. However, it is a 

double-edged sword, because his background has advantages and disadvantages. Phillips can 

look at things from a different angle, because he has a multicultural background. He is not 

restricted to a mere British perspective. Nonetheless, his multicultural background is also a 

disadvantage. According to Andrew Armstrong,” “Phillips’s participation in European literary 

texts, history and literary history, is ‘complicated’ by his socio-cultural origins, by his 

experiences as a West Indian living and working in Britain” (par. 17). Hence, Phillips’s 
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unusual and diverse background gives rise to different opinions about his ability to write 

about slavery and the Holocaust.   

I agree with Clingman that Phillips’s multicultural background is an advantage: 

“Given the particularities of Phillips’s personal history and its elements – the West Indian, the 

black, the British, the European, the Jewish … – his story borders on and has been constructed 

in relation to so many others. In his inveterate travels, as if in search of a personal geography, 

his own ‘constellations’ are built up of so many disparate points of connection and reference” 

(161). In this way, Phillips can relate to many different people in the world. Therefore, 

Phillips’s writing about the sufferings of Jewish and black people must benefit from his 

multicultural background.    

Caryl Phillips grew up in Britain and absorbed the British way of life. Consequently, 

during his youth he was heavily influenced by British culture. Nevertheless, the colour of his 

skin will always label him as an outsider in Britain. This duality gave him the feeling of 

simultaneously being an insider and an outsider in British society. It was difficult for Phillips 

to find out where he belonged. This theme of “belonging” became a guideline in his own life 

as well as in the lives of his characters. Ledent explains that: 

Throughout his youth, Phillips was haunted by the dilemma resulting from 

‘feeling British, while being constantly told in many subtle and unsubtle ways 

that [he] did not belong’ (ET, 9), race being undoubtedly a more powerful 

factor of alienation and insecurity than his originally non-British background, 

or even his social class. (Caryl Phillips 3)  

Phillips’s exceptional background has clearly had its influences on his literature. According to 

Ledent, his multicultural background “implies other ways of looking at European history and 

culture, through a foregrounding of the stranger’s viewpoint” (Caryl Phillips 156).   
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Phillips has a strong affiliation with immigrants, because they are searching for a place 

to belong. The characters in his novels are almost all wandering people, immigrants without a 

real home, just like Phillips himself. Therefore, according to Ivan Kreilkamp, “Phillips 

himself would qualify as one of his own characters” (44). Hence, his whole personality as a 

writer is shaped by this cosmopolitan attitude. In “Transition” Phillips says: “The books I 

read, the books which helped to shape me as a writer, bore very little relationship to 

nationality. I read books by people who could help me understand that nexus, that point where 

race and class met” (82). This belief is strongly reflected in all his novels, and in particular in 

Higher Ground and The Nature Blood.   

 

 

2.2. Phillips’s Affiliation with the Jews 

 

Caryl Phillips feels a profound connection to the Holocaust. His bond with Jewish suffering 

finds its origins in his past. Ashley Dawson states that, “Growing up in Britain during the 

1960s and early 1970s, Phillips was exposed to few texts that dealt with the problems raised 

by such exclusionary definitions” (97). The first time he was confronted with the atrocities of 

the Holocaust was in a television programme. In an essay in The European Tribe he writes 

that he saw a television programme “which dealt with the Nazi occupation of Holland and the 

subsequent rounding up of the Jews. . . . There was a deeper, more troubling aspect to my 

fascination which related directly to the Jews” (66). The television programme touched him 

deeply, because he saw his own situation reflected in the sorrowful fate of the Jews. He says 

in The European Tribe: “If white people could do that to white people, then what the hell 

would they do to me?” (67). In this way, Phillips became aware of the cruel side of human 

nature.  
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Phillips writes in The European Tribe that the first time he wrote a story was after 

seeing this television programme. It was a short story about a fifteen-year-old Jewish boy 

during the Holocaust (67). So clearly Phillips was very affected by his first encounter with the 

atrocities of the Holocaust. Furthermore, he became very interested in the figure of Anne 

Frank. According to Dawson, “It was in The Diary of Anne Frank . . . that he first found 

public acknowledgement of racial inequality and violence in Europe” (97).  In his non-

fictional work The European Tribe he describes his visit to the Anne Frank House in 

Amsterdam. In this house he is confronted with the similarities between Jewish and black 

discrimination: 

A photograph of a large banner during a 1924 Berlin demonstration caught my 

eye. The text on the banner read: ‘500, 000 unemployed. 400, 000 Jews. 

Solution very simple. National Socialism.’ Behind the banner somebody held 

aloft an ugly caricature of a Jew. The swastika-armbanded men looked 

respectable in white shirts and ties. I have seen banners carrying such messages 

in London, but for ‘Jew’ read ‘black.’ (69) 

Phillips apprehended that Jews were outsiders in society, just as he was an outsider in Britain 

because of his skin colour. Moreover, Phillips’s bond with the Jews was even more reinforced 

by the societal circumstances in Britain during the 1970s. According to Dawson, “With the 

end of the long period of post-war economic growth in Britain during the 1970s, neo-fascist 

parties like the National Front gained a significant popular following by arguing that 

‘immigrants’ were responsible for the country’s economic downturn” (98).  Therefore, 

Phillips considered his own fate to be connected with that of the Jews. Through the suffering 

of the Jews he learned to understand his own suffering. According to Clingman, because of 

“the lack of public reference points for the black experience in Europe, Phillips fixed on that 

of the Jews, as if through the prism of that history he could make some sense of his own. He 
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watched “The World at War” on television, read The Diary of Anne Frank – and later kept a 

poster of Anne Frank above his writing desk” (143).   

Phillips saw his own life reflected in the story and emotions of Anne Frank. As a 

consequence, the feeling of being an outsider in Britain was even increased by his getting to 

know the Anne Frank text. The Diary of Anne Frank made a severe impression on Phillips 

and influenced him strongly in his literary work. Clingman states that, “the world as he 

understood it had been divided into whites and blacks, and Jews were white people. Now he 

saw that even within the white community there were vicious divisions over identity . . .” 

(144). 

Although Phillips is black, he has a Jewish ancestor. So there is also a personal link 

with the Jewish community. In his non-fictional work A New World Order, Phillips reveals 

that his grandfather was a Jew. In the book he describes the moment he learned to know more 

about his Jewish ancestor: 

Soon after I was sitting in a bar in St Kitts with my brother and a friend told us 

that our grandfather had just walked in and taken a seat in the corner. . . . But, 

sure enough, seated in the corner was Emmanuel de Fraites, a Jewish [italics 

added] trader with Portuguese roots that reached back to the island of Madeira. 

I now understood that the cultural hybridity that is the quintessential Caribbean 

condition had certainly marked my person, and the quality of the blood that 

flowed through my veins was doggedly ‘impure.’ (130) 

This personal link must have influenced his interest for Jewish suffering during the Holocaust. 

It definitely explains why Phillips feels such a close connection with the Jewish fate.  
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2.3. Phillips’s View of the Holocaust and Slavery 

 

Phillips’s personal history and his affiliation with the Jews have determined his view of 

genocide and especially of the Holocaust and slavery. His strong affiliation with Jewish 

suffering expresses his deep respect for anyone who has ever been discriminated and excluded 

from society, whether for reasons of race, ethnic background or religion. In an interview with 

“Transition” Phillips says: 

I think there is an increasing responsibility upon us: to define and challenge, to 

debunk, destroy, get rid of terms such as Third World, because they introduce 

the idea of an Other, and once you start to define yourself by identifying who 

you’re not, then you’re already tip-toeing down the road towards a very ugly 

type of totalitarianism which is staining Europe again. (86) 

Phillips strongly condemns any form of racism. In his novels he makes people aware of all the 

forms of racism that have affected people in the course of history. According to Ledent, 

“Phillips’s contribution to contemporary English literature . . . lies in extending and 

subverting the usually confined canvas of English fiction . . . Whereas slavery and the ‘other’ 

presence in England were either inexistent or, at best, figured as side issues in most English 

novels until the 1990s, they have become central issues in Phillips’s writing” (A Master of 

Ambiguity). So Phillips’s novels open up a new perspective on discrimination and exclusion. 

The novels show the incessant trend of discrimination in world history. 

Phillips can relate strongly to the history of slavery. He has strong ties to black 

suffering, because he was born on the island of St. Kitts where there is a large African 

diasporic community. The fact that Phillips stems from people who left their country and 

roots behind is reflected in his writing. According to Ledent, "Undoubtedly, many of the 

references that Phillips makes to other texts convey his simultaneous attachment to and 
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detachment from existing traditions, whether English, African American or Caribbean” (A 

Master of Ambiguity).  

Although Phillips relates strongly to the Holocaust as well as to slavery, he does not 

want to equate slavery with the Holocaust. He sees them as two separate horrific experiences 

in human history. When asked in an interview with Lars Eckstein if he sees any difference 

between the Holocaust and slavery, he responds: 

I see lots of differences, I see lots of similarities. I think it’s probably 

dangerous to regard them as being parallel in any way. I mean they are similar 

in as much as you have two groups of people who, as a people, are scattered 

across the globe and maintain some kind of identity because of an accident of 

history. (39) 

Phillips’s answer is very careful, since the comparison of the two histories is a sensitive 

theme. Hence, Phillips does not want to equate the Holocaust and slavery. He just describes 

the feeling of not belonging, which is something all those people can relate to. In the same 

interview he says:  

But for me, the principal similarities are what I’ve just said: this sense of 

having been bedevilled by an accident of history, this very profound sense of 

memory and loss which you find in the African diasporic community in the 

Caribbean, in African-Americans, you find it amongst black people in Europe.  

We also find it very strongly in the Jewish community around the world.  But, 

again, I don’t think too much about the theoretical things, I just think about the 

people. (40) 

Phillips’s sympathy towards all those people is reflected in Higher Ground and The Nature of 

Blood. The feeling of not belonging is inherent to most of his characters in the two novels. 

They are all people without a home, searching for a place to belong. The suffering of the 
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characters in Higher Ground and The Nature of Blood receives ample treatment. Therefore, in 

the same interview the question rises if Phillips does not aestheticize suffering? Phillips 

answers: 

As for the actual lives of the people – I would not want to lay claims to 

whether or not anybody’s suffering was aesthetic or not. People who suffer 

suffer. The form can be aesthetic, one has to care about language, but for an 

individual – who are after all the bedrock, that is the substance of novels – 

suffering is suffering is suffering. I don’t see how one suffering can be prettier, 

more aesthetically acceptable than another type of suffering. Somebody who 

dies in a bottom of a slave ship is suffering in the same way as somebody who 

dies in Auschwitz. It’s the same thing as far as I am concerned. (36) 

This is quite right and this attitude is reflected in his novels. “Suffering is suffering”, no 

matter what race you are or religion you have.  

 

 

2.4. The Theme of the Holocaust and Slavery in Higher Ground and The Nature of Blood  

 

In this section Phillips’s attitude towards genocide in his novels will be explained. The main 

themes of Higher Ground and The Nature of Blood are slavery, the Holocaust and outsiders in 

society. Phillips shows there is some sort of connection between the sufferings of people all 

around the world. Although the atrocities experienced by the victims are different, the 

suffering of the people is comparable. According to Clingman, “his [Phillips’s] encounter 

with “other” stories is not a matter of indecent appropriation, but of placing the self in relation 

to others, acknowledging singularity as well as connection, the constellated parts in relation to 

the whole” (162).  
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Phillips acknowledges that there are differences as well as similarities between the 

different atrocities. Next to that, Ledent mentions that even if The Nature of Blood “highlights 

the two groups’ respective specificities, such as their different economic positions, and the 

‘relative confidence’ (NB 58) of the Jewish cultural identity as compared to black people’s 

less assured sense of selfhood, at the same time it stresses similarities like the disruption of 

families, the commodification of both blacks and Jews, their apparent lack of resistance as 

well as ‘a very powerful sense of memory [and] a very powerful presentiment of loss’” (Caryl 

Phillips 153).   

