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Preface

Such a spiral is buman being! Within this spiral, nothing but self-inverting
dynamisms. One no longer knows if one is rushing towards the center or
escaping from it. That which characterizes the spiral is, therefore, the fact
that it obeys no predetermined order and, perbaps even more so, the fact
that this figure describes only one specific instance of disorder.

—Gaston Bachelard!

If someone needed a visual explanation, a graphic picture of what the
Caribbean is, I would refer him to the spiral chaos of the Milky Way, the
unpredictable flux of transformative plasma that spins calmly in our globe’s
firmament, that sketches in an “other” shape that keeps changing, with
some objects born to light while others disappear into the womb of dark-
ness—change, transit, return, fluxes of sidereal matter.

—Antonio Benitez-Rojo?

First black republic in the world, first independent country in Latin
America, and first autonomous non-European state to carve itself out of
Europe’s universalist empires, Haiti has been central to the very concept
of socio-political modernity. Its profoundly hybrid people and traditions,
represented over the past two centuries by an exceptionally prolific
community of writers and artists, affirm its relevance to cultural and
aesthetic conceptions of modernity as well.> From Indigenism and
marvelous realism to the implementation of a politicized practice of
Surrealism, the Haitian aesthetic tradition has been marked by a fearless
capacity to imagine alternatives—alternatives that recall the revolu-
tionary origins of the island nation and that firmly insist on Haiti’s
presence on a global stage. Despite this should-be centrality, however,
Haiti has in many ways been relegated to the periphery of the so-called
“New World”—historically and contemporarily, politically and liter-
arily. Marked by exceptionalism, the voices of some of its most important
writers have been muted by the geopolitical realities of the nation’s
fraught post-revolutionary history. In Haiti Unbound, 1 offer a close look
at the works of three such writers: the Haitian Spiralists Frankétienne,
Jean-Claude Fignolé, and René Philoctete. Interred physically within the
nightmare of “Papa Doc” Duvalier’s totalitarian regime* but unwilling
to be silent in the face of unsatisfying creative and social realities, these

vil
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three individuals began in 19635 to re-imagine their world—the world—
as a spiral. Dynamic and open-ended, the spiral—as Frankétienne,
Fignolé, and Philocteéte envisioned it—would be operational on multiple
levels, incarnating a precise artistic attitude while evoking essential
phenomena at work in every aspect of the natural world. Integrally reflec-
tive of the processes by which organisms and living systems grow and
develop, the biological, physical reality of the spiral was as significant to
their insular existence as to the wider world from which they were so
acutely cut off. It represented a formal testament to the possibility of the
infinite.

From the structure of the double helix that defines every living being,
to the swirl of stars, gas, and dust that compose the galaxy, the very foun-
dations of the universe unfold in a spiral, implicitly putting even the most
dramatically isolated beings into relation. The spiral is connected, more-
over, to certain region-specific elements of Haitian reality. It is present
in the bands of the hurricane winds that regularly ravage the island, and
it makes up the structure of the conch shell, an object that functions
symbolically to recall the rallying cries of Haiti’s revolutionaries.’ The
spiral further signifies within an even more specifically local context: it
is the form that decorates the entire length of the poteau-mitan (the
wooden post that stands at the center of every Haitian vodou temple
[peristyle] around which all ceremonies revolve) and, as such, is an inte-
gral element of Haiti’s most fundamental belief system. The spiral also
explicitly informs the writing practice of the three authors on the level of
content and form. It provides the point of departure from which they
write the specificity of being and creating in Haiti. The very idea of the
spiral recalls the foundations of the Caribbean oral tradition, according
to which stories unfold cumulatively or cyclically; are relatively uncon-
cerned with any purely narrative structure or horizontal, linear
development; and are subject invariably to the frequent and spontaneous
interventions of the public. The interplay of repetition and deviation at
work in the spiral form thus provides a structural point of departure that
decisively anchors the Spiralists’ fiction in a Haitian geo-cultural space.
“Characteristic of the dialectic,” as Frankétienne asserts,® the spiral
accounts metaphorically for the overwhelming presence of conflicted
characters in their work—the zombies, schizophrenics, and opposition-
ally paired twins that people their narratives. Troubling also the idea of
time’s unfettered linear passage, the spiral allows Frankétienne, Fignolé,
and Philoctéte to present—that is, quite literally to make present—Haiti’s
complicated past as integral to and explicitly implicated in its contem-
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porary circumstances. This movement of multiplied or fractured beings
back and forth in time and space demands a certain style of writing:
indeed, while Frankétienne, Fignolé, and Philoctéte each make distinct
stylistic use of the spiral, they all embrace its connotative associations
with accumulation, acceleration, tumult, and repetition. From the struc-
ture of their narratives to the games of frenzied wordplay in which they
indulge, all three authors consistently mobilize the barely contained
whirlwind of the spiral. A delicate balance of centripetal and centrifugal
forces—of opposing pressure to at once collapse inward and release
outward—the spiral effectively allegorizes the tension between the
insular and the global at work in their fiction. It offers a path via which
the three authors have been able to universalize their creative perspective
without literally or figuratively abandoning the particular space of their
island.

Having made the decision to stay and to write in Haiti throughout the
stifling dictatorships of Frangois and then Jean-Claude Duvalier
(1957-71 and 1971-86, respectively), Frankétienne, Fignolé, and
Philoctéte long remained isolated—on a very physical level—from other
parts of the Caribbean. Essential to this anchoring in the geographical
space of Haiti has been a philosophical commitment to avoid explicitly
defining Spiralism. That is, the Spiralists’ refusal of exile has been bound
from the outset to a certain refusal of theoretical codification. Rather
than supply a set of specific standards for what or how literature should
be, the three writers have preferred “to be considered anarchists of the
written ... demolishers of myths” (Raymond Philoctéte 21). The extent
to which the Spiralists actually make good on such rhetorical claims
varies, of course. While Frankétienne, Fignolé, and Philoctéte certainly
insist that they are dedicated above all to the processes of challenging,
questioning, and searching rather than labeling or defining, they by no
means entirely resist the temptation to describe their own aesthetic and
its intellectual underpinnings. For the most part, however, stylistic
considerations take precedence over the theoretical, and any ideology is
revealed primarily through the formal strategies at work in their creative
writings. The three authors have avoided taking any plainly political stance
—a position that undoubtedly reflects the many dangers faced by intel-
lectuals in Haiti during the period of the Duvalier dictatorships. It must
be noted, however, that even those Spiralist texts published after the
ousting and exile of Duvalier fils in 1986 exhibit abhorrence for the overtly
ideological. Rejecting a priori the notion of a literary school or system
organized according to particular rules, the three authors deliberately
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remain ambiguous when it comes to defining their philosophical perspec-
tive—a factor that contributes to the difficulty one faces when attempting
to discuss the Spiralist aesthetic and that is responsible in part for the
lack of comprehensive studies on Spiralism.

Indeed, while Spiralism has been acknowledged by numerous scholars
and writer-intellectuals of the Americas as a crucial contribution—both
to the French-speaking Caribbean literary tradition in general (as in
Patrick Chamoiseau and Raphaél Confiant’s Lettres créoles [1991] and
Régis Antoine’s La Littérature franco-antillaise [1992]), and to Haitian
literature in particular (as in Léon-Frangois Hoffmann’s Le Roman
haitien [1982], Charles Arthur and J. Michael Dash’s Libete: A Haiti
Anthology [1999], and Martin Munro’s Exile and Post-1946 Haitian
Literature [2007])—it has suffered a certain occlusion with respect to
regional literary canons and has not yet been accorded the attention of
a full-length study. Hoffman and Antoine are among the few scholars to
have proposed truly critical approaches to Spiralism, yet neither one of
these theorists devotes more than a dozen or so pages to the aesthetic. In
Le Roman bhaitien, Hoffmann offers five very brief references to
Frankétienne, even though the latter’s first three novels were published
well before the appearance of his study. Régis Antoine’s La littérature
franco-antillaise devotes no more than six pages of analysis to
Frankétienne’s work, makes brief mention of Philoctéte, and does not
acknowledge either of the novels Fignolé had published by this time. Jean
Jonassaint’s special issue of Dérives, “Frankétienne, écrivain haitien,”
provides in 1987 the first instance of sustained critical engagement with
the Spiralist aesthetic. As the title of this rich collected volume clearly
indicates, however, the focus is exclusively on Frankétienne. Jonassaint
similarly keeps the spotlight on Frankétienne in his more recently
published edited volume, Typo/Topo/Poéthique (2008). This singling out
of Frankétienne reflects a tendency among those interested in Spiralism
to look primarily at the most “famous” (and most famously outspoken)
of the three authors. Indeed, while the fall of the Duvalier regime and
beginning of the twenty-first century have certainly increased awareness
of Spiralism in the academy, Frankétienne has received by far the lion’s
share of attention. As Rachel Douglas, author of Frankétienne and
Rewriting: A Work in Progress (2009) has noted, “Spiralism has turned
into something of a one-man literary movement, that one man being
Frankétienne” (67). In addition to Jonassaint and Douglas, both of
whom have very pointedly argued that Frankétienne is the most (if not
the only) relevant and committed “Spiralist,” scholars Rafaél Lucas and
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Anastasil Makambo have likewise focused on Frankétienne as the figure-
head of Spiralism. Thus far, Philippe Bernard’s Réve et littérature
romanesque (2003) and Yves Chemla’s essays in Africultures and Notre
Librairie are the only published studies (all in French) that consider
Fignolé’s Spiralist practice, and Philoctete remains almost entirely unat-
tended to by scholars.”

Haiti Unbound fills, then, a rather astonishingly empty place in the
assessment of postcolonial® Caribbean aesthetics. Affirming the presence
of a spiral-based aesthetic in major prose fiction works of each of the
three authors, I frame my analyses here in an interrogation of the criteria
for inclusion in New World traditions, considering the manner in which
new centers and margins have been created in the already peripheralized
space(s) of the Americas. And while I mean absolutely to emphasize the
singularity of the Spiralists’ aesthetic and discursive interventions, I make
a point in this project to put Frankétienne, Fignolé, and Philoctete in
dialogue with regional writers and intellectuals, and so to consider the
extent to which Spiralism not only connects with but significantly
enriches contemporary models of literature and theory in the postcolo-
nial Caribbean. Dovetailing productively with Edouard Glissant’s theory
of Relation, Frantz Fanon’s socio-diagnostic approach to postcolonial
collective psychology, Benitez-Rojo’s repeating island, and Derek
Walcott’s interrogation of historical narrative in the Caribbean, among
others, the Spiralists’ aesthetic philosophy resonates unmistakably within
a tradition of regional self-creation. More a phenomenon than a literary
movement, Spiralism is based in adamant irresolution. Its writers offer
only explorations and interrogations of reality rather than vehicles for
any fixed message; they effectively challenge the expectations and
assumptions posited by many of their contemporaries. Advancing a
philosophical perspective and aesthetic praxis that propose real shifts in
representations of Haiti and the Caribbean, their works have the poten-
tial to redefine the way in which critical appreciation of postcolonial
Caribbean literature has been constructed up until now. Given this, an
examination of Spiralism demands interrogation of the circumstances—
both literary and socio-historical—that have resulted in its positioning
on the margins of postcolonial and francophone literary studies. I make
a point, therefore, in Haiti Unbound to consider the relative silence
surrounding the three authors, a silence that I believe sheds some light
on the whole of literary culture in the French-speaking Caribbean and
Haiti’s place within it.

