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How does Levy create humour in Small 
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Small Island

Dialogue

Characters in 
sticky situations

Satirising human 
weaknesses, e.g. lust, greed, 

youthful naivety and folly

Satirising pretension 
and affectation

Misreadings, 
mishearings and 

misinterpretations

The tearing down of old 
myths for both the West 

Indians and the British



Levy comments upon 
these serious aspects 
with a comedic eye:

– Young friendship

– Casual racism

– Middle-class romance

– Relentless warfare

– The collision of 
different cultures

Small Island



Small Island achieves much of its parody in its 

tearing down of old myths for the West Indians 

as well as the British.  West Indians come to 

England with a wealth of knowledge about the 

English.  Gilbert can recite all ‘the railways, the 

roadways, the ports, or the docks.’  But none 

of this textbook knowledge qualifies him for 

British identity.  In anger and amazement he 

asks: ‘[H]ow come England did not know me?’

Small Island



• Humour and resilience help the Jamaicans to 

survive injustice.

• Humour is an essential part of the human condition.  

Levy stated that humour helps you to ‘acknowledge 

the real humanity in people.  People then stop 

becoming just the victim of a tragedy.  They become 

real people, and you understand how their lives 

would have evolved.  They become like you and 

me.’ 

Small Island



Small Island

Humour works to create 
sites of resistance and 

moments of reprieve, at 
the same time as it 

moves towards 
articulating an ethics of 

empathy.



• Prologue: Emily’s father and uncles drank so much during the 
war ‘that they had not been awake long enough to take part in 
the war.’ 

• Chapter Seven: ‘I could have been no more than five seconds 
but when I turned back Gilbert stood before me as naked as 
Adam.  And between his legs a thing grew.  Rising up like a 
snake charmed – with no aid, with no help.’

• Chapter 25: ‘With the concentration of searching for a light 
switch in the dark, he’d fumble about until eventually, located, 
he’d stick it in.’

Satirising Human Weaknesses



• Chapter 28: ‘His lips plump as sausages – would you bounce 
off them or would they soften when kissed?’

• Chapter 29: ‘Mrs Bligh usually worked out what she could make 
for dinner during sexual relations with her husband.  But this 
woman, if it hadn’t been for the blackout, could have lit up 
London.’

• Chapter 35: Bernard gets an erection whilst being shot at by 
Japanese planes.  He is excited to be part of a ‘real war’ and 
being thought of as ‘dangerous’: ‘I was useless to her. But now, 
with bullets breaking the ground inches from me, I was being 
aimed at because I was dangerous.’ 

Satirising Human Weaknesses



• Chapter One: ‘“Have you seen Sugar?  She’s one of you” […] 

This newly arrived Jamaican, finding herself an inch away from 

a white woman shouting, “Sugaaar, Sugaaar,” into her face, 

suddenly let out a loud scream.’  This satirises casual racism –

the tendency to homogenise all black people and assume that 

all black people must know one another.

• Chapter Two: Gilbert: ‘This is a tricky meter.  Sometime it 

smooth as a piggy-bank and sometime it jam.  Today it jam.  I 

have to stand back to give it a kick so the coin will drop.  But, 

oh, no, one kick did not do it.’

Characters in Sticky Situations



• Chapter Two: Despite Hortense’s ‘slow deliberate English’, 

Jean, like Queenie before her, struggles to understand what 

Hortense is saying.  This leads to a moment of comedy: 

‘“What? What? This is not the toilet”.’ 

• Chapter 14: Arthur Bligh follows Gilbert.  His white face is black 

so he looks like a minstrel.  ‘Now, let me set the scene: me and 

this man of limited sense were standing in a field in Lincolnshire 

[…] There are times so perplexing that the only thing to do is 

scratch your head.  This was one of those times.’ 

Characters in Sticky Situations



• Chapter Three: ‘Miss Jewel had a suitor who wooed her by 

sleeping overnight at the base of a tree so as to be near her 

early the next morning (Although she misunderstood – thinking 

him just drunk and incapable of movement).’ 

• Chapter Six: Celia was obviously smitten with Gilbert at first 

sight: ‘She had met him in a shop when he asked her, “Excuse 

me, don’t I know your sister?”  And she, forgetting that she had 

no sister, told him her name […] He was a Leo while she was 

an Aries.  This, she assured me, made them very compatible.’

Romantic comic novels poke fun at youthful 

naivety and folly – often when people are in 

love



• Chapter 25: ‘If he stuck his tongue in your mouth that was 

definitely a baby.  If he touched your breast, well, that was 

twins.  And what girl didn’t know you could fall pregnant sitting 

on a toilet seat?’

• Chapter 28: Queenie is incredibly nervous in front of Michael: ‘I 

tried to strike a match.  The first one broke, the second flew out 

of my hand across the kitchen floor.  The third I just dropped.’

• ‘The plughole started to slurp loudly as the water went down it.  

