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Abstract

This study examines themes of race and alienation in Dancing in the Dark by Caryl Phillips, a novel that
delves into the life of Bert Williams, a black vaudeville performer in early 20th-century America. By
contextualizing Williams's experiences within historical and social frameworks, Phillips portrays the
alienation imposed by racial prejudice and the complexities of navigating identity in a society where
acceptance often comes at the cost of self-denial. Through close analysis of Williams’s internal struggles and
his performative life, this research explores how racialized identity can become both a source of professional
success and profound personal estrangement. The novel is interpreted through the lens of postcolonial theory,
highlighting how Phillips critiques not only the overt racial barriers but also the more insidious psychological
tolls of systemic racism. This study contributes to a deeper understanding of Phillips's portrayal of racial
alienation and its impact on individual identity in the broader landscape of African American literature.
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Introduction

Caryl Phillips’s Dancing in the Dark poignantly explores the inner conflicts of racial identity and alienation
through the fictionalized life of Bert Williams, one of the first Black performers to achieve national fame in
the United States during the early 20th century. Set against the backdrop of a racially segregated society, the
novel unpacks the paradoxes of Williams's success, achieved through the performance of minstrelsy—a form
of entertainment steeped in racial stereotypes that demean Black identity. Phillips presents Williams as both
a trailblazer and a tragic figure whose career symbolizes the compromises and psychological sacrifices
demanded of Black artists in a white-dominated entertainment world (Phillips 15).

Through this exploration, Phillips critiques the racialized structure of American society that not only
marginalizes Black individuals but also constrains them to identities shaped by white expectations. Williams's
complex relationship with his profession reflects the deep-seated alienation that many Black individuals
experience, alienation that is both self-inflicted—through internalized racism—and imposed by an unyielding
society that demands compliance to demeaning roles. Scholars argue that Williams’s “double consciousness,”
a term coined by W.E.B. Du Bois to describe the dual identity Black Americans were forced to adopt, is
central to understanding his internal struggle. Williams must reconcile his sense of self with the white
audience’s desire for the caricature he performs (Du Bois 42). This paper examines the intersections of race,
performance, and alienation in Dancing in the Dark, revealing how Phillips uses Williams’s narrative to
expose the enduring emotional and social costs of systemic racism and the toll it exacts on personal identity.
Gates’s exploration of African American cultural expression and “signifying” as a form of resistance can
provide a useful lens through which to view Phillips’s portrayal of Williams, as well as how Black performers
may use performance to critique or subvert racial stereotypes.
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Gilroy’s concept of the “Black Atlantic” and his ideas on double consciousness can serve as a framework to
analyze how Phillips explores racial identity and transatlantic cultural experiences, particularly in the context
of Williams’s internal conflicts and alienation.

Hall’s essay on identity formation within diasporic communities provides a theoretical basis for discussing
how Phillips explores race and cultural alienation in Williams’s character, who navigates both an imposed
racial identity and his personal self-perception.

McDonald’s article delves into themes of identity and psychological alienation in Phillips’s novel, examining
how Williams’s life and career reflect larger issues of racial oppression and the psychological impact of forced
racial performance.

Morrison’s critical examination of how Blackness is constructed in the white literary imagination can be
applied to Dancing in the Dark to discuss how Phillips portrays racial stereotyping and the alienating effects
of the white gaze on Black identity and performance.

Although focused on Western depictions of the East, Said’s concepts of ‘othering’ and cultural stereotypes
are relevant to Phillips’s novel, particularly in examining how the entertainment industry’s racist portrayals
marginalize and alienate Black individuals.

Skerrett’s analysis of Phillips’s work highlights the complexities of cross-cultural performance and how
Phillips uses Williams’s story to critique cultural expectations and their impact on Black identity.

Spivak’s essay provides insight into the limitations imposed on marginalized voices, which can be applied to
Phillips’s portrayal of Williams as an entertainer who is forced into a silenced or distorted identity within a
racially segregated society.

Wallace’s work addresses the invisibility and marginalization of Black identity in popular culture, and her
arguments on racial stereotyping in the entertainment industry offer valuable perspectives for discussing how
Phillips critiques the alienating effects of minstrelsy.

Young’s comprehensive examination of post-colonial theory provides useful context for exploring Phillips’s
work within a post-colonial framework, particularly regarding how colonialism’s legacy influences racial
identity and cultural alienation.