Such questions of inclusion and exclusion lead me to examine the
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tensions among processes of containment and gestures of refusal, among
implicit offerings of legibility and insistent discourses of opacity—issues
that are at once pertinent to the particular case of the Spiralists and crucial
to discussion of the postcolonial Caribbean in general. Touching, then,
on the socio-political role and destiny of Haiti in the Americas, Haiti
Unbound engages with long-standing issues of imperialism and resist-
ance culture in the transatlantic world. As such, this project emphatically
articulates Haiti’s regional and global centrality. It offers “big picture”
reflections on the field of postcolonial studies and close-reading-based
analyses of the philosophical perspective and creative practice of a
distinctively Haitian literary phenomenon. Most importantly perhaps, I
advocate here for the inclusion of three largely unrecognized voices in
the disturbingly fixed roster of writer-intellectuals who have thus far
interested theorists of postcolonial (francophone) literature.

It is my contention throughout this study that the Spiralists’ geograph-
ical isolation has in fact allowed them to develop and nourish a decidedly
original and subversive approach to literature—an approach largely
unbounded by the demands of the Euro-North American culture industry
that so marks the literary production of the Caribbean region. Situating
themselves, for the most part, outside the theoretical and academic debates
so prevalent in the world of Caribbean letters, the Spiralists have quietly,
consistently, and vehemently produced innovative works of fiction that
push to their most radical limits many of the already subversive elements
of New World literature. The three authors propose their aesthetic as,
on the one hand, the humanist continuation of Haitian Indigenism and,
on the other, a step toward the complete renewal of world literature,
presenting first and foremost a formal revolution. While committed, like
Indigenism, Negritude, antillanité, or créolité to an exploration of the
insular landscape and its folk culture, the Spiralists propose essential
changes to the way in which the artist approaches the re-presentation of
these realities.” The three writers seek insistently to narrow the divide
between the written and the lived—to identify “the exact moment when
a single word might be worth more than a field of wheat” (Frankétienne,
Ultravocal 38-39). As writers in and of a culture that, historically, has
found itself significantly influenced by external models, often to the
detriment of its own creative evolution, Frankétienne, Fignolé, and
Philoctete have crafted an aesthetic based on the conviction that every
narrative must invent its own form in order to accurately relay the ever-
evolving external world. By the choices they make in their fiction, the
Spiralists highlight the possibilities for un-mediated connections between
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the individual and the universe—connections that in many ways transcend
the at-times limiting boundaries of national and, even, regional identity
while remaining inextricably invested in a rooted political ethics.
Emerging from this position of committed iconoclasm and a sense of
territorial rootedness, the Spiralists’ works resonate with Césairean or
Fanonian notions of violent, purifying apocalypse. Their writings are
literary tabulae rasae: unsettled and unsettling spaces from which they
as writers and, they imply, the postcolonial collective might be reborn—
vodou-style—as warriors.

This insistence on creative inventiveness as fundamentally expressive
of (yet by no means bound to) political engagement in the particular
context of an obscurantist and violent Haitian state was not born, of
course, with Spiralism. Specifically, there is an unambiguous filiation
between the Spiralist ethic-aesthetic and that of the Haiti Littéraire group,
founded in 1960 by Villard Denis (Davertige), Serge Legagneur, Roland
Morriseau, Anthony Phelps, and René Philoctéte himself. The poetry of
these founding members, the so-called “Group of Five”—to which,
according to Phelps, Frankétienne was a “satellite”—reposes on some of
the same critical and creative principles that underlie Spiralism.!® Writing
at once under Duvalier’s thumb and nose, the Haiti Littéraire poets simi-
larly developed a stylistically singular, oblique expression of political
engagement.'! As Phelps describes the phenomenon, “Creating under the
dictatorship obliged us to become masters of the ellipsis, to say some-
thing without saying anything, to take recourse in metaphor. The
atmosphere of terror in some respects forced us to get closer and closer
to the very essence of poetry” (Phelps, online journal). What this meant
on a practical level was that these young poets worked specifically to
craft an aesthetic that would tell their stories without naming names.
Thus, in the process of negotiating the outright danger of the political
climate in which they wrote, they—Ilike the Spiralists for whom they laid
the terrain in many respects—invested in the new, the unexpected, and
the oblique. As such, they demanded heightened effort and attention from
readers of their works.

The Spiralists’ texts similarly ask a great deal of their reader. As
Frankétienne declaims in remarks that begin on the front and continue
on the back cover of his second prose work, Uliravocal, (explicitly
enfolding the narrative within), “Literary production is valuable only
through creative readings, readings of which the task is to arrange, with
relative ambiguity, the diverse structural elements of the work ... The
reader, as invested as the writer in the creative function, is henceforth
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responsible for the destiny of the written.” Calling upon the reader to
implicate himself or herself in this manner effectively resists assumptions
of authorial omniscience and obliges a certain engagement with the
work—that is, of course, when it does not produce the opposite effect:
irritating the reader (or the theorist!) to the point where he or she aban-
dons the text altogether. It is a risky tactic. Indeed, inasmuch as the three
authors construct their textual universes unbound by theoretical
absolutes or predetermined objectives, they upset traditional diegetic
systems in ways that undermine the complacency of the global literate—
an explicitly engaged practice that continues, I would argue, along the
resistance path of Caribbean anti-colonial discourse. In other words,
there is a tangible politics at work in the Spiralists’ literariness, one that
casts their formal innovation as defiant insistence on Haiti’s particular
presence in an increasingly de-particularizing “chaos-world.”!?

Writing from a creative perspective that echoes the multiple resistance
strategies of the Haitian Revolution, Frankétienne, Fignolé, and
Philoctéte have established themselves as participants in a veritable
combat with respect to existing literary conventions. They insist that
every intellectual has both the potential and the obligation to put his or
her exceptional creative abilities at the disposal of the collective—that,
used correctly, the written word might serve as an instrument of revolt,
the vehicle for a solitary cry with the power to awaken the collective.
This revolutionary impulse is, of course, consistent with the stated inten-
tions of most writer-theorists of the French-speaking Caribbean. But
again, the Spiralists’ struggle takes place less in the crafting of a specifi-
cally delineated theory or movement than as a function of the narrative
choices they make in their works of prose fiction. As writers from a region
marked by subaltern mutism, the Spiralists consistently toy with and even
sabotage the Word, this unit of meaning that so effectively stands
between the postcolonial Caribbean writer and the non-reading public
by which he or she is most often inspired. Their works refuse to rely on
any overly specific aesthetic principles, and thus they amount to so many
intricately woven webs of accumulated images, repeated sequences, and
ambiguous characters among which the reader stumbles, disoriented and
often somewhat ill at ease. In the rare instances in which the Spiralists
venture to reflect explicitly on their creative perspective, they are inter-
rogative and lyrical in tone, descriptive rather than dogmatic. They point
out complexities without offering—or even seeking—resolutions. All
three authors operate from a position of purposeful chaos. They offer
ostensibly direct and unmediated access to individuals and to events,
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inviting the reader to become caught up in the spiralic movement of the
worlds they create. They make no attempt in their writings to order
confusion, to compensate for missing information, or to provide author-
itative answers—and they offer few critical guidelines with which to
contextualize their creative output. It is perhaps not surprising, then, as
I discuss at length in the following chapter, that Spiralism has remained
somewhat limitedly appreciated as an aesthetic movement despite the fact
of its significant and varied corpus—the numerous works in both French
and Creole the Spiralists have produced over the past four (plus) decades.

Frankétienne alone boasts a list of nearly 50 titles, including books of
poetry, plays, and novels; Fignolé has published six novels, four essays,
and three short stories; and Philoctete is the author of three novels, one
published and three unpublished plays, and several collections of poetry.
In the face of this vast and still-expanding body of work, I have had to
be quite pointed in my own delimitation of a corpus for Haiti Unbound.
To begin with, I have chosen to focus on works of Spiralist prose fiction
for this study, and this for several reasons. First, I am convinced that the
novel—particularly the Spiralists’ take thereupon—offers a platform for
the reconciliation of elements that in other contexts would be considered
exceedingly disparate. To the extent to which the novel has room, as it
were, for other genres, it provides the ideal space within which the three
authors have been best able to explore their concept of the “Genre Total,”
referenced specifically in Frankétienne’s first prose narrative as a guiding
principle of the Spiralist aesthetic. As Edouard Glissant has very clearly
articulated, “The novel is an effort to recuperate all of reality. Not only
a perceptible or dreamed reality but the reality that we think about, that
we ponder, that we predict. It is an attempt at totalizing reality, in all its
details, with the goal of attaining complete understanding” (“Effort” 1).
It presents an a priori open and heterogeneous form that aims for a multi-
directional exploration of human existence. In addition to recognizing
this inherent flexibility of the novel genre, I very much agree with Marie-
José N’Zengou-Tayo’s assertion that—in the Haitian context
especially—“there is a process of recreation at work in storytelling, a
process influenced by ideological commitment” (377). This is, of course,
very much in line with the ethic-aesthetic of Spiralism. Moreover, inas-
much as my project considers issues of canon formation in a literary
context largely dominated (after Césaire, since Roumain) by the novel, I
have made the decision to exclude Spiralist works that fall outside of
those parameters. Perhaps most importantly, I am responding to the fact
that all three writers only began to write in prose after the explicit formu-
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lation of a Spiralist perspective in the mid-1960s. This suggests, I believe,
that the crafting of the Spiralist aesthetic was bound urgently to a desired
practice of self-expression through narrative fiction. Indeed,
Frankétienne writes only poetry prior to 1968—a period Jonassaint
refers to as “his years of apprenticeship” (“On Frankétienne” 112)—at
which point he turns almost exclusively to prose for the next more than
three decades. Neither Fignolé nor Philoctéte produced narrative fiction
before the advent of Spiralism, Fignolé having published only essays prior
to the publication of Possédés in 1987 and Philoctéte volumes of poetry
until 1973. The novel presents, in fact, the sole genre overlap between
the three authors, as Fignolé has published neither poems nor plays,
Frankétienne and Philoctéte no essays. And while the latter two authors
have both written theater pieces, they have done so in two different
languages: Frankétienne has adapted only one of his nine plays into
French from the original Creole,'> whereas Philoctéte has published
exclusively in French.!*

Of the many prose fiction narratives the Spiralists have written—and,
in the case of Frankétienne and Fignolé, continue to write—I have elected
to look exclusively at six major works: Frankétienne’s Mir a crever
(1968), Ultravocal (1972), and Les Affres d’'un défi (1979); Fignolé’s Les
Possédés de la pleine lune (1987) and Aube Tranquille (1990); and
Philoctete’s Le Peuple des terres mélées (1989). As 1 argue throughout
this study, these works are connected by specific, primary configurative
elements that affirm the philosophical and aesthetic tenets of Spiralism,
connections that have thus far gone largely unexamined. Given my inten-
tion to consider Spiralism at its origins and in its foundations, as a
coherent literary perspective, I have had to bear in mind a certain number
of practical considerations: notably, the fact that Philoctete died in 1995
whereas Frankétienne and Fignolé continue to write and publish to this
day—well beyond the fall of Duvalierism—and so are immersed in
considerably different socio-historical circumstances than those in which
the authors’ earlier prose offerings were crafted. Indeed, Frankétienne
now travels with some frequency outside of Haiti and, since his 1993
publication of Oiseau schizophone—*“a turning point in his production”
(Jonassaint, “On Frankétienne” 118)—has tightened the spiral of his
literary project, as it were. Rewriting and transforming many of his first
texts, including the three discussed here, he has embarked on a creative
path that builds on and explodes outward from these first, foundational
works." In the case of Jean-Claude Fignolé, I have also considered only
his first novels, for the aforementioned practical reasons and because
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these ambitious, template-setting narratives quite satisfyingly exemplify
the specific manner in which Fignolé implicates the spiral in his later
works. In addition, Les Possédés de la pleine lune and Aube Tranquille
were both published by Parisian press Les Editions du Seuil and so are
far more extensively circulated than his more recent fiction. I have simi-
larly chosen to look at the one novel by Philoctéte that is truly “in the
world,” so to speak. Indeed, Le Peuple des terres mélées has been trans-
lated into English and Spanish,'® and so necessarily is more readily
asserted in global discussions of francophone (and) American literature.

