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So, they are both very contemptuous about each other when they are talking about 

business here. Smithers reminds Jones, “you was glad enough for me ter take yer on it 

when you landed here first”. We get to know that Smithers had hired him; he had given 

Jones an opportunity to work work with him when Jones got to the island first and he 

also reminds Jones that he did not have an arrogant “airs” about him during the early 

days. Take a look at Jones’ gesture here: “His hand going to his revolver like a flash–

menacingly”. Jones uses threatening language quite generously; he exercises his power 

quite unscrupulously throughout this play. So, Jones tells Smithers, “Talk polite, white 

man!”  

Jones is threatening him, and he emphasizes the quality of whiteness here to show that it 

is a completely changed order and Smithers need not be at the mercy of Jones just 

because he had given the latter an opportunity to get started when he first reached the 

island. We do not exactly know the details at the moment, but Jones is not contesting 

Smithers’ claims either.  



We realise that perhaps he did offer Jones a job or when he first landed on the island. 

And for the same reason, Jones is being dismissive and reiterates, “I’m  boss heah now, 

is you fergettin’? The Cockney seems about to challenge this last statement with the 

facts, but something in the other’s eyes holds and cows him.”  

If you remember the first description when Smithers was introduced, it said that he is 

mean and cowardly too, and that got the better of him in most situations and kept him 

safe too. Perhaps there is something counter that Smithers has to offer, to whatever Jones 

says, but he does not do that because he is scared of Jones. Jones is the kind of person 

who would not mind killing off the white man. 
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And this is a world where the judicial system is not present there the way we know it. 

There is no system in place except for superstitious systems and the kind of power that 

Jones and Smithers together wield over them.  

They soon reach a sort of reconciliation, and Jones continues to talk to Smithers in a very 

condescending manner. “I accepts yo’ apology. No use’n you rakin’ up old times. What I 

was den is one thing. What I now’s another”. There is certainly a change that has come 

about in Jones’ life from before, leading to his current status.  

“You didn’t let me in on yo’ crooked work o’ no kind feelin’s that time. I done de dirty 

work fo’ you – and most o’ de brain work, too, fo’ that matter –and I was wu’th money 



to you, dat’s de reason”. So, this is a business. This is a relationship from which both 

have benefitted. Jones, perhaps, was more vital to Smithers since the latter does not have 

much of an opportunity to lash out against him.  

Both of them have been involved in crooked things, and we get to know that Jones was 

hired precisely to do the dirty work for the white man. Now, Jones enjoys the supremacy 

because Smithers does not have a standing otherwise. As the play progresses, we get to 

know that Smithers does not have much standing back in America either.  

Jones is not used to the ways of life at the island, and he is perhaps not even aware of 

how the socio-political and cultural structure, the hierarchies operate within the system. 

Smithers reminds again of how he gave Jones a start and how everybody else was afraid 

to hire him, but he was not. 

He gives a slight reminder about why the others were afraid to hire Jones, on account of 

“the story about your breakin’ jail back in the States”. This is almost like a growing 

puzzle; now, we can put few pieces together to reconstruct the past of Jones.  

Jones had supposedly escaped the jail back in the states, and then he fled to this island 

where no one else was willing to hire him, but due to his personal interest, Smithers 

offered him a job. Jones also says, “You been in jail you’self more n once,” and this is 

something Smithers immediately disagrees with and says furiously, that it was a lie and 

whoever told that was spinning some fairy tale.  

 Immediately, Jones offers reconciliation and says that certain things are better not to be 

told regardless of how things happen.  Jones was given a head start by Smithers, but now 

in two years, the former stowaway had become an emperor. Thus we also get a sense of 

the number of years that have passed since Jones reached the island. 

 He was a fugitive,  trying to travel in clandestine ways and now he is an emperor, who 

wields power over the entire island.Now, Smithers also wants to know where the money 

has been hidden. So, Jones immediately says it is in a foreign bank where no person 

other than Jones can have access to it. 
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And so, Smithers reminds him of the kind of taxes that the money might invite. We find 

that they are inhabiting multiple worlds here. There is a racial memory which is 

connecting them and a judicial system from which both of them are fleeing. They belong 

to different worlds. They are inhabiting, at the moment, in terms of their temporal 

physical settings a land of superstition.  

He is an emperor there, but he is also using the language of modern economy. He is 

talking about the money which he has put in a foreign bank. These two characters, Jones 

and Smithers, are occupying multiple worlds, travelling from one to the other with a lot 

of ease, but things begin to go wrong for them as the play progresses.  