Background on Caryl Phillips and His Works

Caryl Phillips, born in St. Kitts and raised in Britain, is one of the most acclaimed contemporary writers to
explore themes of race, identity, and cultural alienation. His personal history as a member of the African
diaspora profoundly influences his literary themes, focusing on the psychological and social experiences of
displacement, migration, and the negotiation of identity. Much of Phillips’s work is set against historical and
transatlantic backdrops, weaving narratives that highlight the struggles of Black individuals navigating
societies marked by racial hierarchy and cultural exclusion (Gates 24). With a distinct narrative style that
blends historical fact with fiction, Phillips has established himself as a pivotal figure in post-colonial literature,
articulating complex diasporic experiences and examining the lasting effects of colonialism on racial identity
and social cohesion (Phillips 7).

Phillips’s engagement with the African diaspora is evident in works like Crossing the River, A Distant Shore,
and Dancing in the Dark, where he interrogates the lingering traumas of slavery, colonization, and systemic
racism. His characters often face alienation, not only from society but also from their heritage, forced into
lives that compromise their personal identities. Phillips’s works, as Jones argues, underscore “the enduring
psychological dislocation and isolation experienced by individuals whose identities are shaped by the
transatlantic legacy of slavery and migration” (Jones 56). In Dancing in the Dark, Phillips fictionalizes the
life of Bert Williams, an African American vaudeville star, using Williams’s story as a lens to examine how
racism in the entertainment industry distorts the identities of Black performers, pushing them into roles that
demand racialized and dehumanizing self-representation.

In Dancing in the Dark, Phillips’s own experience as an immigrant in Britain informs his empathetic portrayal
of Bert Williams’s alienation. Having faced social and cultural alienation firsthand, Phillips channels his
understanding of displacement into Williams’s struggle, crafting a narrative that reflects the universal
challenges of identity formation in racially charged environments. Through Williams, Phillips addresses the
concept of “performing race”—where marginalized individuals, particularly those in the entertainment sector,
are forced to navigate roles designed to satisfy white audiences at the cost of authentic self-expression
(McDonald 154). This theme is a recurring focus in Phillips’s work, and it illustrates his broader critique of
how society constructs racial identities through power structures that perpetuate alienation.

Phillips’s relevance to contemporary literature lies in his ability to bridge historical events with present-day
struggles around race and belonging. As Gates notes, Phillips’s work offers “a vital re-examination of race,
identity, and memory, particularly as they intersect within diasporic communities” (Gates 27). His literary
approach invites readers to consider the intergenerational impacts of cultural displacement, showing how
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historical traumas resonate in the lives of modern characters. In Dancing in the Dark, for instance, Phillips
portrays Williams not only as a symbol of Black resilience but also as a figure constrained by societal
expectations that reduce his humanity to an act—a performance that caters to, but also confronts, the white
gaze. This narrative underscores Phillips’s commitment to exploring the societal forces that shape, and often
limit, the identities of marginalized individuals, making his work indispensable in the field of post-colonial
and diasporic studies.
By portraying Williams’s life as both a personal and cultural struggle, Phillips critiques the limitations placed
on Black artists who are compelled to perform identities based on stereotypes for societal acceptance. His
exploration of Williams’s alienation reflects a larger commentary on race and identity, suggesting that the
forces shaping Williams’s career are part of a systemic structure designed to control and diminish Black self-
expression. In portraying these issues, Phillips’s work resonates with ongoing conversations around
representation and agency, highlighting the resilience of individuals within oppressive frameworks and
emphasizing the need for self-definition amid societal impositions (Phillips 92).
Phillips’s body of work, including Dancing in the Dark, remains essential for its incisive exploration of
identity in post-colonial and diasporic contexts. His narratives offer both a critique of historical racism and an
empathetic portrayal of those who, like Williams, must grapple with its legacy. By examining how race and
alienation intersect in Dancing in the Dark, this paper highlights Phillips’s contribution to understanding the
complexities of Black identity within a world still marked by racial divides and historical trauma.