While personal acrimony, creative evolution, and mortality might
appear to have produced a certain disparity among the works of the three
Spiralists, there exists nevertheless an aesthetic baseline from which each
author has—the pun is intended—spiraled out. In other words, the fact
that Frankétienne became the most prominent—perhaps the “ultra-
vocal”—of the trio must not efface what I maintain is an equally rigorous
commitment to the spiral metaphor on the part of Fignolé and Philoctete.
Put otherwise, Frankétienne expresses one version/vision of Spiralism,
Fignolé another, and Philoctéte another still. T am suggesting that
Spiralism be considered from a perspective not unlike that which scholars
use to comprehend the diversity and complex inclusiveness of Surrealism,
a principled aesthetic perspective that has similarly allowed for multiple,
disparate, and even contradictory individual creative expression.'” In
effect, while Frankétienne, Fignolé, and Philoctéte have all identified
themselves as Spiralists, each of the three has presented himself as
creatively independent of his two Spiralist co-founders. As Philoctéte
remarked rather ruefully in 1992, “unfortunately, Frank went his own
way, and so did Jean-Claude and I” (René Philoctéte, “Entretien” 623).
It is by no means my intent here, then, to insist on an alliance the authors
themselves no longer recognize. Rather, I explore the authors’ individual
implications of the concept of Spiralism in their early prose fiction, and
so uncover their common commitment to the spiral as a structural and
metaphorical frame. I identify those foundations that might enable
scholars to recognize the elements of commonality that exist/persist
between the works of the three authors, then as now. It is my aim in Haiti
Unbound to provide an initial practice of reading the Spiralists’ work
that will ultimately encourage and facilitate discussion of their other, less
well-known, and under-examined contributions.
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The Spiralists’ unwillingness to participate in the codification of their
literary practice is the very essence of the challenge to, the pleasure of,
and the necessity for critical engagement with their works. In the intro-
ductory chapter of this project, I consider the relative scholarly reluctance
to do just that. I explore the mechanisms by which Spiralism has been
made marginal to regional canons and reflect on the not-unrelated subtle
mainstreaming of ostensibly subversive postcolonial discourses by the
Euro-North American academy and critical machine. I examine specifi-
cally the quandary of undermining, challenging, and opposing the
repressive practices of colonialism and its aftermath from an ex-centric
position within an imperial structure. I address the overall fact of
Martinican hegemony in the scholarship of French-speaking Caribbean
literature and note the implicitly evolution-based perspective this hege-
mony has produced, calling into question certain exclusionary practices
at work within this already frustratingly peripheralized space. For,
indeed, the Spiralists are by no means the only (Haitian) writers to have
been marginalized by the contemporary geopolitical phenomena that
determine the global recognition and circulation of cultural products
from communities outside of the world’s capital centers. In looking
specifically at the production and positioning of the Spiralist authors, I
necessarily consider a number of broader questions regarding canon
formation in the postcolonial Americas and examine certain phenomena
at work in this region still so exceedingly determined by the practices of
empire. As part of these reflections, I emphasize the possibility and the
necessity of including Haiti and its artists more regularly in discussions
of francophone Caribbean and postcolonial literature, without assuming
that the fact of Haiti’s admittedly extraordinary history renders it incom-
parable or irreconcilable with its regional neighbors. I suggest that to
take up the issue of Spiralism’s insertion into a larger American context
is to acknowledge the situation of Haiti itself—historically and contem-
porarily, politically and literarily—on the edges of the so-called “New
World.” 1 therefore investigate in this introduction both the “conse-
quences” and the advantages of the Spiralists’ anchoring in Haiti and of
their corresponding hesitation to engage in the practice of theory in the
manner of their Martinican contemporaries. I establish the general foun-
dations of the Spiralists’ philosophical position and provide an initial
point of entry into their aesthetic.

Moving, in a sense, from (refusal of) theory to practice, I turn in the
subsequent chapters of Haiti Unbound to close readings of the texts
themselves. Each of these central sections opens with a brief, orienting
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discussion of broad thematic and stylistic tendencies that are then rigor-
ously scrutinized in the chapters that follow. Examining in Part II the
configuration of characters, in Part I1I the presentation of time and space,
and in Part IV the formal strategies at work in the Spiralists’ texts, I iden-
tify the ways in which the fictional universes of all three authors rely
specifically on the narrative possibilities offered by the spiral form. And
though I consider each of the novels discretely within each of these parts,
I have organized my reflections in such a way as to emphasize the under-
lying points of intersection among them and thereby to illustrate the
extent to which a critical appreciation of the spiral makes possible the
most provocative and productive analyses of Frankétienne, Fignolé, and
Philoctéte’s writing practices. As such, I address the six works of my
corpus from a different angle in each section and place them in conver-
sation with one another in accordance with their particular
implementation of the spiral. I offer readings and re-readings—combi-
nations and recombinations—of the six novels in a very conscious
“spiralizing” of my own critical practice.

Part IT of my study concerns the Spiralists’ response to the question of
how to write the postcolonial subject. Though configured differently by
each of the three authors, individuals and communities in all of the
Spiralists’ narratives are, I argue, absolutely broken by violence and
therefore struggle profoundly with the possibility of sustained solidarity.
In the first chapter of this section, I consider the disconcertingly unstable
narrators and changeable protagonists of Miir a crever and Ultravocal
as they reflect the “unrepresentability” of the subaltern voice. I note the
ethical ambivalence of Frankétienne’s thoroughly opaque, physically and
psychically fractured non-heroes. I continue this inquiry in the following
chapter with my analysis of the zombie as presented in Les Affres d’un
défi. T investigate Frankétienne’s defiance of racist caricatures of vodou
and his assertion of its value as a practice of cultural resistance; I note
the manner in which Frankétienne at once situates the zombie figure
within a specifically Haitian folkloric universe and highlights both its
extra-insular and extra-regional applicability. From the zombie I move
in my third chapter to other figures of productive instability in the works
of the Spiralists. I look at the doubled and tripled characters—the over-
lapping (pieces of) beings—presented in Fignolé’s Les Possédés de la
pleine lune and Aube Tranquille, as well as in Philoctéte’s Le Peuple des
terres mélées as so many broken bodies and minds struggling literally and
figuratively to recompose themselves. Though less blatantly allegorical
than Frankétienne’s living-dead, the fragmented characters of Fignolé’s
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and Philoctete’s fiction prove no less troubling to the narratives they
inhabit.

In the third part of this project, I look closely at the physical worlds
in which the Spiralists’ tales unfold—at the dysphoric landscapes and
historical lacunae that are the epicenters of Frankétienne’s, Fignolé’s, and
Philoctete’s vertiginous spirals. I argue that each author offers the reader
a mirror of the troubled relationship between identity, place, and the past
in the postcolonial Caribbean. In Chapter 4, I consider the way in which
the banal yet complex quotidian present of the postcolony is explored in
Miir a crever and Les Possédés de la pleine lune. Anchored in meticu-
lously described urban and rural spaces, respectively, these works
examine the “unhomely” nature (as Homi Bhabha would have it)'® of
contemporary Haitian reality. Chapter 5 looks at Fignolé and Philoctete’s
critical engagement with specific events in regional and world history. I
examine the refusal of grand narrative fixity and subsequent privileging
of the smaller, constitutive histories of individuals and communities in
Aube Tranquille and Le Peuple des terres mélées. Leaping backward and
forward in time, featuring events recounted from a variety of competing
and even contradictory perspectives, these novels are marked by a base
atmosphere of tension; with spirals that collapse in on themselves,
distinctions between past and future are rendered shaky at best. I look
at the extent to which Aube Tranquille in particular evokes a past that
remains dynamic and pervasive, “haunting” the contemporary insular
space as an active force in the present rather than a phenomenon that
one has the luxury of contemplating from a position of remove. Then in
considering the diversified present of Le Peuple des terres mélées, 1
examine the tragic ways in which transnational geography and history
are manipulated to serve the agenda of contemporary regional power
structures. In the final chapter of this section, I consider Ultravocal and
Les Affres d’un défi—two texts that remain spatio-temporally un-
anchored and whose narratives seem to unfold in space(s) unbound by
temporal parameters. The labyrinthine worlds presented in these novels
avoid the multiple binaries that orient space in much francophone
Caribbean literature, and so are never qualitatively fixed or consistent.
They fully embrace Haiti’s unique psychic space while directly and indi-
rectly evoking such broad concerns as environmental degradation,
industrial pollution, and natural disaster. Explorations of the marvelous
real and its inverse, the textual universes they propose are at once
distinctly Haitian and limitlessly allegorical.

In the three chapters that make up the fourth part of this study, I explore
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the Spiralists’ stylistic approaches to their prose fiction, considering
separately the works of each author and his particular implementation
of the spiral as structural and syntactic narrative model. I look closely at
each writer’s uniquely manifested commitment to narrative im-mediacy
—to showing rather than telling. I argue, that is, that Frankétienne,
Fignolé, and Philoctete have been less concerned with theoretical concep-
tualizations of the island space and its people than with the immediate
representation of their reality. Rather than endeavor to assemble infi-
nitely scattered parts into a continuous, forward-moving, and traceable
narrative whole, the Spiralist authors have incorporated the broken and
the lacking, the confused and the silent into their fictional works. In
Chapter 7, for example, I pay particular attention to Frankétienne’s rejec-
tion of the hierarchical opposition of the oral and the scribal, and his
investment in the latent but fundamental “ultravocality” of the written.
I evaluate the vodou aesthetic at the heart of his style and the combina-
tion of fatalism and subversive playfulness this aesthetic allows. Chapter
8 focuses on Fignolé’s engagement with the Caribbean oral tradition. I
examine the author’s weaving together of multiple narratives and voices
into frenetically oral literary works, a process that involves the melding
of folklore with Joycean literary techniques to create profoundly hybrid
texts. In the final chapter of this section, I consider Philoctete’s writing
of collective trauma as it impacts possibilities and methods of narration.
[ argue here that the manipulation of language integral to the functioning
of totalitarianism is most compellingly related by a Spiralist formal
strategy of “schizophonia,” a stylistic choice that functions productively
to at once express and critique the often alienating and tragic realities of
human existence in Haiti as well as throughout the Americas.