Phillips shows the similarities on the basis of the different stories he intertwines in his 

narrative. The dominant story in The Nature of Blood is that of Holocaust survivor Eva Stern. 

Next to that, there are also the stories of her uncle Stephan, the black general Othello, the 

Ethiopian Jewish woman Malka and the Jews in Portobuffole. Eva Stern and her uncle suffer 

from the Nazi regime. Othello lives in Venice, but remains an outsider in a predominantly 

white society. The Ethiopian Malka does not feel at home in Israel. She is not fully integrated 

in society, because of her skin colour. The Jews of Portobuffole are excluded from society 

because they live in a ghetto. In fact, all the characters are outsiders in society. All the stories 

refer to one another in some way. Malka and Othello are both outsiders in a white society. 

Both are discriminated because of their skin colour. Although Malka and Othello try to 

integrate in the new country, it will never be home for them. Malka’s sister asks her: “Please, 

Malka. I ask you, is this home?” (NB 207).2

                                                 
2 From now on I will use the abbreviations NB for The Nature of Blood and HG for Higher Ground. 

 The colour of their skin prevents them to fully 

integrate in society. Othello experienced this in Venice: “I saw no reason why I should 

continue to tolerate such petulant displays of bad manners from this gondolier’s son. That he 

disliked me on account of my complexion and bearing, I had no doubt . . .” (NB 135).   
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Phillips observes the suffering of people across history. In a sense the suffering caused 

by slavery and the Holocaust has the same consequence, namely the exclusion of other people 

by regarding them as “the other.” According to Clingman, “the problem lies not in seeing 

these connections but in refusing to see them. . . .  it seems that Phillips’s fictional model 

offers a crucial definition and alternative: of a transnational view of identity, inseparable 

from a transtemporal view of history. On both count this is a major contribution” (162).  

Phillips’s themes are still relevant, because of the migration problems in Europe and 

the rest of the world. Moreover, they will probably stay relevant as long as the multicultural 

society is not established and accepted completely. Phillips’s wants to create a sense of 

awareness by pointing out the repetitions in our history. The repetition of the atrocities during 

history is shown in the story of the Jews of Portobuffole who were already discriminated in 

the sixteenth century: “In Germany they frequently murdered the Jews, because the Christian 

people claimed (and provided good evidence) that the Jews spread the plague by poisoning 

the wells with whatever came to hand: spiders’ webs, lizards, toads and, most commonly, the 

severed heads of Christians” (NB 51). Eva Stern and her family become the victim of 

discrimination, just like the Jews of Portobuffole centuries earlier.   

Phillips wants to let the readers decide for themselves whether there are similarities or 

differences between slavery and the Holocaust. He wants to urge the reader to think about 

these atrocities. Phillips’s aim is not to prescribe what the reader should think, but to incite the 

reader to form his or her own opinion. 
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3. Black and Jewish Suffering in Higher Ground and The Nature of Blood  

 

Caryl Phillips’s novels Higher Ground and The Nature of Blood are immediately 

recognisable, because of their unusual structure. In the novel Higher Ground one can 

distinguish three separate stories, whereas The Nature of Blood contains several intertwining 

storylines. In this chapter I will investigate this remarkable play with structure. I will inquire 

how the structures of the novels interact with the themes of black and Jewish suffering. Next 

to that, I will take a look at the Jewish and black characters in the novels. I will analyse how 

they are all the victim of slavery or the Holocaust. I will explain that they are all victims of 

racism and discrimination.  

 

 

3.1. Higher Ground: Three Stories in One  

 

The novel Higher Ground contains three separate narratives. The first story is called 

“Heartland,” the second one “The Cargo Rap,” and the last one “Higher Ground.” All three 

stories cover very different and yet very similar topics. The first story “Heartland” tells the 

story of an African man during the horrible period of slave trade. The nameless man has 

betrayed his own family and works for the slave traders. “The Cargo Rap” consists of letters 

written by Rudy Williams who lives in an American prison. The letters are written between 

January 1967 and August 1968. The last story “Higher Ground” describes the life of the 

Polish Jew Irina. Irina fled to England, in order to escape the Nazi regime in her own country.  

All the stories are set in different periods in history. Whereas the first story is set 

during the period of slavery, the second and the third one are set in the twentieth century. Not 

only the temporal setting differs, but also the spatial setting. The first narrative is set in Africa, 
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the second one in America, and the last one in Europe. Not coincidentally, these three 

continents used to form the triangle of the slave trade. Ledent writes: “the three stories 

represent major stages in Caribbean history: the deportation from Africa to the New World, 

the confined existence there with the attempts to find roots, and finally exile in a European 

metropolis” (Caryl Phillips 55).  

At first sight the three narratives do not seem to be related to each other, because of all 

the differences. Consequently, the reader assumes mistakenly that the three stories stand on 

their own. Notwithstanding the lack of coherence, the novel can be considered as one unit. 

Caryl Phillips’s intention is reflected in the subtitle of the novel: “A Novel in Three Parts.” 

That is why the novel can be considered as one continuous story. According to Charles P. 

Sarvan, “Caryl Phillips’s Higher Ground is a triptych, the three different stories forming a 

thematic unity.” The three stories are all in some way related to each other: “Although the 

three stories are written in completely different styles matching the divergent personalities of 

the protagonists and their backgrounds, they also echo each other emotionally and 

linguistically, so that the book taken as a whole resembles an intricate web woven between 

these three tormented souls who are all ‘trying to survive a journey’” (Ledent, A Master of 

Ambiguity). There is some connection between the main characters of each part, although at 

first sight this does not seem to be the case. The suffering of the characters can be considered 

to be similar. But it is up to the reader to find the links and connections between the stories. 

According to Ledent, “Though these stories make sense in isolation and seem at first to have 

little in common, their full meaning emerges when read as parts of a single narrative with a 

dense web of interconnections” (Caryl Phillips 56).     

But what is the reason for Phillips to write this novel in three separate stories? Would 

it not have been easier to write just one continuing story to make his point? And what exactly 

is the point he is trying to make? According to Charles P. Sarvan and Hasan Marhama, “there 
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emerges a significance which no one part by itself can communicate with such clarity and 

force . . .” The three parts together have a surplus value. They make the reader think further 

than they would have done with one single story. Three separate stories multiply the power 

that only one story would have had. However, according to Ledent, the author meant 

something else with his triptych:   

My contention is that the novelist’s invitation to read the three individual 

pieces as a single entity should rather be regarded as an ideological statement, 

an appeal to a sympathetic re-membering of dismembered lives, . . . within or 

beneath the fragmented surfaces of given world orders. . . . only a careful 

reading of these three life stories taken as a whole can make us aware that 

human isolation and misery, for all their stark obviousness, are not utterly 

unredeemable because they are shared by men and women living in different 

places and at different times. (Caryl Phillips 77) 

The three narratives present similarities in suffering across the world. By situating these three 

stories in a different time and place, Phillips makes clear that the suffering of all those 

different people is in fact the comparable. The suffering of the three protagonists can be 

considered alike, though the story of their life is very different. Moreover, Ledent presents yet 

another reason for this fragmented structure in the novel: 

Still, there remains an apparent disparity between its wider unifying frame and 

its fragmented components. This, however, does not emerge as a failure to 

fulfil some ‘narrative desire,’ but as a conscious contribution on Phillips’s part 

to introducing novelty into English Caribbean literature which he finds, in 

comparison with its French- and Spanish-speaking counterparts, ‘much more 

imitative of European forms’. By associating the novel – an essentially 

Western genre – with a fragmented inner structure, more Caribbean in nature, 



 30 

Phillips resorts to an ‘aesthetic of assemblage’, assuredly an appropriate 

narrative vessel for his displaced Caribbeanness.” (Caryl Phillips 78) 

Despite all this, the meaning of this fragmented structure is not very clear. The structure of the 

novel shows the universality of human suffering caused by racial discrimination. The novel 

Higher Ground makes a significant circular movement. The novel begins with an epigraph 

taken from a black spiritual: “Lord plant my feet on higher ground.” The novel closes with a 

Jewish liturgical note: “Hear, O Israel: the Lord our god, the Lord is one.” These two 

sentences at the beginning and end of the novel frame the work “in the language of black and 

Jewish spiritual yearning” (Zierler 61). This beginning with a black spiritual and ending with 

a Jewish note shows, in my opinion, the circular movement of racism in the world. Racism 

keeps surfacing through history.    

 

 

3.1.1. Struggle for a Normal Life  

 

The first narrative of the novel Higher Ground is “Heartland.” Phillips describes the story of 

an African man who works for the slave traders. In this way, he betrays his own family and 

collaborates with the enemy. Nevertheless, the slave traders regard him as not much more 

than an animal. The man claims recognition as a human being, but ends up being sold into 

slavery. This story concerns a person fighting to be recognized as a person with feelings and 

emotions. This is especially noticeable in the scene where he wants the governor to approve 

his love for the girl: “I suspect the Governor will probably ‘understand’ the question of my 

love and see it as another example of how I have managed to raise myself up above the 

animal” (HG 53). The protagonist wants to be recognized as a human being. During slavery 

blacks were regarded as not much more than animals. The main character is fighting for the 
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right to lead a normal life. “Heartland” is about the protagonist’s struggle to lead a normal 

life. 

“Heartland” is completely written in the first person. Phillips himself says in an 

interview with “Worlds Within” about the use of the first person and the present tense: 

Eventually . . . you see, it’s how you tell the story that seems to me to be most 

important. There are endless numbers of stories. When I look at the subject 

matter that I would like to deal with or that I have dealt with, it is a matter of 

telling a story about . . . let’s take “Heartland,” the first part of Higher Ground. 

You’re telling a story about someone who collaborated. Now what was 

interesting to me was not just the story, but how to tell the story and the 

technique and the challenge of telling in the first person and in the present 

tense. That was something that gave it a little added relish when I sat down to 

write.  

In this interview Phillips explains that he deliberately chose to use the first person 

present tense. But why did he? There are several reasons that make the use of this form more 

interesting: “Because “Heartland” is a first-person narrative, the reader is situated within the 

consciousness of this man, and contradictory impulses result: between identification and 

sympathy, on the one hand, and recoil on the other. The reader must constantly remind her- or 

himself of the appalling wretchedness the slave trade inflicted, of the terror and misery. The 

brutality is heightened by the neutral tone of the narrator . . .” (Sarvan and Marhama). The use 

of the first person should give the reader a sense of sympathy for the main character, although 

his acts cannot be approved. This is exactly what Phillips aims at with this nameless 

collaborator. We never learn the main character’s name in “Heartland.” This anonymity is 

striking, because a person who has no name cannot be recognized as a human being. The 

protagonist does not seem to have an identity. According to Ledent, “The anonymity of the 
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narrator further typifies the absence of genealogy of the anonymous millions who were 

deprived of family, language, culture, and name when deported to the New World and whose 

tragic history is re-enacted in ‘Heartland’ through the exceptional experience of one 

individual” (Caryl Phillips 58). “This refusal can also be considered as a sign of resistance 

against Western modes of representation” (Ledent, Caryl Phillips 58). This resistance is 

remarkable, because he consciously participates in the Western atrocities by collaborating. 

The narrator’s acts are horrible, but the reader can understand his position. This duality 

between sympathy and abhorrence makes the protagonist a very ambiguous figure.  

Phillips wants to bring the reader in a position in which he or she starts thinking about 

the situation. He wants to evoke some sympathy from the reader, although the character is in 

some way a despicable person. The reader learns that the position of a human being in such an 

atrocious situation is not always black and white. The circumstances are much more complex 

than that, because the anonymous figure is struggling to survive. Nevertheless, the protagonist 

does not show much loyalty to his own people. Therefore, he can be regarded as rather selfish.  