Racial Alienation and Performance: The Case of Bert Williams
The performance-based alienation Williams experiences epitomizes the broader “double consciousness”
described by W.E.B. Du Bois, which refers to the fractured identity Black individuals develop when they are
forced to see themselves through the eyes of a prejudiced society (Du Bois 42). In Dancing in the Dark,
Williams’s success hinges on his portrayal of demeaning minstrel roles, which simultaneously bring him
acclaim and profound shame. Phillips presents Williams as a man deeply aware of the dehumanizing
caricatures he performs yet feeling trapped by the financial and social success they afford him.
The novel portrays Williams as a tragic figure, caught between public expectations and personal integrity. His
constant portrayal of stereotypical roles, such as the "clownish™ Black man for white amusement, symbolizes
the alienation forced upon Black performers in the entertainment industry. This internalized racism manifests
as Williams wrestles with feelings of unworthiness and shame, as his professional triumphs fail to heal the
wounds inflicted by a society that regards him as inferior (McDonald 152). Through Williams's character,
Phillips examines the pervasive effects of a society that views Black identity through a narrow, distorted lens,
pushing individuals toward self-alienation (Jones 92).
The Psychological Impact of Alienation
Phillips carefully examines the psychological impact of racial alienation-on Bert Williams’s sense of self-
worth. By internalizing the expectations of a racially prejudiced society, Williams embodies the conflict
between public and private identity. As a character forced to conform to racial stereotypes for acceptance,
Williams exemplifies the damaging effects of racial prejudice and discrimination, both of which are central
to his feelings of isolation and self-alienation (Phillips 93).
Williams’s experience as a performer highlights the dehumanizing nature of racial performance, where black
entertainers often had to perpetuate stereotypes to gain recognition. Phillips captures the internal conflict of a
man who achieves fame but loses his identity in the process, symbolizing the broader implications of racial
alienation within American society (Gates 32).
Alienation from Cultural and Personal Identity
Phillips’s portrayal of Bert Williams’s alienation is not limited to his public performances but extends into
his personal relationships and identity. As he becomes more entangled in his minstrel role, Williams
increasingly loses touch with his own cultural heritage and self-perception. The psychological toll of
performing Blackface—a cruel irony given his own racial identity—drives him into a painful existence where
his accomplishments do not affirm his worth but rather deepen his sense of detachment from his heritage
(Phillips 107).
Williams’s alienation is exacerbated by the limited space available for Black artists to represent themselves
authentically. His life becomes a constant negotiation between his personal desire for artistic freedom and the
rigid confines of roles deemed acceptable by a white-dominated industry. This struggle, Phillips suggests,
reflects the wider sociocultural alienation faced by Black Americans who are expected to perform identities
shaped by historical prejudice rather than self-defined expression (Gates 47). Williams’s narrative exemplifies
how social alienation is often internalized, leading him to distance himself even from other Black performers

who do not face the same level of success but retain greater personal integrity (Jones 102).
Racial Alienation and Double Consciousness in Dancing in the Dark
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Phillips’s portrayal of Bert Williams captures the psychological ramifications of living within a society that
imposes a dehumanizing racial identity on Black individuals. As Du Bois describes in The Souls of Black
Folk, “double consciousness” is the “sense of always looking at one’s self through the eyes of others” (Du
Bois 43). This framework is integral to understanding Williams’s alienation, as Phillips illustrates how
Williams’s identity fractures under the pressure of performing degrading racial stereotypes for a
predominantly white audience. Williams’s internal struggle embodies Du Bois’s observation that Black
individuals in America experience a “twoness,” being “an American, a Negro; two souls, two thoughts” within
one body, caught between self-perception and the external gaze of a prejudiced society (Du Bois 45).
Williams’s identity as a performer becomes a source of profound alienation, as he must embrace roles that
conflict with his dignity and cultural heritage. Although he is celebrated as a successful entertainer, this
success requires him to constantly perform as a character molded by racial stereotypes, rather than as an
authentic representation of himself. This imposed identity leads Williams to a painful awareness of the
psychological and cultural distance between who he is and who he is forced to become. As McDonald points
out, Williams’s struggle “symbolizes the alienation imposed upon Black individuals who are required to reject
or distort their identities to survive in a society that views them as inherently inferior” (McDonald 152).
Phillips uses this internal conflict to underscore the social structures that perpetuate racial alienation, showing
how they operate to divide individuals from their sense of self and community.

This alienation is further compounded by the public’s lack of awareness—or apathy—toward the toll such
roles take on Black performers. By highlighting Williams’s inner life and his painful self-reflections, Phillips
critiques the audience’s passive complicity in perpetuating racial stereotypes. The novel subtly questions how
society defines success for marginalized individuals when the cost is often a suppression or distortion of self.
Gates argues that Phillips’s portrayal of Williams serves as “a meditation on the cost of racial alienation and
the extent to which Black entertainers have historically been complicit in their own dehumanization due to
societal pressures” (Gates 35). Thus, Williams's alienation is not simply a personal tragedy but a
representation of the larger social and psychological mechanisms that uphold systemic racism.