My concluding chapter further reflects on and draws conclusions
about the literal and literary implications of the spiral. I comment here
on the de-polarized inside/outside, centrifugal/centripetal, insular
/international dynamics that at once root the Spiralist aesthetic in Haiti
and extend its value outward to a wider regional and even global space.
I highlight the points of convergence between the Spiralists’ ethic-
aesthetic and that of their regional peers, and offer brief remarks on
Spiralism’s local and potentially universal resonance. Emphasizing the
singularity—the creative freedom—that characterizes the works of
Frankétienne, Fignolé, and Philoctéte, I evoke their dedication to
rigorous opacity, to relational participation in an individuated, chaotic
world reality, and to the defiant interrogation of all hegemonic systems—
including that of the postcolonial itself.
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NOTES

1 Poétique de I’espace 193.

2 The Repeating Island 4.

3 Valerie Kaussen’s excellent 2008 study Migrant Revolutions offers a well-
researched and convincing discussion of the implications of Haiti’s revolutionary
nationalism for global conceptions of modernity from 1804 to the present. She notes
the increased attention paid to Haiti’s revolution by literary scholars, historians,
anthropologists, and others in the last two decades and its configuration as an
inherently modern phenomenon: “Decentering modernity and approaching it as a
dynamic, cross-cultural phenomenon, Susan Buck-Morss, Michel-Rolph Trouillot,
Sibylle Fischer, Laurent Dubois and others all assert that the Caribbean, not Paris,
witnessed the Enlightenment’s most crucial concrete experiment” (35).

4 For a sophisticated, in-depth analysis of the reign of absolute violence and rhet-
oric of national unity by which the Duvalierian State maintained totlitarian authority
for nearly three decades in Haiti, see anthropologist Michel-Rolph Trouillot’s 1990
study, Haiti: State Against Nation: The Origins and Legacy of Duvalierism.

5 In 1968, Duvalier’s government commissioned a statue to commemorate the
slaves who had revolted against France during the Haitian Revolution. Titled “Neg
Mawon” (“Le Neégre marron” or “The Unknown Maroon”), the statue depicts a
slave whose chains have been broken and who holds a conch shell to his lips.

6 The full text of Frankétienne’s declaration reads as follows: “In geometry the
spiral presents itself like an open curve, made up of a succession of connected arcs.
In astronomy, the spiral is found in the structure of the galaxy; nebulae and massive
stars are spread along a spiral ... In biology, life, whatever its form, develops a spiral
structure during its evolution. The phenomena of fertilization, of cellular multipli-
cation and reproduction unfold in the dynamic of the spiral motion ... The general
impulse of life has an upward nature. This movement does not progress along a
straight line, which would symbolize death. It is rather a movement in the shape of
a spiral, which reproduces some aspects of the past but at an infinitely superior level.
It is a movement from the bottom to the top, from the simple to the complex. And
in each spiral structure, each new turn is deeper and richer than the last one. The
spiral defines the perpetual movement of life and of all evolving things; it is the char-
acteristic of dialectic” (“Interview” 389-90).

7 While Spiralism has been somewhat overlooked by scholars in Europe and the
United States, it should be noted that both Frankétienne and Fignolé enjoy remark-
able popular appreciation in Haiti. In Frankétienne’s case, this is due largely to the
numerous staging of his plays in Creole as well as to the audio recordings he has
made of his writings. Frankétienne has recalled, in fact, a situation in which an “illit-
erate peasant woman” recognized him in the street, stopped him and quoted a line
from one of his plays: “In mid-1994, I was coming out of the bank one morning. A
cart passed me by on the street, one of those carts filled with rice sacks, bleating goats,
chickens strung upside down, and a few peasants. I was heading over toward my car
when I hear behind me a woman’s voice cry out: ‘Mwen vlé wé mouch!” (‘I want to
see some flies’), which is a line from my play Pelintet. In Haiti, that line—that s
Frankétienne. I turn around and I see a peasant woman ... who repeats: ‘Mwen vlé
wé mouch! So Franck, when are you going to give us something else?’ T answer: ‘Soon.
Mba ou yon bagay!” I was floored and filled with joy. An illiterate peasant woman
recognizes me. It is the most wonderful thing that could have happened to me”
(Chemla and Pujol 117).

In a nation where over 50 per cent of the population cannot read or write in either
French or Creole, such an incident bears enormous significance. Jean Jonassaint
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recalls a similar incident: “I cannot forget that in the midst of the period of protest
against the Aristide government, the immigration agent who greeted me at the airport
in Port-au-Prince on August 8, 2002, upon learning that I was Frankétienne’s guest,
asked me: “When will Frankétienne give us another Pélinter?” How better to indicate
the exceptional place of this cultural giant within the Haitian cultural space?” (“On
Frankétienne” 117). Fignolé, for his part, has implicated himself personally in the
region of Les Abricots, troubled site of much of his fiction, working closely with
inhabitants on agricultural development projects. He, too, has been rewarded by a
certain following among Haitians: “Generally, when a bookstore sells thirty copies
of a book in a month, that’s a big achievement. In three months, a single bookstore
sold 400 copies of Possédés” (Magnier 47).

8 I have accepted as my working definition of “postcolonial” the critical model
proposed years ago by Bill Ashcroft, Garrett Griffiths, and Helen Tiffin, for whom
the term is meant “to cover all the culture affected by the imperial process from the
moment of colonization to the present day” (2), or more recently by Chris Bongie,
for whom “postcolonial” serves as “an historical marker, covering approximately
the last half of [the twentieth] century and describing certain societies that have been
or still are under the formal or informal control of another nation, as well as the
cultural artifacts that these societies have produced” (Islands 13).

9 It is significant, and somewhat disappointing, that in Migrant Revolutions—a
study that so thoroughly and compellingly argues for readings of Haitian texts that
emerge from and (post)modernize Haiti’s modernist literary tradition of revolu-
tionary socialism—Kaussen makes no reference to the Spiralists” writings aside from
a brief mention of the fact that Frankétienne has written in Creole and a misidenti-
fication of Fignolé as having been president of Haiti in the 1950s. As I argue
throughout this book, all three of the Spiralist authors engage at once with local polit-
ical struggles and with far-reaching, extra-insular concerns in ways that would seem
entirely relevant to Kaussen’s project.

10 Phelps offers the following description of the ethic-aesthetic of the Haiti
Littéraire group: “Refusal of the poetry of police reports. Refusal of the anecdotal:
expression of the quotidian—not brutishly, but with a sense of movement that
elevates it several degrees. Refusal of reliance on ideological slogans. Poetry and thus
culture must never be subject to politics. Refusal of folklorizing poetry. Openness
not only to the Caribbean, but to a greater humanism that allows us to break out of
the ghetto of Negritude ... No school. Just a single criterion: the quality of the poem.”

11 It is worth noting that while Frankétienne, Fignolé, and Philoctéte remained in
Haiti (aside from the six months the latter spent in Canada), Phelps, Legagneur, and
Morrisseau all chose permanent exile in Montreal while Davertige embarked on a
twenty-year nomadic journey through New York, Paris, and Montreal.

12 This is the term used post-1990 by Edouard Glissant to express his conception
of the world as an infinitely related and relating space of unpredictable and constant
association; it is Glissant’s positively charged spin on phenomena of globalization.

13 I am referring to Frankétienne’s 1985 play Kaselezo.

14 There are certainly books to write that would intersect with and very usefully
complement the project I present here: a study of Frankétienne’s theater in Creole—
Jean Jonassaint and Veéve Clark have already published some very interesting work
on this topic; a study of Philoctéte’s poetic evolution—his “pre- to post-” Spiralism
trajectory, that is. Rachel Douglas’s analysis of Frankétienne’s practice of rewriting
is a particularly successful example of such author-specific approaches to the Spiralist
aesthetic.

15 Douglas’s Frankétienne and Rewriting offers a meticulous and highly insightful
reading of the multiple iterations of these works.
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16 Mireia Porta translated Philoctéte’s novel into Spanish in 2004, and Linda
Coverdale translated it into English the following year. The latter translation includes
a preface by Haitian-American novelist Edwige Danticat as well as an introduction
by Haitian novelist, poet, journalist, and playwright Lyonel Trouillot.

17 An understanding of the Spiralist aesthetic as developed by Frankétienne,
Fignolé, and Philoctéte is very useful, for example, to a reading of Lyonel Trouillot’s
1989 novel Les Fous de Saint Antoine.

18 Cf. Bhabha, The Location of Culture.



I

Introduction
The Consequences of Ex-Centricity

Ordinarily, we look at insularity as a mode of isolation, a sort of spatial
neurosis. In the Caribbean, however, each island is an opening. The
Inside-Outside dialectic recalls the Earth-Sea confrontation. It is only
for those anchored to the European continent that insularity equals
imprisonment. The Antillean imaginary frees us from suffocation.
—Edouard Glissant!

In considering the most prevalent voices that figure in critical discussion
of postcolonial literary production in the French-speaking Americas, one
cannot help but notice the overwhelming presence of works by writer-
intellectuals from France’s overseas department of Martinique. While
this phenomenon might be explained, to a certain extent, by the simple
fact of the island nation’s incorporation into the French state and conse-
quent visibility with respect to Euro-North American academics and
publishers,> I would argue that there is something more subtle at play
here as well. Specifically, it would seem that there exists an important
correlation between the fact of the physical journey to Paris embarked
upon by Martinique’s most prominent writers and the production of an
explicit, self-defining theoretical perspective—a perspective that effec-
tively generates the principal intellectual frame within which the works
of these writers can be read. In other words, by providing explicit inter-
pretive foundations for their literary production, certain Martinican
writers have effectively demanded scholarly engagement with their work;
they have situated themselves physically and discursively with respect to
the metropolitan center, and so have opened the door to a transatlantic
dialogue dedicated to the theorization of their own aesthetic creations.
Given this very rewarding interaction between historical metropolitan
center and (post)colonial periphery, it is crucial to think about the conse-
quences of ex-centricity—of no#-Paris—for francophone writers of the
Americas. Taking as my point of departure the notion that critical appre-
ciation of writers in the French-speaking Caribbean is meaningfully

1
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connected to a given author’s theoretical training in France, I consider
what happens to those writers—Ilike Frankétienne, Fignolé, and
Philoctete—who choose or are obliged to remain physically anchored in
the space of their island. What are the consequences for those who refuse
the voyage to Paris along with certain of the theory-centric underpin-
nings of literature this voyage implies? Further, in what ways might
franco-theory-centric approaches be deployed in analyzing New World
literature in French without abstracting or de-specifying regional or local
traditions? These are the questions that interest me here. To be clear, I
do not want to suggest that theory in the French-speaking world is or
should be the exclusive province of white Europeans, or that the writers
of the French-speaking Caribbean have not added immensely to literary
conversations on both sides of the Atlantic. Nor do I seek to cement facile
binaries of center and margin. On the contrary, I myself implicate the
theoretical interventions of French-speaking Caribbean writer-intellec-
tuals throughout my own work, and I readily acknowledge that the
processes of dialogue and exchange between Europe and the Americas
have been and continue to be productive and self-interrogating. I recog-
nize, moreover, that these are questions that have been and might still be
posed in a wider context. The extent to which (former) empires are or
need to be concerned with their positioning vis-a-vis (former) imperial
centers is at issue throughout the postcolonial world, implicating as it
does questions of “legitimation,” borrowing Bourdieu’s terminology,
and dissemination of the literary text. In (formerly) colonized nations
where an indigenous publishing infrastructure and reading public are
largely absent, the question of who evaluates and assigns value to
aesthetic production is a necessarily thorny one. Finally, neither the
preceding remarks, nor the analyses to follow, mean to imply that theo-
rizing precludes aesthetic engagement—that creativity and explicit
ideology are entirely antithetical. Rather, I am interested here in consid-
ering the very fact or practice of theory as it pertains to the canonization
of postcolonial voices in the French-speaking American islands—the
“meta-” consequences and conditions of inclusion in or exclusion from
a pre-existing French/francophone discursive space.