Primo Levi explains in The Drowned and the Saved that the more merciless the oppressor is, 

the more willing the suppressed are to collaborate with the enemy (38). The nameless 

protagonist of “Heartland” can be situated in what Primo Levi calls “the grey zone.” This grey 

zone contains people who are collaborating with the oppressor. They collaborate in order to 

improve their own situation. According to Levi, one should not judge these people too 

quickly. One should take into account that the major fault lies with the totalitarian regime 

itself (38). I think Levi’s point of view puts the “Heartland” protagonist’s situation in a whole 

new perspective. The protagonist collaborated with the enemy, but he is also a victim of the 

situation.   

The narrative “Heartland” is written in the present tense. The present tense makes the 

past more vivid for the contemporary reader. The history of slavery is no longer a forgotten 
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topic. This makes it all the more horrific. According to Sarvan and Marhama, “This holocaust 

is little remembered because it was visited upon “natives” long ago, at a time when that 

graphic recorder of human cruelty, the camera, had not yet been invented.” In contrast to the 

Holocaust, there is almost no audiovisual material available about the atrocities of slavery and 

the trading of slaves. As a consequence, people have more trouble to relate to slavery.  

 

 

3.1.2. Letters from Prison  

 

The second part of the novel Higher Ground is “The Cargo Rap”, which consists of letters 

written by a prisoner, called Rudy Leroy Williams. In contrast with “Heartland”, the name of 

the narrator is immediately known in “The Cargo Rap”. Ledent writes:  

This name [Rudy] unmistakably evokes the word ‘rudie’, or rude boy, a 

neologism of Caribbean origin, which a lexicographer defines as ‘a poor 

Jamaican tearaway who flourished in the 1960s; the rude boy was seen as a 

criminal hooligan by his opponents, and as a cool daring role model by his 

peers. . . . It is also interesting to note in passing that ‘Rudy’ was the name of 

one of Malcolm X’s sidekicks when he was a burglar, the young man’s name 

matching his reputation of petty criminal. (Caryl Phillips 58) 

So Phillips gave this character immediately the stigma of a criminal by giving him this name. 

Consequently, the name Rudy immediately expresses his interest in the movement for black 

rights. Rudy wants to persuade his family members to be more interested in the movement for 

black rights. Despite all his efforts, this does not seem to work: “How can I free the ‘nigger’ 

in your head? Do I have to bust a hole in your skull?” (HG 161).   
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As a reader you only experience one point of view, namely that of Rudy himself. The 

letters written back to Rudy are not included. Consequently, the reader has a one-sided view 

of things. Moreover, Rudy does not tell everything in his letters to his family and lawyer. For 

example, it seems as if he has been beaten in prison, because he struggles with his arm: “My 

arms is still painful” (HG 108). “My arm is a little easier. I can bend it now” (HG 113). But 

the references are only brief and vague. To understand what really happens in prison, one has 

to read between the lines. 

Rudy letters in “The Cargo Rap” show similarities to George Jackson’s prison letters. 

Sarvan and Marhama write:  

The letters that constitute “The Cargo Rap” . . . are the direct descendants of 

the prison letters of George Jackson, published in 1970 as Soledad Brother. In 

1960, at the age of eighteen, Jackson was misadvised to plead guilty to a 

charge of robbery and was sentenced to an indeterminate prison term of one 

year to life. In Soledad Prison he was accused of the murder of a white prison 

guard and transferred to San Quentin, pending trial. He was killed there on 21 

August 1971 in circumstances that have never been satisfactorily explained. 

George Jackson is a figure that bears great resemblances to Rudy. First of all their story is 

very similar. Next to that, both men write letters to their family. According to Sarvan and 

Marhama, “Jackson’s letters were to his parents, whom he loved but about whose limitations 

– their mental shackles and timidity – he remained bitter and upbraiding: to his younger 

brother (shot dead while attempting to free him); to his lawyer Fay and to Angela Davis, the 

black activist. Rudy, also serving a “one year to life” sentence for robbery, writes to his 

parents, his sister, and two female lawyers.” Furthermore, the style of their letters seems to be 

similar as well. According to Sarvan and Marhama, “Jackson’s correspondence ranges from 

sardonic, terse, and witty to impassioned protests of tremendous rhetorical power.” This is 
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also the case in Rudy’s letters, which contain long explanations about black power, mostly in 

a rather aggressive tone. His aim is to persuade people to join the black power movement. He 

tries to educate his family from prison: “Just remember this; they have called us nigger, then 

negro, then colored, and now black; do you imagine they will ever call us Americans? Surely 

it makes sense to walk tall and free as an African? If you remember nothing else of our 

dialogue then remember this. I am sorry that my tutelary role has ended so sadly and 

prematurely. Farewell” (HG 154). Jackson as well as Rudy starts forming opinions, while 

they are in prison. In prison they start to develop clear views about society and life. According 

to Sarvan and Marhama, “Both Jackson and the fictional Rudy arrive at an understanding of 

society and what it has done to them, but too late. Indeed, because of their awareness, 

consequent stance, and political influence, the system does not release them.” Nevertheless, 

there are also differences between the two. Sarvan and Marhama write, “However, unlike in 

Jackson’s case, finally it is not Rudy’s life but his sanity that is killed.” Rudy is attacked in 

prison, but he is not killed. Unlike Jackson it is not his body that dies, but his mind. Locked 

away in prison Rudy slowly loses contact with reality and loses his mental sanity. By writing 

to his family he holds on to his past: “Moma, do not forget me. I may be far away but I shall 

return. Pray to our Gods, make whatever sacrifices are necessary, but above all believe that I 

will return and your prayers will come true. Time stumbles. A month in prison is equal to a 

year of freedom. We use a different calendar” (HG 172). 

 “The Cargo Rap” narrative echoes in a way the first story “Heartland.” According to 

Ledent:  

Rudi’s detention in ‘The Cargo Rap’ bears upon ‘Heartland’ in multiple ways. 

First, by concentration on the existential and physical suffering of one 

imprisoned individual, it retrospectively casts a more compassionate, if cruder, 

light on the understated atrocities of the first story. What torment must African 
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slaves have gone through if a prisoner living in comparatively more 

comfortable conditions says, in admittedly anachronistic terms for the 

eighteenth century, that his detention ‘is not like being inside the boxing ring, it 

is like being inside the boxing glove’ (HG 71)? Though, as in the first story, 

many horrors are left untold or merely hinted at, ‘The Cargo Rap’ shows how a 

convict can be gradually broken by a system bent on destroying the man in 

man.” (Caryl Phillips 64)   

So the suffering of the first story is even amplified by the suffering of the second story. In 

both cases it is mental and physical suffering. Next to that, both main characters can be 

considered as ambiguous figures. Both evoke some sort of sympathy from the reader, because 

the reader respects and understand their struggle to lead a normal life. But there is also 

disrespect from the reader, because one cannot agree with what they have done. Next to that, 

Rudy explicitly connects his own situation and that of his relatives with that of African 

American slaves. He does this by referring to the contemporary US as a plantation society: 

“The plantation is wide and stretches beyond the horizon” (HG 172). 

Furthermore, there is a parallel in the use of language. Language plays an important 

role in both stories. In “Heartland” the protagonist is an interpreter. According to Hanz 

Okazaki, “The ‘in-between-ness’, of the narrator of Heartland is an unbearable condition, 

which he only manages to cast off, in the end, by repudiating his knowledge of the ‘Master’s’ 

language – thus enabling him to join in solidarity with the other captives, in their chant” (44). 

So language in “Heartland” is a way of showing a form of resistance. It is one of the very few 

things the protagonist has control over. Language is the single thing they cannot take away 

from him. When looking at Rudy’s language in “The Cargo Rap,” one also notices something 

strange. Rudy frequently uses Holocaust terms, for example: “Moma, I can write no more 

because of the brightness of the light. I have tried to persuade the Gestapo Police that I need 
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an eye test, but so far nothing” (HG 127). Rudy uses the term “Gestapo Police” to describe the 

guards in prison. The Gestapo was the secret police in Germany during the Nazi regime. The 

Gestapo was feared by everyone, because of their cruelty and omnipresence in the German 

society. Furthermore, the Gestapo was known for the imprisonment of people without a trial. 

Rudy shows the similarities between his situation and that of the Jews during the Holocaust. 

This kind of  “Holocaust language” used by a black prisoner shows the similarities between 

the atrocities the Jewish and the black experienced. However, Rudy equates his own suffering 

with the suffering of the Jews This can be related to the debate about comparing historical 

traumas that I discussed in the first chapter. In my opinion, the suffering between the two 

world-historical traumas cannot be compared. In fact I do not think that Rudy empathizes with 

the Jews that much. Rudy appropriates the suffering of the Jews to magnify his own victim 

status. Moreover, Rudy’s story is followed by story of Irene, who is a flesh-and-blood Jew. 

This can be read as an implicit criticism of Rudy’s reduction of Jews to metaphors for his 

personal predicament. 

Rudy’s yearning for freedom can be compared to the yearning of the main figure of 

“Heartland.” Both are locked away from society. Whereas Rudy is physically locked away, 

the other one is mentally locked away. Rudy’s mental insanity is also reflected in a sudden 

name change at the end of  “The Cargo Rap.” According to Ledent: 

There comes a change in this name, however, when he is sentenced to remain 

in the maximum security wing for some misbehaviour he does not feel free to 

discuss openly. . . . Significantly he closes this letter, and all subsequent ones, 

with the slightly altered name Rudi. How to ‘read between the lines’ of this 

minute change in the spelling of his name? So, paraphrasing Cleaver, one 

might say here ‘I was very familiar with the Rudy who came to prison, but that 

Rudy no longer exists, he has become Rudi now’. Finally, is the slight change 
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in the last letter of his name the subtle expression of the psychological 

mutilation caused by the aggressiveness of the American penal system towards 

black inmates? Whatever the answer(s), the fact remains that this change is in 

essence made by Rudi himself, even if its is induced by his environment. Like 

the namelessness adopted by the narrator of ‘Heartland’, it is a subjective 

gesture of self-assertion in the face of the dehumanising penitentiary system in 

which he is ‘called a “nigger”’ (HG 171) sometimes as often as forty-six times 

a day. (Caryl Phillips 59) 

Rudy’s name change may signal his changed personality. The name change expresses the 

transition from the person he was before imprisonment to the person he is now. His 

personality is drastically changed during his imprisonment. Rudy is no longer the same 

person. Therefore, the name change may be an expression of the loss of his mental sanity.  

 

 

3.1.3. Lost in a New Country 

 

The last story of the novel Higher Ground has the same title as the novel itself. This part 

contains the story of the Jewish refugee Irene. Irene lived together with her sister and parents 

in Poland. However, she had to flee the country, because of the war. The coming of the war 

suddenly interrupted the girl’s plans for the future. Irene was sent to London where she has to 

live all by herself.   

The shock of now living all by herself in a strange city and without the comforting 

feeling of a family makes Irene an outsider in London. According to Hank Okazaki, 

“Irene/Irina is caught, in her mental life, between two worlds, and two ages/stages of life: she 

has been unable, psychologically, to make the transition from the security of her childhood 
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world to the isolated and alienating existence (in London) which she now leads” (44). As a 

consequence, Irene stays stuck in the past. She is unable to move on with her life. Wendy 

Zierler writes:  

Although “Higher Ground” begins several years after the Holocaust, Irene’s 

past endures and recurs in her present, an emotional state accentuated by 

Phillips’s technique of nonlinear narration. As the novella unfolds in the 

present, facts about Irene’s past and the sufferings of her family as a result of 

the Nazi occupation swirl together with memories of her journey to England, 

her failed marriage and miscarriage, and suicide attempt. During a brief quasi-

romantic encounter with a West Indian man named Louis – indicative of 

Phillips’s desire to link Jewish history with the story of the African Diaspora, 

Irene is overtaken by the realization that ‘her life is finally running aground.’ 

