
The Difficulties of Defining Identity in Lucy

Jamaica Kincaid’s novel Lucy follows the life of a woman who has recently moved to the

United States from the West Indies to work as an au pair for Mariah, Lewis, and their four

children. While working for Mariah, Lucy grapples with events from her past as she attempts to

rewrite her own history, but the past continues to follow her. While in America, Lucy observes

how she is treated differently due to her race and the differences in culture compared to her

homeland. Although the story discusses issues such as the effects of colonialism, class, and race

differences, especially in America, the story is ultimately about loss and a desire for autonomy.

The story functions as a traditional coming of age story, but deviates from the traditional arc in

which the protagonists find a unique sense of identity independent from those around them. On

the surface, it may appear that Lucy is acting independently of past influences in her attempt to

create a new life for herself. Moving to America, refusing to reply to her mother’s letters, and

engaging in casual relationships can all be viewed as acts of rebellion in Lucy’s journey of self

discovery. Hyperfixation on this aspect of rebellion prevents readers from viewing the characters

Lucy interacts with, such as Mariah, as extensions of her own identity, altering the way she

perceives the world. By trying to escape her past, Lucy forms new dependencies, taking on a

variety of lenses that she uses to decipher the world, but never truly faces her internal conflicts

head on which ultimately results in patterns of loss and betrayal. Kincaid utilizes both the

characters Lucy interacts with and physical objects to create a degree of separation between Lucy

and her perception of reality, highlighting Lucy’s inability to confront her internal conflict.

Throughout the novel, Mariah acts as a mother figure to Lucy in the absence of her real

mother, therefore effectively becoming a person that Lucy attempts to view the world through.

Despite knowing her for only a short period of time, Lucy develops a dependency and a sense of
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loyalty to Mariah, feeling a sense of betrayal when disappointing her. One significant instance in

which Lucy experiences these feelings of betrayal and loss is when Mariah eagerly introduces

her to daffodils, but due to her past is unable to enjoy them like Mariah had hoped. “This woman

who hardly knew me loved me, and she wanted me to love this thing– a grove brimming over

with daffodils in bloom– that she loved also. Her eyes sank back in her head as if they

over
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form of pleasure that she discovers in the process of creating her “first real past – a past that was

own and over which I had the final word” (Kincaid 23). Lucy’s dive into photography can be

viewed as a reclamation of simple enjoyment and fun that she missed out on during her

childhood. It can act as a symbol for the restoration of autonomy, but as demonstrated by her

internal dialogue surrounding her mother and her childhood, Lucy is never truly free from her

past’s influence. Instead, the distance created by the lens acts as a form of protection, forming an

illusion of complete separation. In the same manner as the camera lens, Lucy’s avoidance of her

mother’s letters represents the same type of separation. Moving to America and the physical

distance between Lucy and her homeland functions in the same way. Lucy’s efforts in widening

the gap between herself and her past are her attempt to redefine her identity, straying away from

the loss she has faced by tangibly moving in hopes that that loss will no longer define her.

Jamaica Kincaid’s work tells a greater story about the human desire to identify with

other people and the difficulties of defining oneself. Defying the idea of individuality, Lucy

demonstrates how it is through a multitude of influences that one truly finds their identity. People

desire a feeling of autonomy, but no one is truly an independent thinker. In the formation of

identity, Lucy takes on parts of her mother, of Mariah, of her lovers, and of the culture that

surrounds her. This search for identity is exemplified as Lucy grapples with her name, Lucy

Josephine Potter. A name, something that is out of one’s control, is an integral part of identity

and has the ability to tell a story. The name Josephine reveals Lucy’s mother’s hopes and desires,

as she was named for a prosperous family member that later lost his riches, and the name Potter

reveals the history of her family with the trauma of slavery that they endured. Growing up Lucy

disliked her name and called herself other names, such as “Emily, Charlotte, Jane” after the

“authoresses whose books [she] loved” (Kincaid 149). Lucy’s identification with other names
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Lucy’s life that she is preparing to leave behind. The repetition of “I used to” calls back to the

recurring idea of the way one’s past shapes identity. The section provides a moment of reflection,

revealing the way her interactions with others have become a part of her identity, but it also

marks the end of an era as she leaves this lifestyle behind. Simmons writes, “Here again we see a

detailed accounting of all that is soon to be left forever, as if this is a way of continuing to have

those things which are one's life, even as one prepares for depart” (Simmons 472). Like the

teachings of her mother and her childhood experiences which she has left behind, there is a

recognition that although there is loss, these moments have contributed to Lucy’s formation of

identity. In a broader context, Jamaica Kincaid’s writing often contains contradictions within

itself as Diane Simmons highlights. Difficulty in categorizing Kincaid as a writer, reveals the

many facets of a person as she is not just defined to Caribbean, Black, or feminist literature

genres.

Jamaica Kincaid’s novel Lucy explores the difficulties of defining identity. As a result of

past trauma involving her mother and her colonial education, Lucy flees to America, putting

physical distance between herself and the source of her issues to
source
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literature, and photography, provides Lucy with a medium for processing her
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