THE ATTRACTIONS OF FRANCOPHONIE

Until about five decades ago, the world counted 47 nations whose
language was officially French and over which France was politically
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sovereign. Indeed, France exerted enormous cultural and political influ-
ence over an extensive array of territorial possessions during much of the
twentieth century. The establishment of France as la mere patrie—and
of Paris as her glorious center—in the hearts and minds of many of the
empire’s colonial subjects was the result of a very particular and delib-
erate strategy. That is, while the primary ambitions of the imperial
agenda were unquestionably military positioning and economic expan-
sion into extra-European territories, the promulgation of
francophonie—a policy of psycho-cultural boundary-extension—was a
clear secondary objective: “brown people into Frenchmen,” as it were.
As the exploitative practices of French imperialism became less and less
tolerable, however, so too were the values inherent in francophonie
increasingly called into question by colonial intellectuals and writers.
Paradoxically, the contestatory discourse produced by France’s colonial
subjects very often emerged from within the geographic center of the
nation’s colonizing project—that is, from Paris. Synecdochal signifier of
empire, France’s capital city was necessarily a site of acute ambivalence
and profound irony—of the Audre Lorde variety.? It was in Paris, of
course, that so many tools of the intellectual trade—tools that would be
employed in the proverbial dismantling of the master’s house—were first
picked up, plunging legions of colonial and tentatively postcolonial intel-
lectuals into a schizophrenic double bind. How exactly could these
individuals carve out a psychological or political anti-coloniality within
yet without this seductive metropolis? How exactly were they to nego-
tiate this space where, on the one hand, the oppressive, assimilationist,
and otherwise troubling ideologies of French imperialism originated and,
on the other, where many of the most useful technical and aesthetic means
of self-expression were initially revealed? In other words, while Paris
inevitably represented the ethos of imperialist subjugation toward which
the alienated (post)colonial individual’s resentment and frustration was
to be most logically directed, it was also the space of that individual’s
apprenticeship—the space out of which a subversive perspective was
often first formulated. A decidedly uncomfortable cornerstone of literary
production and apparent inevitability for the francophone elite, Paris has
served at once as a space of painful disillusionment, productive self-inter-
rogation, and community-building catharsis.

The path toward relative “post-”coloniality has meant, then, the
creation of a very unusual set of circumstances for politically and
creatively progressive writers of the French-speaking Caribbean. Without
the territorial rootedness of sub-Saharan Africans or the pre-existing
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literate cultures of North Africa and Asia, and without a collective
ontology that predates colonialism, Afro-Caribbeans in general have had
to be particularly wary of the poisoned apple Paris might represent.
Indeed, among the diverse peoples of France’s (former) empire, the
writer-intellectuals of the French-speaking Caribbean have been uniquely
troubled by this existential quandary; and those of the French Antillean
islands of Martinique and Guadeloupe—*“a region that since 1945 has
seemingly defied the historical trend of decolonization to become ever
more closely tied to its French colonizers” (Nesbitt, Voicing Memory 3)
—have found themselves in an even more ambivalent position. In a dis-
cussion of the 1921 novel Batouala, for eaxmple, Régis Antoine comments
on Guyanese-Martinican* author René Maran’s fundamental faithful-
ness to the “ensemble of values that proceed from secular humanism ...
from a certain idea of universal progress that itself emerged from the spirit
of the Enlightenment, and thus from a certain faith in man. Worldview
that validated, of course, the equation: colonization = civilization”
(Littérature 155). While I certainly do not want to suggest that Antilleans
writing a half-century or more after Maran exhibit an equally profound
alienation, I do want to insist that the underlying complexity has by no
means disappeared. It persisted. It persists. The fundamental notion of
Paris, France, as a simultaneously inclusive/including and exclu-
sive/excluding center has been nuanced and reformulated, manifesting in
the literary choices of several of the most celebrated mid and later twen-
tieth-century writers of the French-speaking American islands. Called
upon to insert themselves into an intellectual space from which, histori-
cally, they have been excluded, these writers found themselves sharpening
their revolutionary horns during their provisional exile in Paris while
endeavoring mightily to remain alert to the trap of cultural assimilation.

Whereas the difficulty of negotiating this complex dynamic is certainly
well known to scholars of postcolonial literature, what has been less thor-
oughly considered is how the very framework in which the relationship
between France and its (former) American empire unfolds might have
impacted regional canon-formation. Indeed, one of the less-acknowl-
edged ways in which a metropolitan influence pervades the literary
universe of the French-speaking Caribbean is made manifest by the
exceptional amount of theory generated within the region and embraced
by the Euro-North American critical machine and academy. In literary
responses to the particular socio-political realities of postcolonialism,
francophone Caribbean writer-theorists have traditionally balanced a
creative and a critical impulse, dedicating themselves as much to the



Part I: Introduction 5

production of poetry and prose fiction as to articulating a discursive
space within which to appreciate these “primary” texts. For many, an
ideological agenda is explicitly laid out in theoretical essays and then
implicitly (and often not-so-implicitly) confirmed in the context of their
creative writings. As Cilas Kemedjio quite rightly points out in De la
négritude a la créolité, “each generation of writers attempts to impose a
prescriptive model in an institutional context where literature consis-
tently posits itself as a component of the quest for solutions to
socio-political malaise” (11). Roger Toumson echoes this notion in the
first volume of La Transgression des couleurs, describing Afro-Antillean
literature as “an ensemble of works belonging to the same diachrony,
having as principle objective the same psycho-social problematic ... a
discourse that, constructing itself as a system, comments on its own
construction, and that, as it forms, offers a commentary on its own
formation” (105). I would argue that this implicit reliance on theory for
authorization—this systematization of critical paradigms—risks shoring
up the very forces of containment against which the formerly colonized
intellectual is meant to have been writing.

Of course, the formulation of these indigenous theoretical perspectives
should not merely be seen as a phenomenon of unreflective subaltern
mimicry. An indisputably subversive impulse motivates the practices of
writing and theorization from and in (former) French colonies.
Francophone Caribbean intellectuals are indeed deeply committed to
pushing the limits of French theory—to politicizing, radicalizing, and
otherwise structurally defying French-European theoretical models.
Moreover, to create art in the postcolonial Caribbean is, in and of itself,
to declare an autonomous subjectivity; it is a process of establishing
psycho-social creative strength that is then buttressed by the production
of corresponding theoretical constructs.® As Nick Nesbitt asserts in the
preface to Voicing Memory, his masterful study of the francophone
Antillean appropriation of French-determined theoretical models, the
production of literature serves a critical function in the French-speaking
Caribbean and has historically been the means by which writers of the
region have proclaimed a certain intellectual and aesthetic empower-
ment. The writers Nesbitt considers, with the exception of the
Haitian-American Edwige Danticat, are all “products of Parisian training
in the Sciences humaines between 1930 and 1980” (xiv). They are so
many eager students from the Afro-Americas encountering Frobenius,
Lévi-Strauss, Hegel, Marx, Sartre, et al. and then putting them in the
service of their own subversive agendas.
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While it is undeniable that these Parisian encounters bore nourishing
fruit for the process of postcolonial disalienation, I would argue that the
phenomenon has also produced a number of problematic attendant real-
ities. In ways that subtly—but, I think, meaningfully—recall the blatant
assimilationism of the doudouiste poets and the bourgeois elite’s ship-
ping off of its most promising youth to Paris, the extensive theorization
of literature and culture by creative writers can, at least to some degree,
be considered a legacy of a dependent relationship to imperial France.
And this situation is particularly noticeable in the case of Martinique,
France’s principal overseas department—its postcolony. From the 1930s
to the present day, writers from Martinique have been very much focused
on constructing a theoretical space for their works and for their aesthetic
philosophies in a literary canon-to-come®—a theoretical space that would
rigorously exclude any perspectives that smacked of assimilationism or
alienation. The Martinican student editors of the 1932 magazine-mani-
festo Légitime défense, for example, dedicate several essays to
denouncing the assimilationist tendencies of the national bourgeoisie, its
writers in particular. Using virulent caricatural descriptions, Jules
Monnerot mercilessly derides those “raised in the cult of fraudulence ...
who, after their secondary studies, go to France to try, generally with
success, to ‘earn’ the title of ‘Doctor,’ that of ‘Master,” and so on ... They
show themselves to be desperate to conform to the ways and character
of the majority of their European condisciples” (4). Maurice-Sabas
Quitman angrily laments the fact that “the French Lesser Antilles have,
for centuries, so assimilated the lessons of French civilization that black
Antilleans are now incapable of thinking other than like white
Europeans” (7). The authors’ sincere outrage and impassioned condem-
nation of such unconcealed assimilationism is somewhat ironic, however,
considered in the light of the magazine’s political and theoretical under-
pinnings. Written and published in Paris in French, Légitime défense is,
in large part, a resounding pledge of allegiance to the political and
aesthetic platforms of Marxism and Surrealism. The entirety of the maga-
zine’s political content is expressed in the language of these European
ideologies, and the pages of poetry that close the issue are replete with
the provocative juxtapositions and abstract imagery of the French avant-
garde.

Contemporary of the Légitime défense writers, Martinican poet Aimé
Césaire similarly walked the line between anti-assimilationism and oblig-
atory francophonie in his articulation of Negritude. His intellectual life
in Paris was marked by an affiliation with African intellectual Léopold
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Sedar Senghor with whom, among others, he participated in the short-
lived activist journal L’Etudiant noir. The writers of this magazine
distanced themselves from the Légitime défense group, criticizing the
latter as fundamentally bourgeois and assimilated. To some extent more
self-aware, perhaps, than his compatriots at Légitime défense, Césaire
explicitly confessed to the ironic parameters of his intellectual existence.
His well-known description in Cahier d’un retour au pays natal of his
own cowardly self-distancing from the miserable black man he encoun-
ters on a tramway reveals his vulnerability to the almost irresistible
temptations of Frenchness—of non- (and even “anti-”) blackness.
Césaire admits to his latent Francophilic aspirations and uses this confes-
sion as a catalyst for the formulation of a purified Pan-African identity.
Despite this committed Afrocentrism, however, Césaire nonetheless inte-
grated both Marxism and Surrealism into his formulation of Negritude,
establishing a firm ethno-literary platform for his movement in the pages
of Tropiques, the journal he founded upon his return to Martinique and
published between 1941 and 1945. As is the case with Légitime défense,
several of the essays in Tropiques are based on a condemnation of the
imitative aesthetic practices of nineteenth- and early twentieth-century
Martinican bourgeois writers.