(60) 

So present and past intertwine in Irene’s narrative. Hence, Irene is a figure that is haunted by 

her past. She is not able to build a new life.  

Like the previous story, “Higher Ground” echoes another story, namely “The Cargo 

Rap.” The theme of Jewishness that was introduces by Rudy in “The Cargo Rap” resurfaces 

in the story about the Jewish girl Irene. Furthermore, just like Rudy, Irene seems to be losing 

her mental sanity. But, according to Zierler, there is still another link with “The Cargo Rap,” 

because “Like Rudy . . . Irene inhabits a surrealistic world, where all the objects around her 

are personified nightmarishly and where even God looms before her as a potential persecutor” 

(60). Rudy’s imprisonment and isolation is reflected in Irene’s feeling of isolation. Although 

Irene is not physically locked away in prison, her room has some characteristics of a prison 

cell. Next to that, Mrs Molloy, her landlady, seems to resemble a jailer. This is shown in the 

scene in which Irene’s room is described: “Irene’s room was small. The frame of the bed was 
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cold and metallic. No matter how warm it might be inside of the bed, the frame was always 

cold. She dreaded accidentally touching it in the night. She once dragged her mattress on to 

the floor, but in the morning Mrs Molloy looked at her and wrote something in the black book 

that she carried with her” (HG 175).   

Like the two previous protagonists, Irene is an outsider. She will never fit in, because 

she is an immigrant. Irene finds comfort with the West Indian immigrant Louis. Their 

encounter may be seen as two outsiders looking for support. Ledent writes, “Louis and Irina’s 

coming together has been criticised as too glaring a means to make ‘a connection between the 

unhappiness and sense of dislocation felt by West Indian immigrants and that felt by other 

“alien” groups.’ . . . The fact remains that through their encounter an analogy is suggested 

between the captivity of Afro-Caribbean and Jewish peoples” (Caryl Phillips 68-69). Their 

encounter may be considered to be very symbolical. Irene is traumatized by the situation she 

is in. Life has lost its meaning for her, because she cannot leave the past behind.   

Next to that, there are even more resemblances with Rudy from “The Cargo Rap,” 

because Irene also struggles with her name. At some moments she is called “Irene” whereas at 

other moments “Irena” is used: “Irina was not to know but it was now that the Irene-Irina-

Irene-Irina-Irene-Irina-Irene problem would begin, for English people were too lazy to bend 

their mouths or twist their tongues into unfamiliar shapes” (HG 183). This issue of naming 

bears great resemblance to the feeling that Rudy has in “The Cargo Rap.” After a long period 

of imprisonment he also changes his name slightly. In both cases only one letters makes the 

difference, but it can be considered as a great change in their personality. The name changing 

marks a great switch from their previous selves to their newborn selves. But it is also 

something negative, because their former self is lost in the new world. The name change 

expresses the loss of their identity. There is also a reference to the first story. The feeling of 

being bound by something is a feeling that Irene and the main character of “Heartland” share. 
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While the latter is bound by the slave traders, Irene is bound by a society in which she does 

not feel at home.  

Although there are a lot of similarities between the stories, there are also some 

differences. “Higher Ground” is much more reticent about the Holocaust than “Heartland” is 

about the slave trade. Does Phillips feel that he does not have the same right to write about the 

Holocaust as he has the right to write about slavery?  It is remarkable that the author writes 

much more explicit about the atrocities of slavery than he does about the atrocities of the 

Holocaust. Maybe this is Phillips’s way of recognizing that there are limits to the sympathetic 

imagination? Moreover, there are different narrative modes used in the three stories. While  

“Heartland” and “The Cargo Rap” are written in the first person, “Higher Ground” is written 

in the third person. The use of third person for Irene’s story has a more distant effect. One can 

speculate if Phillips had more problems to empathize with the Jewish story, than he had with 

the black stories. I will discuss this theme in chapter four.  

 

 

3.2. The Nature of Blood: A Mixture of Lives 

 

The novel The Nature of Blood tells several stories at the same time. This mixed structure and 

different voices are a challenge for the attentive reader. First of all there is the story of Eva 

Stern, a young Jewish girl. Next to that, there are the stories of her uncle Stephan, the Moor 

Othello, three Jews in Venice and the Ethiopian Jew Malka. So these are the stories that make 

up the novel The Nature of Blood. What strikes the reader most is the novel’s remarkable 

structure. Several stories are intertwined in this novel, which makes it hard for the reader not 

to lose track of it all.  
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3.2.1. Structure 

 

The Nature of Blood starts with the story of Eva’s uncle Stephan Stern. Stephan left his wife 

and child behind to establish a new state that will be called Israel. He joined the underground 

army in order to defend the Jewish settlements against attack from the Arabs. His story frames 

the novel. The novel starts with the story of Eva Stern and her family and it ends with an 

imaginative reconciliation with Stephan and his two nieces.  

The story of Eva Stern appears immediately after the story of her uncle Stephan. Her 

story begins on the day the English liberate the camp. Her story is interwoven with 

flashbacks. Slowly the reader learns her horrific story. The story includes her childhood, her 

deportation and her traumatic experiences after the camp. According to Dawson, “The 

narrative’s initiation at the moment of Eva’s liberation forces the reader to reconstruct the 

preceding events from the fragments of the past that Eva offers up. Like Eva, the reader must 

grapple to make sense of a sequence of events so horrific that they rupture the bounds of 

reason” (89). 

The narrative of Eva Stern opens the novel, however her narrative is disrupted by 

many other stories. According to Zierler, “Eva’s story, like that of Irene in “Higher Ground”, 

spools back and forth in time, as do the four other narrative threads that wind in and out of her 

story” (61). Eva’s story is interrupted by the story of the three Jews of Portobuffole, the story 

of the Moorish general Othello and the story of the Ethiopian Jew Malka. According to Paul 

Smethurst, “There is a span of nearly five hundred years, between the narrative units, and yet 

the novel as a whole insists on connections and continuity in the master narrative of 

oppression” (15).  

There are still some smaller interruptions such as the comments of a psychiatrist, 

encyclopaedic explanations from words and a strange voice that addresses Othello. The voice 
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of the psychiatrist gives scientific background on Eva’s condition: “Eventually, of course, we 

found a name for the collective suffering of those who survived. These unfortunate people 

have to endure a multitude of symptoms which include insomnia, shame, chronic anxiety, a 

tendency to suicide and an inability to communicate with others” (NB 156). The term that the 

psychiatrist found for Eva’s condition is “trauma.” Next to the voice of the psychiatrist, there 

are also neutral explanations about certain words. For example “VENICE: A city that lies on 

approximately one hundred and twenty islands in the Adriatic Sea on the north-east coast of 

Italy” (NB 160). However, these seemingly neutral definitions are in fact heavily biased. The 

explanation of the word “Venice” does not give any information about the city’s treatment of 

ethnic minorities. The objective definition is in stark contrast with the city’s negative attitude 

towards Othello.  

Furthermore, there is a strange voice that addresses Othello. The voice condemns 

Othello’s current behaviour: “Fighting the white man’s war for him . . . You tuck your black 

skin away beneath their epauletted uniform, appropriate their words (Rude am I in speech), 

their manners, worry your nappy woollen head with anxiety about learning their ways, yet 

you conveniently forget your own family, and thrust your wife and son to the back of your 

noble mind” (NB 180). According to Ivan Kreilkamp, “Othello’s tale is interrupted-by what 

seems to be the voice of modern African-American Black Nationalist, warning the general of 

Venetian racism and urging, “brother, fly away home” (44).  

These intertwining voices create a very special effect, because of the mix of fiction 

and non-fiction. The chaos in Eva’s head is reflected in the chaotic structure of the novel. 

Because the frame of the narrative is constantly disrupted, a form of distance arises, which 

makes an objective analysis possible. This creates empathic unsettlement. The reader places 

his or herself in Eva’s position, without becoming her. The reader respects the story without 
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really fully identifying with the character. Consequently, the reader can judge the narrative 

objectively. According to Clingman:  

There is a particularly intriguing pattern in the novel: we progress from the 

story of a German/Jew (Eva) to one of Jewish/Venetians (in Portobuffole) to a 

Venetian/African (Othello) to an African/Jew (Malka). Note how each pairing 

hands off to the next – Jew to Jew, Venetian to Venetian, African to African, 

and then back to Jew – but also how the progression shifts, as Jew becomes 

Venetian, then African, and so on. . . . It might appear then that the novel offers 

an ultimately metaphoric view of history, in which the details . . . may change, 

but the resulting combinant is always the same – an expression of the tragic 

nature of blood. (159)  

As in Higher Ground, the stories bear at first sight no relation to one another. The 

different narratives tell the stories of different people, living in different places, in different 

moments in history. This makes the novel quite confusing. According a reviewer in 

Publishers Weekly, “Phillips makes little effort to impose coherence or to tie together loose 

ends, a technique that may frustrate some readers. But he brilliantly captures his various 

protagonists’ voices, evoking their common humanity as they struggle with and against social 

definitions of the nature of their blood.” This lack of order of the novel creates a strange 

effect. Because there are no chapters in this novel, the different stories seem to make up one 

continuous unit. Phillips makes huge jumps in time. As a reader, you roll from one story into 

another. According to Ledent, “This winding pattern accelerates as the novel unfolds, as if the 

reader had got lost in the narrative maze and was panicking at the idea of not finding a way 

out of this increasingly nightmarish world, full of what is perceived at first as narrative dead 

ends” (A Fictional and Cultural Labyrinth 187). It is indeed the task of the reader to see a 

unity in all these stories. The reader wants to discover a deeper meaning in the chaos.  
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Nevertheless, not everyone likes the unusual structure of The Nature of Blood. 

According to Ledent:  

Although this novel garnered a lot of praise, it also elicited complaints about ‘a 

loose web of flashback, shockingly fragmented memories, random facts and 

loosely-interconnected individual stories’ (Battersby). Another reviewer 

concluded that ‘the difficulty with a novel as ambitious as this is how to tie all 

of the various threads together finally’ (Mahjoub 62). These baffled comments 

may seem surprising because Phillips has in a way tried ‘to prepare readers for 

the challenges of this book with his earlier work’ (Kreilkamp 45), especially 

Higher Ground (1989) and Crossing the River (1993). (A Fictional and 

Cultural Labyrinth 185)  

The structure of Higher Ground was in fact a preparation for this fragmented work in The 

Nature of Blood. Phillips said according to Kreilkamp:  

“I think the nicest thing another author ever said to me,” Phillips comments, 

“was something Margaret Drabble told me last year- ‘you know, you’re doing 

something that all good writers do – teaching your readers to read you.’  I 

thought that was a wonderful compliment.  I guess I hope that with each book 

people will kind of go, ‘Oh, there’s this crazy bullshit structure, I know who 

that is!’” (45) 

Phillips’s structure is probably a deliberate choice to make the reader think about what they 

are reading. The author wants to wake people up and create a sense of consciousness of what 

happens in the world today and what happened in the past. The present is always a result of 

the past.  
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3.2.2. Black and Jewish Voices in The Nature of Blood 

 

The structure of the novel The Nature of Blood is also reflected in the different protagonists of 

the novel. All the characters live in a confusing situation in which they have to try to survive. 

Almost all the characters have a quest they have to fulfil. Eva desperately tries to rebuild her 

life. Othello tries to integrate in the Venetian society. Uncle Stephan tries to establish the state 

of Israel. According to Ledent, “If the structure of the novel is labyrinthine, so are the lives of 

its main characters. Each of them is trapped in a kind of existential maze and involved in a 

quest for its center” (A Fictional and Cultural Labyrinth 188). The novel jumps from one 

situation to another. It covers different periods and places in history. According to Publishers 

Weekly, “ the Holocaust, allowing Phillips to boldly challenge notions of essential ethnic 

identity by turning from the experience of slavery to that of the German concentration camps, 

from pan-African nationalism to Zionism.”  