I put my finger in the hole to try to stop the disgusting noise in 

case he believed it was me.’

Romantic comic novels poke fun at youthful 

naivety and folly – often when people are in 

love



Chapter Seven: Gilbert ‘had some 

crazy notion about honey 

producing money.  His cousin in St 

Mary convinced him that keeping 

bees was foolproof.  All he had to 

do was give this cousin the money 

to buy hives, jars and printed labels 

and soon the money from the 

honey would send Gilbert winging 

to England.’  The cousin, Elwood, 

then gives Gilbert a jar of honey as 

a wedding present.  

The folly, stupidity and/or self-interest of 

human beings 



Chapter Nine: 

‘For the teeth and glasses.

That was the reason so many coloured people were 

coming to this country, according to my next-door neighbour 

Mr Todd […] He might have had a point except, according to 

him, they were all cross-eyed and goofy before they got here.’

The bizarre opening line, and the comedy of the comment, 

emphasises the foolishness of anti-immigration attitudes. 

The folly, stupidity and/or self-interest of 

human beings 



Chapter Nine: ‘“How can you think of being a 

woman alone in a house with coloureds?” Blanche 

said.  She warned me that they had different ways 

from us and knew nothing of manners.  They 

washed in oil and smelt foul of it.  Sent her 

husband round to reason with me because he 

knew all about blacks.  Morris blushed scarlet 

telling me of their animal desires.  “And that’s both 

the men and the women, Mrs Bligh.”  I was to 

watch out, keep my door locked.’

The folly, stupidity and/or self-interest of 

human beings 



Chapter Nine: Gilbert 

raised his hat to Blanche 

one morning.  ‘She 

rushed into her house like 

he’d just exposed himself.  

Out came Morris who 

stood on the doorstep to 

protect her honour.  And 

Gilbert had only said 

hello.’ 

The folly, stupidity and/or self-interest of 

human beings 



The folly, stupidity and/or self-interest 
of human beings 

Chapter 14: Levi to Gilbert: ‘“You’re British, you say.”

“British. Yes,” I answered.

“But not English?”

“No, I am from Jamaica but England is my Mother Country.”

Was it the half-light or were their baffled faces really 
contorting into the shape of two question marks?

“Joe, I don’t altogether understand what you’re saying.  
Jamaica is in England and who is your mother?” Levi asked.

“No, Jamaica is not in England but it is part of the British 
Empire.”

“The British Empire, you say.  And where would that be, Joe?”

“There are plenty countries belong to the British Empire.”

“And you say your mother lives in one of them?”’



The folly, stupidity and/or self-interest 
of human beings 

Chapter 15: Gilbert: ‘When I was new to England all the doors 
looked the same to me.  I make a mistake, I knock at the wrong one. 
Man, this woman come to the door brandishing a hot poker in my 
face yelling that she wanted no devil in her house.  “Since when 
was the devil in the RAF?” I asked her.’

Chapter 35: Bernard believed he had a better idea for cleaning out 
the latrines.  However, his plans go wrong: ‘By the time I’d reached 
the latrine with the burning pole, that two gallons of petrol had 
also evaporated into the air.  There was one almighty explosion. 
Roof flew off to Kohima.  Threw me into the air as well.  I landed 
with a shower of thunderbox contents raining down on me.’



The folly, stupidity and/or self-interest 
of human beings 

Chapter 40: Bernard has a comical exchange with Ashok, who is very 
sarcastic about what the British Empire has brought to India: ‘“Tax 
and cricket”.’  Ashok also points out the irony of Britain fighting 
against a German invasion when Britain itself was engaged in 
colonial invasions: ‘“Your British bulldog understands that there is 
nothing worse than foreigners invading your land.  Look how you 
British fight those Germans.  No sausages and language of the Kraut 
for Englishmen […] A dreadful thing to have foreign muddy boots 
stamping all over your soil.  Do you not think?”’

Chapter 45: Bernard notices a boil on his penis and quickly assumes 
it is syphilis: ‘Apoplexy, mental failure, nervous disease, blindness. 
And, of course, eventual death. Syphilis!’



The folly, stupidity and/or self-interest 
of human beings 

Chapter 49: The heated 
exchange between Bernard and 
Kenneth: ‘Him start to glow red.  
I never see a human face go that 

colour.  You ever see that, 
Gilbert, a white man go red? It 

one strange sight.’  When 
Kenneth pushes Bernard, Jean 
comes out and starts to ‘laugh 
on this puny man sprawled all 

over the floor.’



• Prologue: Queenie’s mother is not interested in the exhibition 

and refuses to try any of the exotic products on offer.  This is 

represented in a humorous way, with comic questions and 

snippets of dialogue: ‘She said, “Maybe later,” to the coffee of 

Jamaica. “Ooh, no,” to the sugar of Barbados.  This humour 

satirises the xenophobia of the time. 