Césaire’s role in facilitating Martinique’s transition from colony to
department of France in 1946 made him in turn an easy target for younger
generations of anti-colonialist Martinican writers. Though as a student
in Martinique Edouard Glissant, for example, had participated in the
electoral campaign that made Césaire mayor in 1945, he would later
propose his own theoretical ideology, antillanité, in the place of a
Negritude he felt belonged to the socio-historical past. “Negritude,”
Glissant asserts,

corresponded to a particular historical situation and to a period when, the
African states not yet being independent, cultural activity for Blacks
amounted to a sort of cry—to a brutal revindication of the dignity of being
and creating. Today, when African politics have entered into a phase of

active construction, we must give a constructive content to our cultural
combat. (cited in Ormerod, “Beyond ‘Negritude’” 361)

At the time he wrote these words, Glissant had already spent several years
as a student and political activist in Paris, publishing his first prose work,
Soleil de la conscience, while there. In this long essay, Glissant describes
his Parisian experience as an enlightening period out of which he had
emerged better equipped to appreciate his Afro-Antillean identity. He
makes absolutely no mention of Césaire’s influence on this coming to
consciousness, despite the fact that, as Antoine somewhat sarcastically
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notes, “Tropiques undoubtedly helped to pull together and nourish the
first thoughts of a Frantz Fanon, of a Georges Desportes, maybe even of
an Edouard Glissant, before the latter ended up determining that it made
sense to enroll in a program for ethnographic studies in Paris” (190).

In their 1989 manifesto, Eloge de la créolité, Creolist writers Patrick
Chamoiseau and Raphaél Confiant and linguist Jean Bernabé similarly
established themselves as having moved beyond the offerings of their
predecessors. Although their essay dutifully acknowledges the stepping-
stone usefulness of both Césaire and Glissant, the Creolists treat
Negritude as outmoded and antillanité as inaccessible. Perhaps the most
directive of the writer-theorists discussed here, the Creolists unabashedly
proclaim créolité the most relevant contemporary aesthetic philosophy
of the (French-speaking) Caribbean. Their manifesto, which “began life
as a talk presented in the suburbs north of Paris” (Gallagher 21), and
subsequent critical writings on créolité—among them Confiant’s rather
combative denunciation of “papa Césaire,” titled Aimé Césaire: une
Traversée paradoxale du siecle—lay out what amount to a number of
specific criteria for postcolonial francophone political and literary
authenticity. In this, the authors adopt patently and somewhat trou-
blingly Franco-European rhetorical strategies. Saint Lucian poet and
Nobel Laureate Derek Walcott argues that “[n]othing is more French
than the confident rhetoric of this manifesto. It echoes, in its emphatic
isolation, all those pamphlets outlining programs for a new painting, a
new poetry, that erupt from metropolitan ferment, and that, reaching out
to embrace a public, baffle it by their vehemence” (224). Although, like
Césaire and Glissant, the Creolists maintain a principled distance from
Paris, the prestigious French literary prizes they have received—including
a Goncourt for Chamoiseau and a Novembre for Confiant—attest to a
firmly rooted presence in the European spotlight.

Thus from the fervent and outraged young editors of Légitime défense,
to Negritude poet Aimé Césaire, to champion of antillanité (and, more
recently, Relation) Edouard Glissant and his self-styled successors, the
manifesto-writing Creolists, Martinican writers have consistently made
a point of calling into question the usefulness of their predecessors’
philosophies in realizing postcolonial objectives. Enjoying a quasi-
celebrity status determined to a certain extent by Euro-North American
arbiters of social and aesthetic value, these writers have engaged in “the
type of academic one-upmanship that is so common in the lively debates
surrounding postcolonial criticism and, particularly, theory today”
(Huggan 2, emphasis mine). In the case of all these writers, there is a
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fundamental questioning of the relationship between the Antillean elite
and Paris, as site and as symbol. Indeed,
throughout the region, the notion of the writer as maroon exerts a kind of
gravitational pull of the literary sensibility and recurs with remarkable regu-
larity ... All of these writers are essentially making the same point about the

need to transcend the hierarchical, the fixed, the linear in dealing with the
region’s collective experience. (Dash, “World” 115)

Yet while each of these intellectuals expresses an awareness of the dangers
of cultural assimilation and subsequently endeavors to craft the most
Caribbean-centric discourse possible, they all nonetheless play out their
subversion within a frame that remains unchallenged on the most funda-
mental level. That is, to whatever extent these authors question France’s
colonial and postcolonial behavior and criticize her racist, xenophobic,
assimilationist ideologies, they all engage with the former imperial power
on her own terms, implicitly affirming the designation of theory “in Western
academies [as] the most prestigious and valued mode of production”
(Miller 7). Thus while the majority of these Antillean writers explicitly
rebuff the recuperative snares of francité, none thoroughly investigates
the degree to which the act of theorizing, in and of itself, in many ways
replicates practices codified in metropolitan France. They tacitly accept
France’s conception of herself as the authoritative theory-producing
power, and so have relied heavily on the practice of theory as the most
efficacious means of inserting themselves into that power structure.
This image of French theoretical pre-eminence is, of course, part of a
broader phenomenon. As Lawrence Kritzman has pointed out in “A
Certain Idea of French,” New World academics have similarly venerated
French intellectualism, making French departments
the “in” place to be ... the locus of intellectual ferment and the center of
avant-garde critical thought in the American university. Most everyone in
other humanities programs and the humanistic social sciences suffered from
French theory anxiety. French thought ... became an object of intellectual

fetishism. From the 1960s on, French criticism became associated with
“theory.” (146)

Mary Gallagher goes on to draw an explicit connection between such
“fetishism” and the embedding of Antillean writers in the university
system of the United States. She confirms that the “American academy
has, since the late 1970s at least, been noticeably in thrall to French
literary and cultural theory, and in the late 1980s and 1990s, postcolo-
nial theory notably.” She continues: “That French Caribbean writers
who have associated themselves or who have been associated with
‘theory’ should be courted by the US academy cannot, therefore, be
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regarded as unexpected” (265). This incorporation of self-theorizing
writers into the North American university system—a process both
confirmed and facilitated by the publication of texts and awarding of
prizes in France—creates a somewhat awkward dynamic. Indeed, as
Nesbitt also acknowledges in Voicing Memory, “while the critique of
exploitation at the heart of decolonization received perhaps its most orig-
inal and developed formulation among Antillean thinkers, the region’s
dependency upon the French metropolis short-circuited the practical
implementation of this critique” (3). Looking closely at this paradox, it
would seem that greater attention need be paid to the specific, if subtle,
means by which the former imperial center recovers certain ostensibly
subversive discourses.

We might return to the fact that Antillean theoretical practices have
tended toward a rather unsatisfying adherence to very Western, post-
Enlightenment notions of progress and absolute truth, so much so that
a distinctly evolutionary literary trajectory has become apparent in the
regional literary tradition. Indeed, among the more disturbing effects of
the postcolonial (Antillean) emphasis on theory has been a propensity
toward a locally cannibalizing auto-canonization—this phenomenon
whereby successive generations of writer-intellectuals “define their liber-
atory enterprise by anathematizing previous generations of Caribbean
authors” (Bongie, Islands 352). It is readily apparent that each of the
multiple systematizing theoretical neologisms that emerges from
Martinique declares itself a departure from and advancement with
respect to its precursors. As a result, twentieth-century literary produc-
tion in the French-speaking Caribbean has consistently been marked by
a process of building up and tearing down—of “space-clearing,” to use
Anthony Appiah’s formulation (149)—and the subsequent creation of a
de facto canon. This positing of the theoretical perspectives of particular
authors as replacements for and/or improvements on those of their pred-
ecessors has also been adopted by many of us who theorize this literature.
Beverly Ormerod’s “Beyond ‘Negritude’: Some Aspects of the Work of
Edouard Glissant,” for example, is an insightful article whose very title
reveals a certain foregrounding of linearity and advancement. Her reflec-
tions on Glissant’s contributions to regional letters open with a
paragraph-long appeal to move forward from Césaire’s Negritude and
Fanon’s Africa-oriented discourse. Making what is again a revealing
language choice, Ormerod writes, “In place of négritude, Glissant offers
in his poetry, novels, and theater a new world view” (362, emphasis
mine). This is an attitude that recalls, to a certain extent, Sartre’s posi-
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tioning of Negritude as a counter-assertion to be recuperated by a
Hegelian dialectic of cultural progression.

This progression-based canon is one that (we) scholars of the region’s
literature have done much to cement without perhaps being sufficiently
attentive to what non-theorizing voices from the region “bring to the
table” through the sheer fact of their creative writings. We have had a
tendency, that is, to encourage—if not to expect—postcolonial New
World writers to write books and then to write books about the books
they write. While this is not uniquely a (francophone) Caribbean reality,
it is nonetheless particularly ironic given, as I have noted above, the
wholesale upending of Eurocentrism aimed for by these writer-intellec-
tuals. German philologue and ethno-linguist Ralph Ludwig’s
mini-anthology of francophone Caribbean writings on orality and liter-
ature, Ecrire la parole de nuit, offers a fascinating example of this
persistent pairing of theory and practice. The eight writers who
contribute to the volume—writers whose “success” is confirmed in
Ludwig’s introduction by the fact that “they have obtained important
literary prizes or are already translated into other languages” (14)—each
provide a work of short fiction as well as a corresponding theoretical
essay (the exception to this is, interestingly, Guadeloupean woman writer
Gisele Pineau, who does not offer a theoretical text). Here, then, we have
a quite striking instance of this juxtaposition of showing and telling so
prevalent in the domain of francophone letters.

These are phenomena that have not gone unnoticed, of course. As
Annie Le Brun remarks in the context of her passionate, if hyperbolic,
defense of Aimé Césaire slash pen-lashing of the Creolists, Statue cou-
coupé,’ there is often on the part of francophone Caribbean postcolonial
writers a hyper-awareness of the importance of Western theoretical
approbation. In “Critique Afrocentrique de la créolité,” scholar Ama
Mazama, comments on the latent Eurocentrism of the Creolist project,
denouncing what she considers to be the authors’ premature relegating
of Césairean Negritude to a socio-historical moment past/passed in the
interest of establishing themselves globally as the modern-day bearers of
Antillean cultural values. And in a well-known 1993 essay, “Order,
Disorder, Freedom, and the West Indian Writer,” Guadeloupean novelist
Maryse Condé contends that specific directive discourses have, in many
respects, supplanted literary tradition in the francophone Caribbean ever
since the birth of Indigenism and Negritude. As each of these scholars
has rightly noted, literary culture of the twentieth-century French-
speaking Caribbean has been largely dominated by certain figureheads
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of francophonie—individual authors or socio-aesthetic philosophies who
claim (or are granted) the role of “representative” at any given time, for
any given time. This “star-system,” to evoke Charles Forsdick and David
Murphy’s succinct expression, creates “a risk, therefore, that just as
(Anglophone) Postcolonial Studies has been dominated by certain theo-
retical or regional paradigms, so might the fully diverse potential of
Francophone Postcolonial Studies be eclipsed by prominent trends in
scholarship” (Forsdick and Murphy 12)—trends initiated by a closed
group of Antillean writers and then promoted by Western academics as
both exemplary and broadly applicable.