At this point, what is more interesting is the kind of modernity that is allowing them to 

have a little bit of all of these worlds: the very modern world, which has a judiciary 

system and a banking system, and a world that has not yet encountered modernity, which 

is still primitive not just in its physical and temporal aspects but also in its belief systems, 

where the native inhabitants are superstitious enough to believe that the emperor could 

be killed only with a silver bullet. We will soon come back to discuss this part. 

If this is a commentary, they are still talking about the money, and they are also a bit 

worried about the laws that they have broken. But they also know that within this 

particular system, they have made laws and broken them as well.  



Jones makes this statement: “Ain’t I de Emperor? De laws don’t go for him [Judicially]. 

You heah what I tells you, Smithers. Dere’s little stealin’ like you does, and dere’s big 

stealin’ like I does. For de little stealin’ dey gits you in jail soon or late. 
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For de big stealin’ dey makes you Emperor and puts in de Hall o’ Fame when you 

croaks. [Reminiscently.] If dey’s one thing I learns in ten years on the Pullman ca’s 

listenin’ to de white quality talk, it’s dat same fact. And when I gits a chance to use it I 

winds up Emperor in two years”. This is important as we are getting a sense of the 

timeline here.  

He arrived on this island and became the emperor two years ago and before that, we do 

not yet know the number of years that he had served in jail before he broke out. So, 

before that, he had spent ten years as a Pullman porter. There is something that he 

learned there by listening to the white quality talk.  

Whatever he is now, he is confessing that it is something that he learned from the white 

world. The system that he is trying to replicate here is something that he acquired from 

the white world and one that he very fondly is recollecting as well. So, he says that the 

moment he got a chance to use that learning he became an emperor in two years.  

He has replicated a follproof system at the island. The learning has been quite foolproof 

and he also tells a profound thing which is a very stringent critique on the the judicial 



system that is prevalent in America and elsewhere about how a little bit of stealing will 

get you in jail sooner or later.  

But, for a huge systematic and an usurping kind of stealing, it will make one an emperor. 

There is also allusion to the kind of empire that colonialism had built. It is also sort of a 

subtle way in which the founding of the empire has been critiqued at the wake of in the 

early 20th century.  

It is also the time when a lot of discourses surrounding the new kind of modernity and 

nation building were gaining momentum, not just in Europe but in different parts of the 

world. So, here is a subtle critique on the philosophy underlying the formation of the 

empires and the colonial race for building empires, a race which America was not part 

of. 

So, we do find an outsider’s critique here when these notions are being put to test. It is 

important to note that when Smithers is listening to this, he feels is unable to repress the 

genuine admiration of the small fry for the large. There is clearly a reversal of the order 

here.  

At so many levels, here is a white man who is unable to locate himself in this world and 

it is a system where things happen in different ways than it happens in the mainland, 

because this is a private sort of a creation, where the racial, hierarchical, and economical 

orders work in a different way, altogether.  

Smithers has genuine admiration for Jones, despite all the resentment that he holds 

against him. They have a brief talk about howSmithers believes that it is all his good 

luck, and Jones severely dismisses that notion. To Jones, it is not about luck, at all and 

then they start talking about the silver bullet.  

Smithers reminds Jones about how he was saved, how his life was saved because of the 

the silver bullet, which Smithers sees as luck, but for Jones that was something that he 

constructed. That is a life saving thing that he made up, and it worked because the others 

were willing to buy it. 

Jones has absolutely no belief in luck; he is a self-made man and he takes great pride in 

that. He belongs to a system in both sides, whether it is in America or in this current 



setting. There is nothing which was organically suited to preserve him. There is nothing 

in America or at the island which will automatically work to his advantage. He needs to 

constantly move against the grain, and he needs to constantly reinvent systems, and he 

needs to fit in ways that is most convenient or advantageous to him. 

He is the kind of person who cannot afford to believe in luck but has to believe in the 

manipulative efforts and the unscrupulous things that he does in order to make himself 

emperor and stay in power. 
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He elaborates very clear terms, and says, “I got brains and I uses ’em quick. Dat ain’t 

luck. So, there is a clear differentiation here, between luck and the use of brains on which 

Jones takes great pride on.  

There is a brief discussion on how the folks in the island were foolish enough to believe 

in the story that he created about the silver bullet,  that Jones could be killed only with a 

silver bullet, and this is how he sells the story to him which they believe to.  
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“It’s playin’ out my bluff. It has de silver bullet moulded and I tells ’em when de time 

comes I kills myself wid it. I tells ’em dat’s ’cause I’m de on’y man in de world big 

enuff to git me. No use’n deir tryin’”. And they are convinced by the logic of that 

argument because they are already a bit prone to these superstitious beliefs, and he 

knows the right chord to strike.  