Conclusion
Racial Alienation as a Mechanism of Control

Caryl Phillips’s Dancing in the Dark delves deeply into the intersecting themes of race and alienation, using
the life of Bert Williams as a powerful example of the psychological and social costs of systemic racism.
Through Williams’s story, Phillips illustrates the insidious ways that racial stereotypes not only limit Black
individuals’ opportunities but also distort their identities, pushing them into lives marked by perpetual self-
alienation. Phillips portrays Williams as a symbol of the tragic irony faced by many Black artists: his
professional success requires him to perform roles that reflect society’s demeaning racial expectations rather
than his authentic self. This painful compromise reveals the ways in which systemic racism operates to control
marginalized individuals by compelling them to fulfill narrow, dehumanizing roles for societal acceptance,
ultimately severing their connection to their cultural heritage and self-worth.

Phillips’s portrayal of Williams's fractured identity captures the nuanced dynamics of “double consciousness,”
a concept introduced by W.E.B. Du Bois that speaks to the internal conflict many Black individuals experience
when navigating a society that views them through a distorted lens. Williams’s alienation, as Phillips shows,
is both external—imposed by a society that reduces him to a racial caricature—and internal, as he struggles
with the shame and guilt of embodying the stereotypes that perpetuate his people’s oppression. This dual
alienation resonates far beyond Williams’s personal story, highlighting the pervasive influence of racial
prejudice in shaping not only social perceptions but also the private identities of those it oppresses. Phillips’s
work thus serves as both a historical reflection on the damaging legacy of minstrelsy and a broader
commentary on the ongoing effects of racial stereotyping and forced performance in contemporary society.
In Dancing in the Dark, Phillips’s exploration of Williams’s inner conflict reveals the complex psychological
tolls exacted by a racially stratified world, where Black individuals are often expected to perform identities
defined by others, rather than by themselves. This alienation becomes a form of social control, alienating
Williams not only from his audience but also from his own sense of identity, illustrating how the entertainment
industry and society at large foster compliance through the psychological pressures of representation. As
McDonald argues, Phillips’s work offers “a penetrating critique of the limitations and expectations placed
upon Black individuals within a racially biased society, exposing how societal structures reduce human
identities to constrained roles that restrict self-definition and fulfillment” (McDonald 158). Through his
nuanced portrayal of Williams’s story, Phillips draws attention to the enduring impact of these social
structures and their harmful influence on identity formation, resilience, and agency.

Phillips’s Dancing in the Dark remains relevant in today’s discussions about race, representation, and the
legacies of systemic racism. His work reflects a continuing struggle within Black communities to reconcile
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public perception with private identity, raising critical questions about how marginalized voices can reclaim
narrative authority in a society that has long dictated the terms of their visibility. Williams’s story speaks to
broader questions of identity faced by communities around the world who, like him, are compelled to navigate
hostile environments that fail to recognize their humanity. Phillips’s critique of racial alienation and identity
in Dancing in the Dark offers readers insight into the historical roots of these issues, while encouraging a
reevaluation of how identity and success are defined within oppressive systems. His work underscores the
urgent need for individuals and communities to assert their identities and resist the limiting roles imposed by
society, a message that remains potent in contemporary dialogues about racial justice, inclusion, and self-
expression.

Ultimately, Phillips’s Dancing in the Dark serves as a testament to the resilience and complexity of Black
identity in the face of profound societal alienation. His work not only critiques the mechanisms by which
racial control is maintained but also affirms the power of literature to challenge these constructs, offering
narratives that reveal, resist, and reimagine identity beyond imposed boundaries. In portraying the tragedy of
Williams’s life, Phillips calls on readers to recognize and dismantle the structures that perpetuate racial
alienation, affirming the importance of authentic representation and self-determined identity for all
individuals. As Phillips’s work demonstrates, understanding and addressing the legacies of race and alienation
is essential for a more inclusive and empathetic society, one that values the diverse and complex experiences
that shape human identity.

Phillips’s Dancing in the Dark explores the dual themes of race and alienation by presenting Bert Williams’s
life as a powerful example of the destructive effects of systemic racism. Williams’s story illustrates the ways
in which Black individuals, particularly artists, are subjected to dehumanizing racialized roles that fracture
their identity. His life underscores the conflict between personal agency and the societal constraints imposed
by a racist system that demands conformity to negative stereotypes. Phillips’s exploration of Williams’s
experience of race and alienation ultimately reveals the far-reaching psychological and cultural costs of
racism, offering a sobering reflection on how systems of power maintain control by isolating individuals from
their identities.
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