Concomitant with this scripting of explicitly delineated, evolutive
theoretical models is the problematic side effect of transparency. Indeed,
theoretical guidelines propose a specific manner of reading; they go
beyond neutral presentation to provide a particular path to accessing a
text. Like introductions, as considered from a Foucauldian perspective a
la Richard Watts in the introduction to his excellent study Packaging
Postcoloniality, theory “helps the receiver of the text decode it” (1), and
so risks exercising “a form of discursive control,” “limiting and disci-
plining what might otherwise be a liberated discourse” (2). In its laudable
efforts to multiply interpretation and understanding, theory also miti-
gates what might otherwise be the productive anxieties that the reader
experiences when confronted with the bound and meaning-full entity that
is the book, particularly within what is meant to be a particularly subver-
sive context. I mean to suggest that inasmuch as these Caribbean
writer-theorists have provided European and North American
academics/critics with the interpretive tools with which to decipher and
appreciate their own creative works, they have allowed for a somewhat
excessive legibility. As Frangoise Lionnet has observed,

The tendency in France seems to be more toward “integrating” the complex
ethnic, cultural, and discursive patterns of both the French and the fran-
cophone corpus under the broader umbrella of francophonie, as does an
influential anthology. Francophone writers who get anointed by Parisian
publishing houses and receive critical acclaim followed by major literary
awards are the ones who make it into the canon of contemporary literature,
and their works generally get subsumed under established national,
aesthetic, or formal categories. That is, they become legible in terms of such
categories instead of providing an opportunity for a radical rethinking of

the existing parameters of formal, let alone cultural, analysis.
(“Francophonie” 260-61)

This transparency would seem to contradict stated efforts to focus
inward, regionally, and to maintain opacity—the term is Glissant’s, of
course—in the face of European and North American universalist
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presumptions. One might worry, then, that the process of critically
engaging with the metropolis accounts for a too-important share of the
raison d’étre of this “peripheral” literature.
It is a peculiar paradox that these islands have been at the forefront of a
tradition of “writing back™ to a centre of which they are supposed to form
an integral part ... It is no doubt because of, rather than despite, this double
bind, that Martinique, the most fully assimilated of the Overseas
Departments, and an island which has no political or institutional claim to

the word “post-colonial,” has produced some of the key theorists of this
expanding academic area. (McCusker 113)

These ironies present themselves, of course, beyond the boundaries of the
French-speaking world and evoke more general postcolonial grapplings
with Enlightenment-faithful notions of cultural authority. They underlie,
for example, Graham Huggan’s articulation of a “postcolonial exotic”
as the capitalism-friendly commodification of recuperated oppositional
discourses. Huggan interrogates what he dubs the “mediating roles of
postcolonial writers/thinkers” (viii) who intervene critically in order to
render (their own) marginal texts legible to post-imperial metropolitan
centers—texts that end up, then, at once countering and contained by the
market-driven system that frames both the “culture industry” of alterity
and the “transnationally conceived academic field” (x) of postcolonial
studies. The postcolonial intellectuals identified by Huggan find them-
selves subtly mainstreamed,® collaborating with those they seek to
undermine, and resembling in this way nothing so much as Elie
Kédourie’s embattled “marginal men” or Appiah’s “comprador intelli-
gentsia”—the “relatively small, Western-style, Western-trained, group of
writers and thinkers, who mediate the trade in cultural commodities of
world capitalism at the periphery” (240). It is my contention, then, that
the codification of even insularly generated theoretical perspectives risks
recuperating these non-hexagonal francophone discourses and leaving
Eurocentric epistemologies largely intact while, even more distressingly,
excluding important ex-centric voices.

THE HAITIAN “SITUATION”

The ambivalent adherence to the notion of theory as authorizing center
for the Martinican writers discussed above is, I would argue, at least in
part responsible for a certain sidelining of other regional writers. In other
words, the “big voices” of Césaire, Glissant, and the Creolists have in
some respects come to drown out other, less “féted” (Gallagher 9)—but
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equally provocative—contributions insofar as earning global critical
recognition is concerned. Condé’s aforementioned essay and Lionnet’s
Autobiographical Voices both take this phenomenon into consideration,
focusing on what the formation of a regional canon that includes almost
exclusively male Martinican writer-intellectuals has meant for women
writers of the Caribbean. Departing from a not-unrelated questioning of
processes of in- and exclusion, I consider here the consequences of a
“theory-less,” “not-Paris” ethos for Haiti and its literature.

To begin with, Haiti’s writers have been quite explicitly set apart by
their Antillean compatriots. That is, writer-intellectuals of the French
Caribbean departments have exhibited a decided uneasiness as far as
Haitian literature is concerned. As francophone scholar Régis Antoine
points out, Haiti’s creative reliance on elements characterized as non-
Cartesian by early twentieth-century discourses of Antillean resistance
have in the past kept the island republic somewhat on the outskirts of a
regional francophone affiliation.

Up until 1940, caught up in their concerns with issues of identity, young
Antillean intellectuals were not at all prepared to study myth and the imag-
inary, priority having been given to ideology and to poetics. Take, for
example, the image that they created of Haiti, which they reduced to the
land of vodou and first site of the victorious emergence of Negritude, thus
ignoring the ensemble of peasant based popular culture ... ignoring the
Haitian novels that spoke precisely the ‘dramas of the land,” ignoring
Indigenism. Fifty years later, René Ménil again noted that suspiciousness
about all that seemed to resemble folklorization, and that resulted ... as

much in lacunae in anthropological knowledge as in a legitimate refusal of
exoticism. (Littérature 188)

While one might argue that Negritude likewise sought a revalorization
of a non-French cultural agenda not far removed from the Haitian
Indigenist perspective, the former movement nonetheless placed itself
within a familiar rhetorical frame—a quasi-manifesto-founded cry of
resistance in the Cabier and Tropiques, bolstered by an aesthetic alliance
with Surrealism and the much-celebrated friendship/patronage of André
Breton. As Nick Nesbitt has so accurately affirmed, “Césaire was inex-
tricably bound to the culture he critiqued” (121).° In other words,
whereas Negritude’s content was unquestionably counter-cultural, its
fundamental structure reflected contemporary French paradigms of
avant-garde self-expression.

Insofar as the academic community is concerned, the Haitian republic
has also quite clearly been marked by a limiting geo-political and literary
exceptionalism, its writers largely ghettoized by the fact of Haiti’s excep-
tional history. On the one hand, scholars often evoke the broad symbolic
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resonance of Haiti’s revolution in the wider world, noting the extra-
insular relevance of the principles of universal freedom for which the
Haitians fought. Indeed, as Michael Dash has argued, “it is through Haiti
that we can grasp the inescapable historical nature of the other America
and the first Caribbean experiment with a foundational poetics and a
collective self-invention in the face of the colonial refusal to grant opacity
to the subjugated other” (Other America 42). At the same time, however,
postcolonial theorists have tended to emphasize the uniqueness of this
event and, in so doing, to place Haiti outside of discussions of regional
literature and culture. The island republic is thus caught up in what
Benitez-Rojo labels “the argument between those who argue that
centripetal forces are stronger than centrifugal ones in the Caribbean and
those who think the opposite; that is, the old unity/diversity debate.”
(37). Martin Munro describes this phenomenon of exceptionalizing
marginalization as the paradoxically constraining “excess of history”
(Exile 108) that forever marks Haiti as schizophrenically failed with
respect to itself, and irrevocably different with respect to its neighbors.
Indeed, while scholars have become increasingly committed to the crit-
ical cultivation of a regional unity among the various islands of the
Americas, and particularly among those connected by a common colo-
nial language, Haiti stands apart. Ever since its seizing of independence,
the island nation has been perceived as an absolute anomaly—its past,
present, and future readable almost exclusively through the lens of the
seminal moment of its revolution. This violent and spectacularly trans-
gressive claiming of black sovereignty in 1804 has effectively destined
Haiti to the status of shining example for its sympathizers, and cautionary
tale for its detractors. The nation has thus found itself at once glorified
as “the land where Negritude stood up for the first time” (Césaire, Cahier
24), and then vilified and pitied as “the poorest country in the Western
Hemisphere.” From either perspective, Haiti’s cultural presence on the
world stage has been marginalized as the spatio-temporal site of a never-
ending story of carnage and brutality. In both present-day and historical
evocations of the revolution, the narrative is one of “barbarism and
unspeakable violence, outside the realm of civilization and beyond
human language. It is an excessive event” (Fischer 4). Valerie Kaussen
argues that “the ‘problem with Haiti’ is not its imputed belatedness and
difference, but rather the incompatibility of current Caribbean post-
colonial theories of creolization, multiculturalism, and hybridity with
Haitian histories of decolonization, revolution, and militancy ... In this
critical context,” she insists, “the continuing tradition of the Haitian
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Revolution can only be approached negatively or not approached at all.”
(18) As Dash also asserts, “the Republic of Haiti, independent longer
than any of the countries discussed in The Empire Writes Back and
presumably wrestling with a post-colonial reality since 1804, inexpli-
cably gets short shrift” (“Postcolonial” 231).1° Thus while the revolution
marked an aggressive bid on the part of the newly independent Haitians
for inclusion in a global—if reconfigured—world order, the event has
had an ironically isolating effect on Haiti’s positioning with respect to
other parts of the Caribbean.

There can be no question, of course, but that the Haitian Revolution
represents a singular event in New World—indeed, in human—history.
It marks the ultimate postcolonial gesture of refusal!'—“ex-centric” act
par excellence—and is the critical move (and by that, of course, I mean
both essential and fault-finding rather than theoretical) of Haitianity. But
Haiti’s black leaders were not interested in constructing “an isolated
African-American enclave that could have played no role in world
affairs” (Genovese 88). They envisioned full “participation in the main-
stream of world history rather than away from it” (92). The act of writing
in the island nation thus reflects both a principled exceptionality and a
“strategy for achieving recognition in a modern global culture” (Dash,
Other America 46). Maximilien Laroche nicely captures this relationship
between Haiti’s literary ambitions and its revolutionary past:

If there must be a redefinition of the Haitian man, that is what Haitian liter-
ature dreams of, it can only be crafted in conjunction with the entirety of
the Caribbean and the Americas ... Haitian literature concerns not only the

Caribbean and the Third World, but all those invested in moving beyond
the world order put into place in 1492. (Littérature 18)

Nevertheless, one cannot help but note a certain amount of critical
discomfort with Haitian literature’s representation of and infusion with
its legacy of revolutionary violence—a discomfort that in fact has a great
deal to do, I believe, with “not-Paris.” Another passage from Nesbitt’s
Voicing Memory is particularly revealing. Nesbitt writes,
[Bly 1804, after years of violent warfare had decimated the island, this revo-
lution overthrew the world order of the previous century to institute the
world’s first black republic. For all its momentous implications, the Haitian
Revolution remained largely quarantined within the confines of a single
Caribbean island, the young nation working through its own dialectic of

terror and enlightenment as slavery and colonialism lived on elsewhere
throughout the nineteenth century. (xii, emphasis mine)