And we also realize that Jones becomes handy to Smithers, because Jones in certain 

ways is an insider.  At almost all levels, Smithers is an outsider. He may not fit in any of 

these worlds that we are introduced to in this play, but Jones becomes an insider in in the 

same setting and he tells Smithers, “ain’t I got to learn deir lingo and teach some of dem 

English befo’ I kin talk to ’em?” 

He talks about the kind of work that he had to put for Smithers to communicate with 

them. Jones here acts as a mediator and then grows into an all powerful emperor. We get 

a sense of time here again. “Smithers, in de ten years you been heah, dough yo’ knows 

it’s money in yo’ pocket tradin’ wid ’em if you does, but you’se too shiftless to take de 

trouble”. 

So, it is Jones who has put in the effort, has taken the risk and in the last two years, a 

huge difference has been made despite the long ten years that Smithers had spent there. 

Smithers must have been one of those people looking for fortune in the world outside of 



America and did not quite make it big because he did not know the language. He did not 

have access to the narrative inside the island, which is being facilitated by Jones. 
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Coming back to the brief discussion on the silver bullet, Jones also had a silver bullet 

made. It is a metaphorical presence in the play; It is like an almost false security system. 

Jones takes out his revolver, the silver bullet, and Smithers, in complete fascination, 

wants to reach out and touch it.  

Jones does not let him touch it. “Keep yo’ hands whar dey b’long, white man”. This is 

the second time in scene one that he is addressing Smithers in a derogatory way, calling 

him a white man. We find that even the way in which swear words operate here, how 

derogatorily whiteness is being used here, is again a reversal of the order.  

So, just the way in this main world or in the mainland world of America, where they are 

you know being where the blackness becomes derogatory here. Jones is using whiteness 

as a derogatory term. 
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Of course, Smithers takes great offense and here there is also this momentary time, right 

after this when Jones also realizes that whatever he has and the power that he wields and 

the system he maintains here is not going to last forever.  

He thinks he has another six months before they get to him. This awareness also 

highlights the human, judicial, and discretionary quality within Jones’s consciousness. 

On the one hand, he is recklessly and irrationally holding power there. 

He is manipulating the superstitious beliefs of the natives, but he has, very smartly, 

invested in a foreign bank. He is also conscious that this is not something which is going 

to last forever. Here, we can always find the subtext of imperialism,  of how the empire 

worked. We will perhaps talk about a bit later about this critique, when we make some 

more progress into the play. 

Smithers also reminds him that there is no place to which he can go back to; he tells him 

that cannot go back to the “bloody states,” to which Jones asks if it is on account of ‘that’ 

story about him escaping jail. It is interesting how he keeps referring to it as a story. He 

does not want to believe in that, and it is seen as a narrative constructed out of nowhere.  
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When Jones says that it is all talk, Smithers, is very skeptical about it. They both know 

that it is difficult for Jones to go back, not just on account of the law catching up with 

him, and not because he broke out from jail in America, but also due to the very pertinent 

and irrational racial hierarchy.  

”You’d ’ave been jailed if you ’ad, wouldn’t yer then? And from what I’ve ’eard...” This 

subtle reference, ‘from what I have heard,’ is very important. This reveals that Smithers 

does not have  firsthand knowledge about how things operate in America. “From what 

I’ve ’eard, it ain’t ’ealthy for a black to kill a white man in the States. They burns ’em in 

oil, don’t they?” 

So, Jones had committed a crime; he was in jail for killing a white man. He was in jail in 

America because he is a black man. Jones is a black man who killed a white man. So, the 

murder has double significance and implication here and in America, it is a racial crime. 

It is also a racial crime, not in the sense that we understand today, but it is a racial crime 

on account of the racial hierarchy that exists there.  

It is a more severe crime than a white man killing a white man or a black man or a white 

man killing a black man. This is a severe and unforgivable crime. Because, if not for the 

law catching up to him, it is also about the other kinds of punishments, which are more 

illegal.  



Because, it was also the time when racial lynching was happening in America. Smithers 

reminds Jones very wickedly that he had heard that in America, the offenders are burnt 

in oil. Jones with a cool deadliness says, “You mean lynchin’’d scare me? Well, I tells 

you, Smithers, maybe I does kill one white man back dere. Maybe I does. And maybe I 

kills another right heah ’fore long if he don’t look out”.  