There is also a remarkable change of use between the present and past tense. The 

linearity of the novel is disrupted, because the past keeps interrupting the present. Eva has a 

lot of flashbacks about her careless youth together with Margot, the deportation and the 

atrocities in the Lager. For example: “Margot loved the movies. Her room was plastered with 

pin-ups of the stars, but Mama did not like this, for she was concerned that both of her 

daughters should succeed at school” (NB 23). According to “Forms of History and Identity in 

The Nature of Blood”, “Her [Eva’s] voice moves through multiple tenses – the relived present 

of the concentration camps, the past of what seems so distant as to be the prehistory of that 

experience, a different level of the present in the post-Holocaust aftermath she inhabits like 

some residue of all these pasts. In a novel founded structurally on a principle of gaps and 

juxtapositions, this is an interior “gapping” of an equivalent kind. What truly seems to be 

missing from Eva’s life is a future”(149). So indeed past and present take turns in Eva’s 
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narrative, but very symbolically the future is absent. This absence of the future seems to point 

at the lack of vision for her future. Eva lives in the past, because for her there is no future 

outside the camp. According to Smethurst:  

Much later, an anonymous psychiatrist puts a name to Eva’s condition, “post-

holocaust trauma”. She is always drawn back into the past, as she attempts, in 

vain, to rediscover who she is, in what is for her, the vacuum of the present. . . . 

So the novel moves between the past’s present, with its fragments of memory 

and story, and the present’s present with the calm historicizing voice [of the 

psychiatrist] that tries to put the demons of the past to rest. (15) 

The past seems to haunt Eva and prevents her from living fully in the present. Moreover, her 

haunting past prevents her from making plans for the future: “Death will want me too. Death 

is hungry. Always hungry” (NB 180). 

Phillips not only uses different person narration in the different stories, but he also 

shifts person in the narratives themselves. A shift between first and third person occurs in the 

narrative about Eva Stern. This shifting seems to take place each time when a severe trauma is 

being narrated, and can be understood as a way of distancing oneself and, consequently, 

protecting oneself. For example: “I decide to put Eva away in some place for safe-keeping 

until all of this is over. But already Eva refuses to be hidden. Eva refuses to disappear” (NB 

164).   

Furthermore, this shifting between first and third person occurs also in the story of 

Othello. According to Armstrong, “There is no mention of an African wife and family in the 

earlier first person narrative. The third person voice writes the ‘final’ chapter in this story, 

filling in the past left out by Othello’s amnesia. The shift from Othello’s first-person narrative 

to this third-person commentary underlines the importance of shifting perspectives on the 

construction of narratives” (par.19). By using the third person Phillips creates a sort of 
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distancing. The third person is useful when Othello talks about his past, because he wants to 

forget this past. 

This shifting of first and third person throughout the novel complicates the reading of 

he novel. It makes it more difficult for the reader to see the coherence in the stories. 

According to Sarvan:  

The Nature of Blood is more complex in that we have the interweaving of the 

parts of different stories without any overt indication: the reader must identify 

the first-person narrators and locate them in time and space. Occasionally there 

is direct narration, frequently a violation of linear time, the fictional past as 

future, as present, and as the past: thoughts and memory make up an untidy 

room. For these reasons, The Nature of Blood cannot be understood and fully 

appreciated at one reading. And for reasons of what it says, it is a work to be 

read several times. 

Hence, only after several readings one can clearly see the links between the different parts of 

the novel.   

  

 

3.2.2.1. Eva’s Hallucinations 

 

When having a closer look at the story of Eva Stern, we discover that her narrative is not 

always very reliable. She seems to be suffering from hallucinations. According to Dawson, 

“Eva’s narration often additionally thwarts attempts to make sense of such events by mixing 

together hallucinations and highly realistic narrative” (89). She mixes up reality and fiction, 

making it hard for the reader to tell the difference. She creates false memories about the return 

of her mother and Gerry’s letter, for example: “Today, Mama arrived back in the camp. At 
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first I was angry, for I thought the person lying in the cot next to me must have broken in 

during the night in order to steal something. Why not go to one of the other cots? Before I 

could say anything, the woman turned her face towards me and I saw it was Mama. I wasn’t 

frightened. I was expecting her to return, for I never truly believed that she had gone” (NB 

35). 

The many things Eva seems to be imagining are obviously due to her traumatic past. 

Though she tries to live in the present, she is haunted by her past. As a consequence, Eva’s 

narrative is not always reliable. Dawson writes, “Significantly, Eva’s response to her mother’s 

fantasised return is to lock herself away with her imagined mother, an act which isolates her 

not simply from the occupying Allied forces but also from the other women who have 

survived the Lager” (90). Hence, the hallucinations Eva has can be seen as a flight into a 

world of her own. By constructing her own world, she tries to survive. According to Dawson, 

“The psychoanalytic term melancholia aptly accounts for Eva’s possession by memories of 

her mother and by those of her absent sister Margot . . . In the first section of her narrative, 

these memories divorce her almost totally from the rest of humanity” (90). So Eva closes 

herself off from society by retreating in her memories. She does not want to be confronted 

with the world as it is now. The hallucinations and dreams Eva has can be seen as a means to 

survive. It is a way of dealing with the trauma and the things that have been done to her.  

Dawson states, “Phillips’s novel underlines the extent to which the isolating 

experience of the lager has a psychological impact only after the arduous routine of life there 

has ended. Freedom therefore brings not relief, but rather knowledge of the diminishment of 

one’s humanity” (90). Eva feels at ease with the routine of the Lager. The camp seems to offer 

her a strange kind of security. However, eventually she has to leave the camp. This makes her 

even more insecure, and she feels totally at loss. Eva does not feel like a true human being 

anymore. Her problem is that she remembers everything and cannot forget what happened. 
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There is no working-through, because for Eva life has stopped. Therefore, she stays in the 

camp until they tell her she must go. She cannot imagine a life outside the camp, consequently 

she hangs on to what is familiar to her: “The woman seems to be losing patience with me. . . . 

‘Are you waiting for anybody from home?’ Stupid woman. Waiting where? Who knows 

where I am. I am not sure myself. I refuse to speak. ‘Do you intend to go home?’ How can she 

use the word ‘home’? It is cruel to do so in such circumstances. I cannot call that place 

‘home’” (NB 37). Eva remains silent about what happened to her. She does not speak to 

Gerry or to the women living in the camp. Eva’s silence is comparable to the silence of the 

Ethiopian Jew Malka. Malka does not speak either, therefore her thoughts are reported 

between brackets. 

Even after her liberation from the camp Eva keeps suffering from hallucinations. She 

imagines being followed by a girl with red lipstick. However, this other girl can be seen as her 

former self, i.e. a self she left behind in the camp, the girl she used to be: “I decide to put Eva 

away in some place for safe-keeping until all of this is over. But already Eva refuses to be 

hidden. There is no new name in my throat. Eva refuses to disappear” (NB 164). Therefore 

Eva sees only one way out, and that is death. Only in death can she find the rest she deserves: 

“I know that somewhere, buried deep inside me, is a place where I will be able to lay down in 

peace. And this other girl will not be able to follow me. But until then? Can I ever be truly 

happy?” (NB 198). Eva cannot go on in this world, because she sees no future, especially 

since her only hope Gerry did not turn out to be what she expected. Eva is an outsider, just 

like Othello in Venice, because nobody understands her. It seems as if everyone can go on 

with his or her lives, except for her: “How can she give me this useless lipstick? How can she 

give me such a present? I am not like them. I am not” (NB 48). She tries to forget her past and 

start a new life in London. However, this fails and as a result her trust in people is completely 



 51 

gone. So she decides she cannot go on living. As a result, she escapes from her problems 

rather that to cope with them. Her solution lies in death.  

Eva’s story consists of short and often fragmented sentences. These sentences can be 

considered as a stream of consciousness. For example: “To the right, please. Hang your 

clothes neatly. Remember where. Put them on the hooks. Here is the towel. Here is the soap. 

Here is the towel. Here is the soap. Undress, please” (NB 163). Although Eva has escaped 

from the lager, she frequently suffers from nightmares. In her dreams she sees Margot with 

dead boys in her arms, or she is on the run for soldiers. For example: “Eva slipped and fell 

into the snow. She scrambled quickly to her feet, but could feel the warm trickle of blood 

where her left leg had hit against something hard – probably a rock. She knew that later it 

would hurt, but later did not matter. She ran on. Behind her, the soldiers’ voices grew louder 

and more animated, but it was the barking of the dogs that frightened her, for she felt sure 

that at any moment they would be allowed off the leash” (NB 183).    

 

 

3.2.2.2. Othello and Venetian Prejudice 

  

The figure of Othello is also an important character in The Nature of Blood. Whereas Eva 

Stern represents Jewish suffering, Othello represents black suffering. Both Eva Stern and 

Othello are victims of racism, though they live in different countries and in different periods 

of history. However, Othello’s story differs from Eva’s in his attempts to adapt to European 

society. According to Dawson, “Instead of figuring Othello as a threat to Venetian society as 

does Shakespeare’s play, Phillips’s novel anatomises his painful attempts to understand and 

assimilate the peculiar social norms of the republic” (95). So Othello can be regarded as a 

victim of racism, because he is regarded as an outsider in Venetian society. Othello reflects 
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the racism that blacks had to put up with now and in the past. According to Dawson, “Just as 

religiously based stereotypes were adapted in order to blame Jews for the social turbulence 

that accompanied the birth pains of merchant capitalism in southern Europe, so the 

insignificant black population in England was scapegoated for the ills that attended a rapidly 

changing social order during the age of Shakespeare” (94). Othello and Eva Stern are both 

victim of the racist ideas of their time. Racism is of every era and is a continuum in European 

history. According to Dawson, “Phillips underlines the isolation and vulnerability of migrants 

to the metropolis. No matter how crucial a figure like Othello becomes to the state, he is 

nonetheless constantly made aware of his own marginalisation within European society” (95). 

The racism that Jews and blacks had to put up with is in a sense similar.  

However, Othello’s story is not identical to that of Eva Stern, because Othello 

deliberately chooses to live the life he lives. He voluntarily goes to Venice and as a 

consequence has to bear the weight of racism. Eva Stern, on the contrary, never chose this life 

of racism. She was the victim of the racist ideology of her time. According to Armstrong, 

“Othello might be the victim of Venetian prejudice and intolerance but he is not a character 

robbed of possibility. Phillips wishes to show that while he might be a man used by the 

Venetian society, Othello’s position in this neurotic society was not overdetermined, but was 

rather one of choice.”  

According to Armstrong:  

It must also be noted that Phillips, through the self-conscious and ambivalent 

narrative of Othello, opens up the ‘closed’ and bounded Venetian social order 

to a counter-discursive critique by showing an insecure and fractured society.   

. . . Through readings like these, Othello undermines complacent readings of 

Venetian society as harmonious and peaceful by interrogating tropes of 

mastery within the Venetian national narrative. . . . Using his marginal vision, 
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Othello explores the Venetian society, showing the cracks within the sixteenth-

century city-state. However tremulous his narrative, Othello, the subordinated 

other, inverts the European journey, explores and comments on, and provides 

means for revisioning the Venetian narrative. (par.18) 

So Othello can use his situation as an outsider to get a better view of the city of Venice. 