• Chapter three: The religious Philip Roberts says that it is ‘not 

godly for girls to lift themselves into branches as a monkey 

would.’  Sometimes, ‘he banged the table’ in religious fervour 

and his wife would have to seize a ‘vibrating bowl or wobbling 

water jug.’ 

Satirising Human Pretensions and 

Affectation



Chapter 16: ‘“Would you like something to eat with your cup 

of tea?” I asked Queenie louder than was required.

“I don’t mind if I do.”

“Now, that is one long tortuous way of saying yes,” I 

commented.  “Why English people say all this ‘don’t mind’ 

business when a simple yes will do?  Is it to confuse we 

Jamaicans?”’

Satirising Human Pretensions and 

Affectation



Chapter 31: Hortense makes boiled 

egg and sliced potatoes for Gilbert.  

She cooks them incorrectly – the way 

she was taught in Jamaica.  ‘It was in 

domestic science that Miss Henry had 

showed we girls the proper way to eat 

an egg.  Sliced across the top with a 

knife.  On no account were we to tap 

the egg with a spoon to remove the 

shell, and only the uncouth could be 

found dipping a slice of bread into the 

yolk.’

Satirising Human Pretensions and 

Affectation



Chapter 40: Bernard describes 
being caught in a monsoon.  The 
other men stripped naked to cool 
themselves in the heat.  Bernard 

was reluctant to strip off, but he did 
it.  ‘Lathered up, bubbly as a 

Hollywood bath.  I was ready to 
wash it off when just then the rain 
stopped.  Quickly as it had started.  

(Monsoon can do that).  Left me 
standing there naked as Adam in 
full lather and not a drop of water 

coming from the sky.  The chaps all 
laughed (of course).’  

Satirising Human Pretensions and 

Affectation



• Chapter 50: When Hortense is told she is not 

qualified to teach in England, she walks into 

a store cupboard.

• Chapter 53: ‘Mrs Bligh’s private part let forth 

a burp then spat out on to the lap of my best 

white wedding dress a bloody-soaked lump 

of her insides.’   

Satirising Human Pretensions and 

Affectation



• Chapter Two: Despite Hortense’s ‘slow deliberate English’, 

Jean, like Queenie before her, struggles to understand what 

Hortense is saying. This leads to a moment of comedy: ‘“What? 

What?  This is not the toilet”.’ 

• Chapter Three: Hortense, as a child, said that Miss Jewel 

‘should learn to speak properly as the King of England does. 

Not in this rough country way.’  So, she teaches her 

Wordsworth’s poem, ‘Daffodils’.

‘But soon she was rehearsing her own version as she went 

about her day.  “Ah walk under a cloud and den me float over de 

ill”.’ 

Misreadings, mishearings, 

misinterpretations and misunderstandings



• Chapter 12: Gilbert says ask an English man to tell you where 
Jamaica is and hear him reply, ‘“Well, dunno, Africa, ain’t it?”’

• Chapter 16: ‘This woman, looking anywhere but at us, said, 
“That’s off,” to the teacake, the toast, the muffin, the crumpet, 
the drop scone.

“What, they all turn bad?” I asked.

“No,” she said, lazily raising her eyebrows. “They’re 
finished. We haven’t got them.”

“I always thought when something was off it gone bad.”

“Well, I dare say. But here we say it’s off. Off the menu.”

“But it is written here.”

[…] I looked to Queenie who was giggling into her hand.’

Misreadings, mishearings, 

misinterpretations and misunderstandings



Chapter 49: Bernard mistakes 

Kenneth for his twin brother, 

Winston (the lodger), and tells 

him he must leave the house by 

the morning or he will call the 

police.  Kenneth insults Bernard 

repeatedly and pushes him so 

hard that he falls to the floor.  

Winston, at this point, is 

unaware that his twin brother 

has insulted and attacked his 

landlord.  

Misreadings, mishearings, 

misinterpretations and misunderstandings



• Prologue: The African man said, ‘in clear English, “Perhaps 

we could shake hands instead?”.  Graham’s smile fell off 

his face.’

• Chapter 12: ‘An elderly couple tapping on James’s 

shoulder asked, “Would you mind, duck – would you mind 

saying something?  Only my husband here says it’s not 

English you’re speaking.”

When James replied, “Certainly, madam, but please 

tell me what you require me to say,” her husband 

shouted, “Bloody hell, Norma, you’re right”.’

The Tearing Down of Old Myths for 

the West Indians and the British



• Chapter 33: Hortense: ‘My mind could not believe what my 

eye had seen.  That English people would buy their bread in 

this way.  This man was patting on his red head and wiping 

his hand down his filthy white coat.  Cha, why he no lick the 

bread first before giving it to me to eat?’

• Chapter 33: ‘How can an Englishwoman expect me to wash 

myself in the same place where I must clean up the 

vegetables?  It was disgusting to me.  Surely it was 

distasteful to this Englishwoman?’

The Tearing Down of Old Myths for 

the West Indians and the British