Jones is not pretending that it is a story anymore; he uses it to threaten Smithers. He tells 

him that he killed a white man in America and that he would not think twice before 

killing another white man right there. Smithers had thrown Jones off guard for a brief 

moment. 
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Jones also gets into this mood, and he is beginning to feel a bit boastful about what he 

did. There is a kind of racial superiority that he also feels here, momentarily. “Maybe I 

goes to jail dere for gettin' in an argument wid razors ovah a crap game. Maybe I gits 

twenty years when dat colored man died. Maybe I gits in ’nother argument got into 

another argument wid de prison guard was overseer ovah us when we’re wukin’ de 

roads”. 

Through these snippets of conversation, we understand that Jones is in denial. We get a 

sense of what could have happened. He first went to jail because he killed a white man, 

and that was a result of an argument over a game, and he was sentenced to twenty years, 



and in jail, he again gets into another argument with the guard. We do not know exactly 

what happened with the prison guard. 

“Maybe he hits me wid a whip and I splits his head wid a shovel and runs away and files 

a chain off my leg and gets away safe”. We do not know the implications of his actions, 

but he had hit a prison guard and broke out of jail after that. Smithers is now a bit 

terrified too.  

It is one thing to sarcastically taunt Jones when he is in denial and does not want to admit 

his crime; but it is entirely different when Jones is not in denial and because physically, 

he is more powerful as he is someone who has committed murder, escaped jail in 

America, fled from there to reach this country and has also become the emperor.  

Smithers is aware of what Jones is capable of and what he has already done. So, now, he 

is a bit terrified, and he wants to extend the hand of friendship, to which Jones 

immediately responds. 

(Refer Slide Time: 024:03) 

 

Smithers and Jones occasionally have very interesting conversations. They both know 

that the time during which they would have control over the island and Jones’ tenure as 

the self-imposed emperor is coming to an end. 

Smithers asks him half-warningly and half-mockingly whether it is time for him to resign 

with that “bloomin’ silver bullet”. Jones is still not entirely sure of what happened in the 



morning. Let us quickly recollect how the scene opened when all of Jones’ subjects, 

including the guard servants, workers, and courtiers, had run away.  

Jones is again briefly in denial, wondering whether they are all just trying to pretend that 

everything is normal and convinces himself by saying that “maybe they are all in the 

garden, sleeping because they usually tend to sneak away and laze around when I am 

napping too”. Smithers challenges him by saying, “Ring the bell and see how who will 

show up”. Jones is startled to alertness, but he continues to preserve that tone. 
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And this is important now. So, the moment Jones gets a sense of the reality and realizes 

that everyone has left and things could come down crashing any time, he takes the next 

rational step. He also realizes that there is hardly anything for him within that palace, 

within that space to hold on to. 

So, he starts for the door in the rear. Smithers asks if Jones is looking for his horse and 

tells him that he will not find any because before the natives ran away, they first stole the 

horses. Smithers says his horse was also gone and that made him suspicious that 

something was amiss. 
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Jones is alarmed, but he is also a quick thinker. So, he makes up his mind to leave, 

almost immediately. 
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Here again, they are trying to arrive at something not necessarily together. It is difficult 

to identify whether they were trying to arrive at a decision together or whether they were 

trying to belittle each other and showcase their power in different ways, with Jones 

always having the upper hand in this exchange.  



Interestingly, Smithers refers to how the blacks can sniff and follow a trail in the dark 

like hounds. He almost forgot that Jones is also a black man, and Jones comes back up 

with the derogatory insult again for the third time, calling him a white man. 

This reversal of insult is significant here, and it has a lot of bearing in defining the kind 

of relationship between Jones and Smithers. So, we also get to know that there is a 

French gunboat on which Jones is relying and that he is hoping to escape to Martinique 

from the island. 

Smithers always loves to put malicious thoughts in Jones’ head and make him very 

uncomfortable. Smithers asks, “But s’posin’ somethin’ ’appens wrong an’ they do nab 

yer?” and Jones replies, “Dey don’t–dat is de answer”. If we look through the exchanges, 

we can find a pattern; Jones’s immediate response to every situation is to respond in 

denial because that is also the time that he takes to process things. 

And we cannot blame him for living in denial or responding with denial to certain 

situations, because he has achieved the status of an emperor, which is entirely 

unthinkable for a regular black man. So, his first and instinctive response is to stay in 

denial and process his way towards some practical thought in that process. 
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Smithers provokes him into telling him what his backup plan and Jones says that he has 

five lead bullets. “ –and after dat I got de silver bullet left to cheat ’em out o’ gittin’ me. 