Venice was famous for being a big civilized city, however because of the narrative of Othello, 

the reader sees that Venice was maybe not as civilized as they thought. It shows the 

primitiveness of the thinking of the Venetians. Moreover, their arrogance is shown to be 

exuberant. According to Okazaki, “Venice also serves as the catalyst for further reflection on 

the similarities and commonalities between Europe’s treatment of people of African descent 

and its treatment of Jews (a theme which is also explored in “Higher Ground”)” (42).   

Othello’s narrative is an adapted version of the original Shakespearean narrative. 

Armstrong writes, “In addition, Phillips’s socio-cultural origins (black, male West Indian), 

influences his ‘reading’ of Shakespeare’s Othello and the literary history involved in 

criticisms of the play” (par.17). Phillips focuses more on the fact that Othello is a Moor, 

because Phillips reads Othello through his multicultural background. The author searches in 

the Othello story the elements that connect with his own life. Othello is an outsider in Venice, 

just like Phillips is an outsider in Britain. Phillips writes, “Othello’s military reputation, 

already established as well earned and unchallengeable, is undermined by the bitter lack of 

respect for him as a man. This disrespect is related to the colour of his skin and the myths and 

fears it engenders” (The European Tribe 46). The situation of Othello and Phillips is 

comparable. The black inhabitants of Europe today are still faced with similar racism as 

Othello was confronted with. Othello will never be accepted in a white society, because of the 

colour of his skin. This is the problem many black people are faced with today. “Othello 

relaxed, like the black man in the middle-class suburb who is suddenly surprised to see racist 
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graffiti daubed on the side of his house. He thought that he had escaped all that, but he never 

could” (The European Tribe 51). 

According to Smethurst, “The Othello narrative introduces a literary intertext, 

Shakespeare’s Othello, in which issues of race, and specifically inter-racial marriage, are 

raised. In Shakespeare’s play, the black Moor Othello is driven by jealousy. In Phillips’s 

analysis of the play, this jealousy derives from Othello’s insecurity as an outsider in Venetian 

society, and this analysis clearly informs Phillips’s rewriting of the story within this novel” 

(15). So this is a big difference between Phillips’s version and Shakespeare’s version of 

Othello. Shakespeare’s version revolves around love and jealousy, whereas Phillips’s is based 

on racism. According to Smethurst, “The death of Othello and his wife Desdemona in 

Shakespeare’s play signals an intolerance of inter-racial marriage in white European society. 

In Phillips’s novel, the Othello narrative does not reach this conclusion and Othello is left 

enjoying his conjugal bliss with Desdemona on Cyprus” (15). This does not seem right, 

because in Phillips’s Othello version it would be normal that Desdemona and Othello do not 

live happily ever after. According to Dawson, “By refusing closure to this narrative, The 

Nature of Blood does not resolve the clash between the narrator’s disillusioned perspective 

and the still hopeful one of Othello. . . .  despite the narrator’s foreboding warnings, this 

strand of the novel does not finally destroy hope that the forces of historical racism can be 

overcome” (97). It is noticeable that Othello and Desdemona continue to live in Cyprus and 

not in Venice. Cyprus is the place also where Stephan Stern gathers the people for the 

Promised Land. Maybe Cyprus can be seen as an “in-between place,” before going to the 

“Promised Land.”   
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3.2.2.3. Search for the Promised Land 

 

Stephan Stern decided to join the underground army, in order to establish the state of Israel. 

He left his wife and child behind to fulfil his dream. The novel begins with the conversation 

Stephan has with a young boy in Cyprus. The young boy will soon leave to his new home: 

Israel. Stephan saw Israel as the Promised Land: “‘And in Israel the fruit is on the trees?’ ‘The 

fruit is on the trees. You may take the fruit straight from the branch’” (NB 4). But at the end 

Stephan feels only loneliness. Israel did not bring the joy he hoped for, because he sacrificed 

too much for the new country. He left his wife and child behind and engaged in fighting and 

killing: “He sat heavily and tried not to think of his wife and child. But it was useless. Every 

day, assaulted by loneliness. Every day, eaten up with guilt” (NB 211). At the end of the 

novel he finds himself alone with memory as only company: “And he understood that people 

are not made to live alone, neither when things are good, nor when they are bad” (211).  

Stephan Stern is in fact a wandering person who does not know where to belong. This 

is typical for many of Phillips’s characters. According to Ivan Kreilkamp, “A typical Phillips 

protagonist has led a life marked by discontinuity and the trauma of what the author calls 

“broken history” (44). The problem for Stephan is that he never really feels at home 

anywhere. Although Israel was the Promised Land for him, it did not fulfil his wishes. Next to 

that, he did not feel at home in his native country. So the novel problematizes the whole 

notion of a “true home”. According to Fokkema, “Stern is a symbolical character, one of the 

novel’s samples of the displaced. In his new country, he does not belong, but his old country 

had become a dangerous place” (286). The novel begins and ends with Stephan Stern who is 

waiting to go to Israel, the Promised Land. The novel is thus making a circular movement. 

The Nature of Blood strongly puts the Jewish people in the spotlight by beginning and ending 

the novel with them. The Jews in Cyprus are like most characters in The Nature of Blood, i.e. 
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people without a nation, searching for a place to belong.  The novel ends with the night 

Stephan spends with the young Ethiopian girl Malka, who is also searching for a place to 

belong. I will discuss the figure of Malka below.  

 

 

3.2.2.4. A Black Girl in Israel 

 

Malka is an Ethiopian Jew who lived in the desert in primitive circumstances. She was taken 

from Ethiopia to Israel with her parents, brother and sister. Her transportation to Israel bears 

some similarities to Eva’s transportation to the Lager. Malka and her family were transported 

like the Jewish during the Holocaust. She describes this transportation: “Not everybody was 

here. It was impossible to take everybody. Relatives were being abandoned. And then on to 

the embassy compound, where we were stored like thinning cattle. Grazing on concrete” (NB 

199).  

In Israel she meets Eva’s uncle Stephan. Both are two lonely people who find some 

comfort with each other in a single night together. Stephan and Malka have a resemblance, 

because both are searching for a home. Both saw in Israel the Promised Land. “And when we 

arrived, and stepped down off the plane, we all kissed the ground. We thanked God for 

returning us to Zion” (NB 201). Malka’s expectations of the new country were very high.  She 

saw Israel as the Promised Land and hoped for a successful life there. She tried to integrate in 

Israelian society, but this seems to fail. She does not find a job and the norms and values in 

Israel are too different. In my opinion it is more difficult for Malka to integrate, because she is 

black. Stephan is a white Jew, but Malka as a black Jew has double difficulties to be accepted 

by society. She is not regarded as a real Jew, because of the colour of her skin. Malka 

incorporates the Jewish suffering and the black suffering. In fact, I think Malka’s story is an 
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example of sharp criticism. The Jewish people who were themselves discriminated so much, 

are here doing the same thing to Malka. It shows the reoccurrence of racism across history.  

It is difficult for Malka and her family to adapt themselves to other norms and values: 

“And my father is incapable of adjusting to this land of clocks. I try to honour him as I would 

do in the old country, but it is impossible if he will not change” (207). This utterance 

expresses a silent gap between the first and the second generation of migrants. It shows the 

clash between the old world and the new world they live in. Malka’s parents seem to have big 

problems adjusting to the new land, whereas Malka shows more willingness to adapt to 

foreign norms and values.  

Malka does not have work and her parents do not come out of the house. Malka does 

not find work as a nurse, because her skin colour is a barrier for the people. Malka and her 

family live together in a small apartment at the edge of the city: “Have you seen the ugly 

housing at the edges of the city where we live?” (NB 207).  Her description of the living 

conditions reminds the reader of the Jewish ghettoes in Venice. Their situation is comparable, 

because both are excluded from society, although Malka and her family are not forced to stay 

in their house like the Jews. However, the reality is that they are excluded from society: “My 

mother is tattooed on her face, her hands and her neck; She finds it difficult to leave the 

apartment, for people stop and stare” (NB 207).  

The story of Malka’s past is written in italics and is put between brackets. In my 

opinion, this is to represent her silent suffering. She is unable to express the grief and the 

isolation she feels. That is why she suffers in silence. Nevertheless, Malka says: “This Holy 

Land did not deceive us. The people did” (NB 207). So she regards the people responsible for 

her suffering. The people who discriminate her and force her to adapt to their norms and 

values. 
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3.2.2.5. The Jews of Portobuffole 

 

This is the story of three Jewish men: Servadio, Moses and Giacobbe. The story begins when 

a young beggar boy is seen in town. One person claimed that the young boy asked the way to 

the Servadio’s home. The innocent beggar boy was never seen again and this arose suspicion. 

There were rumours that the Jews had killed the innocent Christian boy. The imagination of 

the people in Portobuffole ran riot. The three Jewish men fell victim to persistent rumour: 

“Not only had the Jews killed Jesus Christ, but during the Holy Week it was common practice 

for them to re-enact this crime and kill a Christian child” (NB 52).  

Although the people of the town accused innocent Jews of murder, they actually 

believed they themselves were good Christian people. The novel shows the hypocrisy: “We 

also pray for the malicious Jews so that You, God, can take away the venom of their spirits so 

that they may come to recognize Jesus Christ” (NB 94). An inquiry is started to investigate 

the murder. However, the inquiry is based on loose facts, because the Jews were tortured 

during their inquiry. The crazy hunting down of the Jews is also comparable to the hunting 

down of the Jews in the Holocaust. The Christians wanted to give the trial against the Jews a 

legitimate character: “To guarantee the legality of the trial against the Jews, Andrea Dolfin 

insisted that a lawyer be engaged on their behalf, whose duty would be to explain fully 

anything that they could not follow” (NB 96). The Christians justify their behaviour in a 

similar way as the Nazi’s justified their extermination of the Jews. The Christians have no 

prove that the Jews killed the little boy. The innocent Jews fall victim to the subdued racism 

that lives in Portobuffole: “But here on the earth, in the yes of Christians, he [Servadio] knew 

it was easy for a Jew to sin. One could sin even without knowing it” (NB 97).  

The discrimination of the Jews by the Christians in the sixteenth century bears great 

resemblances to treatment of the Jews during the Holocaust. The Jews in Portobuffole were 
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obliged to wear something on their clothes to distinguish them from the other people: “the 

doge’s inner Council of Ten nevertheless passed a law according to which the Jews were 

instructed to distinguish themselves by yellow stitching on their clothes” (NB 52). This 

yellow stitching can be seen as a predecessor of the yellow star of David during the 

Holocaust. Next to that, there is also made reference to the ghetto in which the Jews had to 

live. So the ghettoes were not a recent phenomenon, but were already applied in the sixteenth 

century. According to Fokkema, “Soon after the persecution of Servadio, Gioaccobbe and 

Moses in 1480, the Venetian Senate creates the world’s first ghetto on one of the city’s 

islands, accessible by one bridge only (and closed at night), ostensibly to protect Jews from 

the Christians, so that they can continue the vital practice of banking (a profession forbidden 

to Christians)” (286).  

It is remarkable what happens at the end of the story with the ashes of the Jews. The 

ashes disperse immediately into the air. According to Smethurst, “The dust of the burnt Jews 

is scattered to the winds of time and space, to reappear when the Nazis gas and burn the Jews 

in Eva’s concentration camp. The dust, scattered to the wind, is dispersed, but does not 

disappear, the burning of the Jews is not to be the end of the story.” The story of the Jews of 

Portobuffole shows the history of Jewish racism in Europe. What happened during the 

Holocaust has its roots in the past. There is a history of Jewish discrimination in Europe.  

 

 

3.2.3. View across History 

 

The black and Jewish experience is intertwined in the novel The Nature of Blood. At first The 

Nature of Blood seems to be a typical Holocaust novel. However, later the novel appears to be 
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more complicated. The novel does not only include Eva Stern’s story of, but also Othello’s 

and Malka’s story. According to Fokkema: 

The novel is consistently concerned with the somewhat archetypal fate of Jews 

throughout history, predominantly in Europe. Such a history may call for 

despair and outrage, but adds little to what is already known or felt about the 

holocaust. Indeed, the explicit references to historical studies, as in the case of 

Portobuffole and the ghetto, or the more implicit inter-textual references to 

holocaust ego-documents in Eva’s narrative, call the point of yet another novel 

on the holocaust into question. But then the story tips over yet again. Enter 

Othello, the world’s most famous black character on stage, not now the well-

meaning but naïve Shakespearean victim of Iago’s vicissitudes, but a lost man, 

an arriviste who succumbs because of his own ambitions and forgetful 

adaptation. (287) 

So the strength of the novel The Nature of Blood lies in the combination of the Jewish and the 

black narratives, though the stories take place at very different times in history. According to 

Armstrong, “The neurosis of sixteenth-century Venetian society can be read as a precursor to 

events in twentieth-century Europe. There are certain strands that link the events of the two 

periods within the novel. The ghetto in Venice has a historical and symbolic association with 

the camps of holocaust Europe. The burnings of Servadio and the other Jews anticipate the 

larger gassings and burnings of the death camps. The brutality inflicted on the Jews on trial in 

Portobuffole has a larger manifestation in that experienced by Eva and her family and others 

in Hitler’s Europe. Phillips goes to great lengths in detailing these horrors in both narratives.” 

So there are a lot of links between the different stories. Although the stories take place in 

different times and places, there seem to be connections between the stories.  



 61 

Nevertheless, it is exactly this reoccurrence in history that Phillips wants to show the 

reader. According to Armstrong, “In The Nature of Blood, using the trope of memory, 

splintering and compositing history and story, Phillips investigates the use of terror in the 

process of modernization, from the brutality of late fifteenth-century Venice to Hitlerite 

Europe to modern Palestine. . . . In The Nature of Blood, Phillips constructs a “vision of 

Western history as perverse rehearsal of atrocity.” History in Phillips’s novel, then, is read as 

“a chronology of recurrence” of the nightmare of the West’s repetitive slaughter – where “the 

inevitable rehearsal of arguments and bloody conflicts” over six centuries are written” 

(par.10) Man does not seem to learn from history, because history’s atrocities keep repeating 

themselves. This is also seen in the reference to the situation in Palestine nowadays. 

Armstrong writes:  

It is ironic, but hardly surprising, that these European Jews, victims of the 

geography of exclusion, having established their geographical and national 

space, should now repeat this racism and culture rivalry. They have become the 

agents and victims of the neurosis that drove the sixteenth century Venetian 

state and later, Hitler’s Third Reich, constructed in The Nature of Blood. In 

Phillips’s multi-temporal and multi-layered novel, history has spiralled to a 

dangerous ‘ending.’ -- an ending which however is the beginning of another 

chapter in terror’s manuscript. (par.23)  

The most striking thing is that now the victims have become the culprits. The novel shows 

Europe’s history of racism. Is racism inherent in the nature of the Europeans?   

According to Smethurst, “For example, the Othello narrative connects with the 

Portobuffole narrative when Othello visits the Venetian ghetto and considers the 

marginalization of the Jews here, and the conditions they suffer . . . In this, and in the 

interlacing of the Othello narrative with the Eva narrative and the Portobuffole narrative, we 
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are asked to read across history and across the experience of disparate oppressed racial and 

ethnic groups” (16). Hence, “The Nature of Blood” is the story of several oppressed people. 

They are all people who were excluded from society on the basis of race. However, the 

connection between the Holocaust and black suffering is not always very clear. According to 

Zierler, “Asked what Othello has to do with the Shoah, Phillips told one interviewer, “what 

makes it belong is loneliness, isolation, sense of betrayal, all things that befell Jewish people 

in the fifteenth century and during World War II. . . . Othello as archetypal victims of a 

European modernity” (62). So Phillips wants to make people aware that the treatment of black 

immigrants in Britain (and the rest of the world) nowadays can be compared with that of the 

Jews during the Holocaust. Although of course their situation is not the same, there are 

similarities. Both are marginalized and excluded from society. However, Phillips is careful 

not to equate the two. According to Smethurst, “But the novel as a whole deconstructs racial 

categories by refracting black experience through Jewish experience and vice-versa. The 

common ground is the experience of broken histories, displacement from home, and being 

subject to the whims of others’ imaginations” (16). So Phillips’s aim is to make people 

remember.  

It is Phillips’s aim to let the reader see the connections between Jewish suffering, 

black suffering and so many other kinds of suffering in the world. He treats them on an equal 

basis, by placing all these stories next to each other. According to Smethurst, “novels such as 

The Nature of Blood accentuate rifts between cultures, drawing attention to the un-meeting 

ground between black and white, Jew and non-Jew, the un-meeting ground that has led to 

persecution throughout European history.”   
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4. Caryl Phillips’s Empathy with the Holocaust 

 

As an author, one has to empathize with the lives of one’s characters, in order to create a 

convincing character. In this chapter I will investigate if the situation is different when one is 

a black male author and one’s protagonist a female Jew. I inquire if it is more difficult for a 

black author to empathize with the life of a Jewish character. This is exactly the challenge 

with which Caryl Phillips is faced in Higher Ground and The Nature of Blood. Phillips, as a 

black male author, describes the lives of the Jewish girl Irene in Higher Ground and the 

Jewish Holocaust survivor Eva Stern in The Nature of Blood.  

 

 

4.1. Irene versus Eva 

 

For Caryl Phillips it is very important to empathize with the character when writing a novel. 

According to Ledent, “On numerous occasions, Phillips has expressed the importance of 

characterization in his writing process. Before getting down to writing a novel, he needs to 

hear the voices of his characters, which involves a lot of research, of time, but also of 

empathy on his part” (A Master of Ambiguity). So it takes a lot of effort to empathize with the 

world of the figure he is creating.  

In the novel The Nature of Blood Phillips tells the story of the Jewish Holocaust 

survivor Eva Stern. The figure of Eva is very different from himself, seen the fact that the 

character is female and Jewish, whereas he is male and not a Jewish. Moreover, Eva is a 

trauma victim. Nonetheless, there is also a similarity: both suffer from discrimination. Thus, 

Phillips can relate very well to Eva’s feeling of exclusion from society.  
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The theme of a female Jewish girl was already introduced previously in the novel 

Higher Ground. In Higher Ground Phillips describes the life of the Jewish girl Irene. In my 

opinion, Irene can be seen as a preparation for Phillips’s later character Eva Stern. Irene is 

also Jewish and female, but she is not traumatized by a stay in the camp like Eva Stern in The 

Nature of Blood. In The Nature of Blood Phillips elaborates on the theme of a female Jew and 

adds the theme of trauma victim. Next to that, Phillips describes the life of Eva more 

extensively than he does the life of Irene. The character of Eva Stern is described more in-

depth compared to Irene. As a reader you get a deeper insight in the psychological struggle of 

Eva Stern, whereas this is kept more in the background in Irene’s story. Eva Stern is a more 

complex character than Irene. Through flashbacks and hallucinations one gets a deeper insight 

in Eva’s tormented soul. I agree with Zierler that Irene’s story is weaker than the other stories 

in Higher Ground: 

Notably, of the three stories in Higher Ground, the title piece about the Jewish 

refugee is the weakest, insofar as it demonstrates a marked reticence about its 

very subject. Throughout “Higher Ground,” Phillips shies away from directly 

depicting the Holocaust, enshrouding Irene’s story in so much hazy description 

that one never really gets the same sense of her character and realness as one 

does for the protagonist of the first two parts. (61) 

Irene’s story is not as well worked out as Eva’s story in The Nature of Blood. Her character 

and past are not described that in such detail as Eva’s is. The Holocaust stays much more in 

the background compared to Eva’s story. According to Stef Craps: 

As far as Irina’s story in Higher Ground is concerned, it is worth noting the 

hesitant, indirect manner in which Phillips tackles the subject of the Holocaust.  

The first two stories, which are written in the first person and use simultaneous 
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or epistolary narration, are characterized by a sense of intimacy and immediacy 

that is absent in the third story, which uses third-person retrospective narration.    

As Craps has mentioned the use of the third person points out that Phillips does feel a sense of 

distance with the character of Irene. In my opinion Phillips feels here that he does not have 

the right to speak with Irene’s voice, since he is not Jewish and is not connected to the 

Holocaust. The theme of the Holocaust lies very sensitive with Holocaust survivors and their 

descendants. That is why Phillips treats the theme cautiously. The Holocaust is a very 

European subject, and Phillips, as a black, can be regarded as an outsider by Holocaust 

survivors. On the one hand, the use of the third person can imply that Phillips is insecure 

about writing about the Holocaust. By using the third person he distances himself more from 

the story. On the other hand, the use of the first person for the other two stories shows that he 

has a greater familiarity with the two other stories in Higher Ground. The two other stories 

are about slavery and the struggle for black rights. The use of the first person for these stories 

implies a closer involvement with the themes. 

In The Nature of Blood writes about Eva Stern, who is a female Holocaust survivor 

Thus, Phillips takes it a step further by now writing about a girl who is traumatized by her 

stay in a camp. This is quite different from Irene, who did not experience the atrocities of a 

camp. The main difference between Irene in Higher Ground and Eva Stern is that Eva suffers 

from a severe trauma. Hence, Phillips must try to empathize with Eva’s troubled mind. Again 

Phillips is confronted with the difficulties of empathizing with the life and feelings of 

someone with a different gender and religion than him. I agree with Craps that “Eva reverts to 

silence in an effort to keep her inner reality inviolate from the world.” It is difficult to enter 

the world of someone who says in the novel that nobody will ever really understand her: 

“This is enough. Gerry does not understand. I cannot possibly travel at the speed of this 

Gerry” (NB 19).  
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However, Phillips writes more fluently in The Nature of Blood than in Higher Ground.  

He approaches the figure of Eva also differently, because he uses the first person for her story. 

Apparently, Phillips seems to have less trouble to inhabit Eva Stern’s voice than he had 

inhabiting Irene’s voice. This confirms my point that Irene was in a sense a sort of preparation 

for the character of Eva Stern. In The Nature of Blood Phillips succeeds in lending credibility 

to Eva Stern’s story, whereas he fails in Higher Ground. In my opinion, the credibility of 

Eva’s story shows itself in the language Phillips uses. He accurately describes the atrocities of 

the camp: “Grotesque figures, naked and without hair” (NB 164). Next to that, Phillips is able 

to painfully describe Eva’s feelings of humiliation: “I stand under an open-air shower, naked 

in front of these men’s eyes. But I do not feel like a woman, and I am sure that they do not 

regard me as one” (NB 19).  

 

 

4.2. Who has the Right to Write about the Holocaust? 

 

Writing about the Holocaust can be sensitive for Holocaust survivors. “Jewish 

Holocaust survivors and their heirs are proprietary over the rights to the narration of their 

community’s tragedy” (Kreilkamp 44). The Holocaust has become a symbol of a shared 

traumatic past for the Jewish community and is therefore seen as untouchable. So, Phillips’s 

right to write about the Holocaust can be questioned by Holocaust survivors and their 

descendants, because Phillips himself is not a Holocaust survivor.  

But is it harder for Phillips to lend some credibility to Eva’s story, because he did not 

suffer from Nazi persecution? Can Phillips affiliate less with the Holocaust because he is not a 

Jew? I argue that such assumptions are unfounded, since writing a good work of fiction has 

nothing to do with having a connection with the life of the character. In my opinion it has 
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more to do with empathy. I do not agree that only someone who lived the Holocaust has the 

right to write about it. Caryl Phillips’s work is fictional, so, as an artist, he must be able to 

write about the Holocaust. He researched the details with regard to the historical background 

of the Holocaust. Moreover, he has always felt a strong affiliation with the Jewish case.  