So, Smithers continues to mock him and says, “Ho, I was fergettin’ that silver bullet. 

You’ll bump yourself orf in style, Won’t yer?”  

So, this seems to be the tentative plan Jones has made, which is also why the silver bullet 

continues to be very important. The silver bullet provides him with a false sense of 

security. It is that metaphorical presence that acts as his safety net. So, he thinks that he 

will manage to escape in style with the help of the silver bullet. 
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Now he is brought back to reality with the sound of the drum beating, and Smithers 

clarifies that the drum is beating for Jones; he tells Jones that they are coming for him. 

“That means the bleedin’ ceremony ’as started. I’ve ’eard it before and I knows”. 

Smithers is showing off his knowledge of the island. He has been there for ten years, 

while Jones has been there for only two years.  

“Cer’mony? What cer’mony?” He is clueless about it; it is a very genuine question. “The 

blacks is ’oldin’ a bloody meetin’, ’avin’ a war dance, gettin' their courage worked up 

b’fore they starts after you”. Jones is back to his usual confident self, saying that they do 

need the courage to come after him and then they proceed to have a brief discussion on 

religion. 
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Interestingly now, Jones is also trying to draw strength and confidence from the Baptist 

church, a religious system, Christianity that he left behind. On a very contemptuous note, 

he reminds Smithers that he was a member in good standing of the Baptist church before 

he got into trouble. 

He claims that the Baptist church will protect him from whatever is about to befall him 

from the superstitious heathens. Jones believes that the drum beating, the ceremony and 

the pagan things cannot stand before this protective level layer of Christianity that he 

has. So, we find that Jones is the kind of person who can use such tropes to his 

advantage. 

Jones rejects the white system in so many ways, but he also brings back certain elements 

to use as a protective covering. Smithers, very quickly retorts to that and says, “you 

’aven’t give much ’eed to your Baptist church since you been down ’ere”.  

What is interesting here is how the discourse of religion operates and how very 

conveniently Jones thinks about using some dominant tropes as long as it works for him. 

So, it is not a complete rejection of any of those systems that he resents. He is instead 

trying to replicate those systems to his advantage here.  

Whether it is the judiciary system or the model of the empire or here, the moral 

framework of Christianity, Jones is happy to draw from whichever system that comes in 



handy for him. Interestingly, he is familiar with all these systems since he has been a part 

of all these systems. He knows how things work in those systems, perhaps a bit more 

than Smithers himself. 
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Now, Jones is leaving, and Smithers is also oscillating between these emotions. On the 

one hand, he is very malicious and  resents Jones, but he is also very flattered when he 

notices that Jones is leaving without taking any luggage with him. 
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“I travel light when I want to move fast”. No wonder, Smithers is also forced to hold him 

with a lot of admiration. So, he says he cannot travel with any baggage because he is 

using his brains to try to escape. This is like another adventure, and he has a gut feeling 

when it comes to making decisions, and he also says very proudly that he will not “slink 

out de back door like a common nigger”.  

Look at the way in which he is using the terms nigger and white man. Both are used in a 

derogatory manner here, regardless of Jones’ own identity. Here, his identity keeps 

shifting. He is the dominant person here with the power to use derogatory terms from 

any of the systems. 

The play on language and how these terms acquire meaning, depending on the context 

and the hierarchical systems built around is very interesting. We can see that Smithers 

continues to look at him with puzzled admiration. Jones leaves out of the doorway, and 

he is in no hurry, and he leaves the palace as a very confident person.  

The kind of attitude Smithers has towards Jones is puzzled admiration because, on the 

one hand, he is totally in awe at Jones’ confidence and courage, but he also resents it. 

“Ho–the bleedin’ nigger –puttin’ on ’is bloody airs”. He is very calculative and 

manipulative, and so, he does not leave right away.  

He also decides to look around in the palace to pick up something that he could later 

exchange for cash. So, he also makes a practical call from his capacity, and after that, he 

darts for the doorway and the curtain falls, bringing scene one to an end. 
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So, let us bring this discussion to an end. In scene one, we found that there is a lot of 

complexity about how race is presented. There are some discussions that we will revisit. 

We will soon talk about how the complexity of race becomes a very compelling trope in 

this discussion.  

Race is talked about in a very unconventional way, and we will notice how the different 

kinds of memory: the personal, individual and collective memory, become very 

important in defining the language, the emotions around which race gets articulated and 

situated. 

With this, we bring this discussion to an end, and we will resume the rest of the play in 

the consecutive session. Thank you for your time, and I will look forward to seeing you 

in the next session. 