This is supported by Ledent who writes: “The obvious problem is that, in writing 

about the Holocaust and the origins of racism in Europe, Phillips has aroused the European 

fear of being judged by so-called outsiders” (Caryl Phillips 151). Europeans fear the fact that 

an outsider, like Phillips, would judge the things that happened on European soil. Although 

born and raised as a Britain, his skin colour makes him a minority in predominantly white 

society. Nevertheless, this duality gives him the insight of an insider and the over-looking 

view of an outsider. He can look at European history from a distance, because he is not 

personally connected with the trauma. This helps him to write more objective about the 

Holocaust. Hence, this duality can be seen as an advantage. According to Dawson, “By 

creating a testimonial that follows Eva through the entire itinerary that leads up to and out of 

the Lager, Caryl Phillips depicts each stage in the dissolution of the social fabric that allowed 

genocide to take place in Europe” (90). Phillips has the right to express his opinion about a 

European history of racism. By showing how all this could happen Phillips wants to prevent it 

from happening again. Phillips has been a victim of racism because of his skin colour. 

Therefore he can emphatize with the discrimination the Jews encountered. 

According to Fokkema, “Caryl Phillips crosses a border in writing about the Holocaust 

because fictions about the Holocaust were, until recently, the domain of European and Israeli 

authors. Caryl Phillips breaks with this tradition and claims the Holocaust as a natural subject 

for his narratives” (283). The Holocaust has a lot of parallels with his own racial history of 

discrimination. By using the theme of the Holocaust, he shows that discrimination is similar. 

Nevertheless, not everyone agrees that there are a lot of similarities between black and Jewish 
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suffering. Phillips’s The Nature of Blood was criticized sharply by Hilary Mantel, who is an 

English writer of Phillips’s own generation. Firstly, she argues that Phillips equates black and 

Jewish suffering. Secondly, she reproaches Phillips “to lay claim to other people’s suffering” 

(Clingman 147). 

I disagree with Mantel and I argue that Phillips has the right to write about these two 

historical events because the novel The Nature of Blood has in my opinion nothing to do with 

“laying claim on someone’s suffering.” On the contrary, Phillips wants to show the atrocities 

of black and Jewish suffering without equating them. The author points out that there are 

similarities between the atrocities, but does not state that these atrocities are the same. In my 

opinion Mantel does not see the creative freedom of a writer. The Nature of Blood is a 

fictional work that does not claim any historical correctness.  

In my understanding the writing of a good story has more to do with empathy with the 

characters than with which race or religion one has. In my opinion a good writer is able to 

empathize thoroughly with his characters and does not necessarily need to be an insider. An 

author is faced with the same difficulties whether he writes about a black or about a Jewish 

character. According to Clingman:  

If ventriloquism is always an issue, however – and where would the writer of 

fiction be without it? – we might ask the question in its radical form: does 

Phillips have any less (or more) right to inhabit Eva’s voice in The Nature of 

Blood than he does Othello’s (different experience, different time, after all)? 

Why should one assume some simple and undifferentiated continuity of 

“blackness” or of the black experience across the ages, which Phillips might 

therefore “legitimately” approach because he is black? (149) 

Can one assume that Caryl Phillips has a greater affiliation with black suffering, just because 

he is black? Is it easier for Phillips to write the story of Othello in The Nature of Blood or the 
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story of Rudy in Higher Ground, just because these characters are black? In my opinion, it is 

just as tough for Phillips to write about black suffering than it is about Jewish suffering 

because in both cases a lot of empathy is required. You need as much empathy to describe the 

suffering of slavery, as you need empathy to discuss the trauma of the Holocaust. According 

to Clingman: 

It might also be clear that to inhabit other voices within the modes of fiction is 

not necessarily the same as juxtaposing and thereby equating different stories. 

As to the question of appropriation – “It is indecent to lay claim to other 

people’s suffering” – there is a problem here which gets to the heart of fiction 

itself.  We certainly have enough examples, both within fiction and beyond, of 

“other people’s stories being appropriated and abused.  Yet where does one 

draw the line regarding whose stories may be told, which voices may or may 

not be inhabited, or just at which particular boundary the “indecency” of 

appropriation lies? (148) 

Phillips wants to show that there are similarities between the black and Jewish suffering, but 

he never equates them. He does not claim that slavery and the Holocaust are the same. By 

putting black and Jewish voices next to each other he tries to let people think about the 

suffering of other people. The atrocities are not the same, but the suffering of the people is. 

According to Craps: 

 Remarkably, however, literature apparently manages to bridge the divide 

between the outside and the inside and to penetrate the souls of people who 

have lived through various historical catastrophes. After all, Phillips’s novels 

allow the reader to enter the minds of the characters, offering him or her a 

glimpse of what otherwise remains “secret and inaccessible.” Again, the 
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suggestion is that it is possible, through the imagination, to feel one’s way into 

others and to recognize a basic continuity of human experience.”  

Phillips wants people to see beyond the boundaries of their own gender, race or religion. The 

author gives the reader an insight in another world by telling stories about other people’s 

suffering. 

 

 

4.3. The Intertextual Approach: Anne Frank 
 
 
Words cannot describe what happened in the camps during the Holocaust. Caryl Phillips 

cautiously treats the theme of the Holocaust in The Nature of Blood. In the novel the author 

makes reference to Anne Frank. Anne Frank was a Jewish girl who went into hiding in 

Amsterdam during the Second World War. She later died in the Lager of Bergen-Belsen. The 

diary that she wrote during her hiding has become world-famous. As I explained in the second 

chapter, Phillips has a strong affiliation with Jewish suffering. He was inspired by the figure 

of Anne Frank, when he created Eva Stern in The Nature of Blood. 

This inspiration is visible in the number of resemblances that the narrative of Eva 

Stern bears to that of Nazi victim Anne Frank. The girls have a lot in common: both are 

victim of the Nazi regime, both have a sister Margot and both are later transported into a 

Lager. So there are a lot of parallels, nevertheless the two are not the same. As Clingman 

points out, “Eva’s sister Margot has the same name as Anne Frank’s sister; but she is not that 

sister, nor is Eva the same as Anne Frank, though as always there are ripples of association” 

(158). Eva Stern as well as Anne Frank are young girls who fall victim to the Nazi ideology. 

Nevertheless, both girls show great courage to survive. However, the main difference is that 

Anne died in the camp, whereas Eva survives the camp. Phillips shows in the period after the 

camp how Eva struggles to rebuild her life after this traumatizing experience. Eva must find a 
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way to continue to live with all those horrible memories. The question rises who is better off: 

the one who died or the one who must live on, haunted by the past?  

But what is the effect of such a clear reference in The Nature of Blood to the story of 

Anne Frank? A first effect is that this intertextuality creates a distancing from Eva Stern’s 

story. According to Stef Craps, “Yet, while the novel appears to put the reader in close contact 

with the reality of the Holocaust, it continually reminds him or her of his or her, and the 

author’s, own distance from Eva’s experience through the use of intertextuality” (11).  The 

story of Anne Frank is always present in the background, consequently the reader sees Eva’s 

story continuously in the light of Anne Frank’s story. Therefore, the story of Eva Stern seems 

to be a distorted version of the Anne Frank story. The reader can look at a distance to the 

horrible story of Eva Stern, because of the intertexuality present in the text. Consequently, the 

reader can reflect on the atrocities without being too much involved. 

A second effect that Phillips wants to create is a sense of awareness.  The author wants 

to show the reader the consequences of racism. The result of racism is already clear in Anne 

Frank story: she dies in the camp. Anne Frank’s story is so well-known that every reader 

knows the outcome of the story. Anne Frank is such a famous example of a Holocaust victim. 

So by referring to the story of Anne Frank, Phillips addresses all Jewish Nazi victims around 

the world. According to Zierler, “Phillips incorporates these allusions [to Anne Frank] as a 

gesture of respect, perhaps, for the richness of Holocaust literature, but also as a way to signal 

readers that his book, like those before it, is yet another tentative, partial response to the 

horrors of racism, in general, and the holocaust, in particular” (63).  

So by using the story of Anne Frank “empathic unsettlement” is created. The reader 

places his or herself in the character’s position, without becoming that character. The reader 

respects the story without really fully identifying with the character. So in this way the reader 

can empathize with the character of Eva Stern. According to LaCapra: 
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Desirable empathy, I would suggest, involves not self-sufficient, projective or 

incorporative identification but what might be termed empathic unsettlement in 

the face of traumatic limit events, their perpetrators, and their victims. . . . And 

it involves virtual not vicarious experience – that is to say, experience in which 

one puts oneself in the other’s position without taking the place of – or 

speaking for – the other or becoming a surrogate victim who appropriates the 

victim’s voice or suffering. Instead affective involvement in, and response to, 

the other comes with respect for the otherness of the other, which is obliterated 

in identification that may be attended by appropriative or extremely intrusive 

behavior. (135) 

Phillips’s novels give insight in the situation of the “other” without equating the different 

traumas. Phillips shows that it does not matter from which world-historical trauma one 

suffers, because the feeling is the same. The reader learns from the other stories. According to 

Sarvan, “All human beings are Jews . . .  in that we seek for a promised land upon this earth, 

for a more decent, humane, and happier life.” 
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Conclusion 

 

Slavery and the Holocaust are two world-historical traumas that affected millions of people. 

These two themes are shown side by side in Caryl Phillips’s novels Higher Ground and The 

Nature of Blood. The purpose of this dissertation was to investigate how Caryl Phillips 

represented slavery and the Holocaust in Higher Ground and The Nature of Blood.  

In the first chapter I explained Eurocentrism in trauma studies. I showed that the 

Holocaust is always the standard against which other genocides are measured. Consequently, 

other genocides are considered “lesser” genocides. I have indicated that other genocides also 

need to be thoroughly studied. In the second chapter I investigated what Phillips’s view on 

Eurocentrism is. I indicated that Phillips treats the two world-historical traumas on an equal 

basis. I have examined Phillips’s attitude towards slavery and the Holocaust. Next to that, I 

inquired his affiliation with the Jewish and black community. I concluded from my research 

that Caryl Phillips does not consider slavery as inferior to the Holocaust. By examining the 

different structures and the several characters, I have proven that Phillips’s novels show the 

interrelations between the Holocaust and slavery. However, Phillips does not equate the two 

world-historical traumas 

In the third chapter I investigated the structure of the two novels. I explained that in 

Higher Ground the Jewish and black stories echo one another. The characters of “Heartland,” 

“The Cargo Rap” and “Higher Ground” bear a lot of resemblances, although there are also 

differences. Next to that, I discussed how the different stories in The Nature of Blood 

intertwine. Furthermore, I analysed the different Jewish and black voices in the novels. By 

analysing their current lives and their past, I have demonstrated that the characters in the two 

novels are all victims of a society that marginalizes and discriminates them. None of Phillips’s 

characters seem to fit in in society. In the fourth chapter I have shown that Phillips empathizes 
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with the Jewish and the black voices in the novels. I have rejected the statement that Phillips 

would not be able to empathize with the Jewish voices in his novels because he himself is 

black.  

From my research I can conclude that Phillips’s novels show the reoccurrence of the 

misery of racism and anti-Semitism across the ages. Higher Ground and The Nature of Blood 

show different characters who live in different eras and in different places. However, all the 

characters are all confronted with discrimination and exclusion. Discrimination has a 

centuries-old history and racism reoccurs through history. Unfortunately enough, man does 

not seem to learn from history.  

Discrimination and racism stay inextricably bound up with human nature. The themes 

of discrimination and racism appeared also in the lecture “Colour me English” that Caryl 

Phillips gave in December 2006 at the conference at Liège University. The lecture discussed 

the discrimination with which black people are faced. Phillips mentioned how difficult it is for 

black people to fully integrate in a white society. Discriminated people will never be fully 

accepted, because they will always be seen as “the other.”  
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