A leading scholar of Haitian history and literature, and unambiguous
“sympathizer” as concerns Haiti’s contemporary plight, Nesbitt quali-
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fies the Haitian Revolution as the bold and isolated precursor to what
he refers to as the “second Antillean revolution”—the decolonizing
efforts of the post-World War I writers and theorists he examines and
who, again, aside from Danticat are “all products of Parisian training in
the Sciences humaines” (xiv). These next-wave revolutionaries, Nesbitt
asserts,
seized the arms of their oppressors in an uprising that transformed the polit-
ical and economic face of the planet, bringing an end to European
colonialism. The astounding fact of this revolution as it occurred in France’s
colonies, however, is that it proceeded—with important exceptions—not
through the redeployment of absolute terror, violence, and destruction, but
via a reconstruction in human understanding and experience. This was a
transformation whose weapons were the humanist arms of imagination,
communication, and insight: poetry, literature, theater, philosophy, and
polemical tracts ... The Toussaint Louverture of this cultural revolution was
the Martinican poet and statesman Aimé Césaire ... Just as the earlier archi-
tects of the Haitian Revolution had applied the standards of the French
Enlightenment to the actual conditions of slavery and the plantation,
Césaire, along with such writers as Frantz Fanon, René Ménil, and Edouard
Glissant, transformed the tools they appropriated in Paris in the 1930s,
1940s, and 1950s ... redirecting those sources to critique and undermine
colonial violence and to transform the colonized subjects it had produced.
(xii—xiii, emphasis mine)
This description uses very different terminology from the language of
seclusion and finitude applied to Haiti’s revolution. Nesbitt places Haiti’s
resistance history in a separate space—conceptually inspirational but
practically isolated. He evokes Haiti’s bloody, visceral seizing of sover-
eignty in terms that markedly contrast with the civility and universal
humanist intellectualism that characterize the writer-theorists of the
Antilles.?
Léon-Frangois Hoffmann affirms this contrast even more stringently.
He makes the following claim in Le Roman haitien:
[i]f the colonial era has left few traumatic traces in [Haiti’s] collective
memory, it is because the prowess of its ancestors has effaced the humilia-
tion of dependency, has avoided the complex of the decolonized (such as it

prevails these days in a large part of the Third World and, particularly, in
the Caribbean). (27-28)

Bernadette Cailler similarly places Haiti in a category a part, contending
that “whatever may have been the avatars, the tragedies, of Haitian
History after independence, these are not at all assimilable to the prob-
lems faced by Martinican and Guadeloupean society ... [T]he unique
destiny of Haiti demands, from the outset, that we keep these texts at a
certain distance” (51). Cailler argues that a line must be drawn between
those nations still “administratively attached to France” (53) and those,
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she implies, that are properly post-colonial (in the diachronic sense of the
term). Cailler goes on to suggest that, unlike the writers of Martinique
and Guadeloupe, Haiti’s writers have somehow failed to initiate or even
to envision a discourse that might propose an alternative to European
cultural models. She characterizes Haitian literature as dead-ended in its
insularity—without a productive presence in the postcolonial world.
Ultimately, such intra-regional border-marking must be seen as prob-
lematic, privileging as it does the relationship between Europe (France,
Paris) and its (former) Caribbean colonies while dismissing the parallels
that persist in the region beyond the specifics of a given island’s post-
coloniality. Indeed, even if it could be argued that Haiti’s revolution
somehow silenced the traumatic echoes of its early colonial past, the fact
of the island’s nearly twenty-year re-colonization by the United States
from 1915 to 1934 and veritable recolonizations by the United States
and the United Nations in the later twentieth and early twenty-first
centuries provides at least some motivation for considering Haiti’s socio-
political and literary trajectory alongside that of its Caribbean
neighbors.’® Yes, the Haitian Revolution represents a point of excep-
tionality, but the fact of independence should not project Haiti into an
entirely different sphere of consideration. On the contrary, assimila-
tionism and bovarysme'* have marked Haiti’s literary and socio-cultural
history as indelibly as in the Antillean departments of France. Indeed,
historically, Haiti’s writing elite has, like that of the French Antilles, had
to negotiate its tendency to look aspirationally toward literary and
cultural models promulgated in France. Where Léon-Frangois Hoffmann
has insisted, for example, that “Haiti’s ethnic composition and her polit-
ical, economic and intellectual development are quite different from those
of her neighbours” (Essays 8), he also recognizes that “the fetishization
and exclusive admiration of the literary production of France marks the
Haitian educational system as profoundly as it does that of Martinique
(and Guadeloupe)—Tlike the Antilles, Haiti turned to France for cultural
and literary models” (13). In Lettres créoles, Chamoiseau and Confiant
affirm the essential commonalities that unite the pasts, and thus the pres-
ents and futures, of Haiti and Martinique, Guadeloupe, and Guyana.
They explain:
Despite its accession to independence in 1804, the history of Haiti, on a
literary and linguistic level at least, does not differ fundamentally from that
of the Lesser Antilles or Guyana. Paradoxically, political and social situa-

tions very different from one another, and causes absolutely specific to one
or the other case, produce similar effects. (231)

Toumson, for his part, affirms that “Guadeloupean, Martinican,
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Guyanese, and Haitian literature evolved in accordance with the same
laws, were familiar with the same schools and the same conflicts between
antagonistic tendencies” (35).

Despite the comparability of Haiti and the Antillean Departments,
however, and despite the remarkable prolificness of Haiti’s writers, some
of Haiti’s most important voices have been largely excluded from schol-
arship of the region. Even those scholars who have noted the
disproportionate amount of attention paid to the so-called French
Antillean writers remain hesitant to include Haiti in critical considera-
tions of the (at the very least, French postcolonial) Caribbean. Mary
Gallagher, for example, having rightly identified a number of problem-
atic realities concerning the hegemony of Martinican literature as regards
critical interest in the French-speaking Americas, finds a host of reasons
not to include Haiti in her own study. She argues,

The history of Haiti is unique in the Caribbean: it is unimpeachably different
in relation not just to French Caribbean history, but to Caribbean history
in general. Haiti has been, indeed, and continues to be for every other
Caribbean island, although particularly for the French-Caribbean, an over-
significant other. Two further factors that distinguish the Haitian literary
context are the extremely low levels of literacy in Haiti, and the fact that

Haitian writers are largely and for obvious political, cultural, and economic
reasons, writers in exile. (7)

While Haiti is perhaps unique in many ways, its insular literacy rates are
of little relevance given that the primary readership for work from the
entire region is based primarily in North America and Europe. Also,
although it is not inaccurate to characterize Haitian writers as, over-
whelmingly, “writers in exile,” Frankétienne, Fignolé, and Philoctéte, as
well as Gary Victor, Evelyne Trouillot, and Marie Chauvet are all among
the admittedly few but still very significant novelists to have written from
within the island space. Due, then, to such singularizing perceptions of
Haiti, there are only a handful of its authors who are consistently evoked
in broader discussions of francophonie; and it is telling that these are the
writers who ascribe to identifiable Franco-European discourses. In effect,
the much-discussed author-activists Jacques Roumain, Jacques-Stephen
Alexis, and René Depestre have all espoused variants of Marxism,'
embracing what Kemedjio has dubbed a practice of “literary civicism”
(Négritude 11) [civisme littéraire], and Depestre—vocal defender of a
social realist aesthetic he models on the work of French writer Louis
Aragon—also proclaims fidelity to Surrealism. Moreover, all three of the
above-named writers spent a significant part of their writing lives in exile,
in France.
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THE PARTICULAR CASE OF THE SPIRALISTS

“If one theme characterizes modern Haitian literature, it is that of exile,”
writes Michael Dash (“Haiti” 46). What to make, then, of these three
writers who have so categorically refused to leave Haiti, fighting against
the all too accurate contention that “to be Haitian is to be in exile”
(Munro, Exile 5)? Determined to engage absolutely with the quotidian
violence that plagued Haiti during the Duvalier régimes, the Spiralists
have spent much of their creative energies figuring out how to survive
while writing within and about their country. In Veeu de voyage et inten-
tion romanesque, by far the most theoretical offering produced by any
of the Spiralists, Fignolé articulates and exemplifies a not-exile (“not-
Paris”) ethos. Opaque and meandering rather than explicatory, lyrical
and layered rather than straightforward, this long essay-poem commu-
nicates by its very form the perspective put forward in its content—and
this perspective is grounded in a specific refutation of practices and
tendencies that, as [ have argued above, characterize much Antillean liter-
ature of the last century. Throughout the essay, Fignolé rejects
transparency, narratives of progress, formulaic fiction, and adherence to
extra-insular traditions, calling instead for “signs, interpretations,
suggested visions, intelligent understandings that find their own value far
from overly transparent, overly intellectual explanations” (15). He takes
issue even with contemporary enthusiasm for the cultural contributions
of postcolonial peoples, which he perceives as so much patronizing
incomprehension: “Straightaway the rational (the certain knowledge of
others) is dazzled by the richness of the irrational. Of what they deem
such but which, in fact, is no more than a rational that has not yet been
inventoried. Not yet examined” (77).

Fignolé’s lack of clarity is strategic, serving ultimately to prevent theo-
rists and literary critics from focusing on certain of the principles he
evokes while relegating others to the background. This perspective allows
him to extol the particular virtues of the Spiralist perspective, while
remaining critical of any tendency toward totalizing literary practices.

But be careful! Be careful, so that the new literature bursting forth in the
magnificent explosion of my words does not bring on some painful delivery
by limiting itself to a particular schema (a particular ghetto) in which to shut

itself up ... so that such a literature, once realized, does not close the door
to other songs ... (104-5)

His and other Spiralist works are thus meant to be an exploration and
interrogation of reality rather than the vehicle for any predetermined
message. It is worth noting, for example, that of all the most significant
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twentieth-century literary philosophies of the French-speaking
Caribbean—Indigenism, Negritude, antillanité, créolité—Spiralism
alone privileges an aesthetic perspective over an ethnic origin or socio-
political agenda in its very name. While this by no means translates into
a disinterest in aesthetics on the part of the originators of the above-
mentioned movements, or socio-political indifference on the part of the
Spiralists, the latter’s foundational self-distancing from the Caribo- or
ethno-centric is nevertheless significant. In effect, where so many of the
most celebrated and widely published writers of the postcolonial world
hotly debate the theoretical underpinnings of their creative choices, the
Spiralists provide no manifesto, no fil d’Ariane to guide the reader-theo-
rist through the labyrinths of their prose. As Fignolé has quite blatantly
put it, “We have consistently refused to imprison Spiralism within the
frame of a single definition. We leave that to the critics and historians”
(Magnier 46). Whether irony, invitation, or both, this attitude presents
a very particular challenge to those of us, “critics and historians” by
trade, who find ourselves intrigued, fascinated, frustrated by their works.
It summons us to embrace the discomfort of engaged but unguided read-
ership—to avoid tethering any of the Spiralists’ resolutely Haitian texts
to a more comfortable theoretical sub- or paratext.

Maryse Condé, for example, does not put Frankétienne, Fignolé, or
Philoctéte on her list of self-canonizing francophone Caribbean “rule-
makers”—an omission that is likely as much a reflection of the Spiralists’
overall exclusion from critical discourse as it is a consequence of their
unwillingness to produce any sort of manifesto. According to Condé, it
is this refusal to precisely theorize their aesthetic that has kept the
Spiralists on the margins. She maintains that the overall absence of crit-
ical interest in Spiralism is a direct consequence of this imprecision
regarding its founders’ ideological constructs, and she attributes
Spiralism’s “unpopularity” among scholars to the apparent vagueness of
its theoretical foundations. The discourse of Spiralism lacks coherence,
she insists, leaving the critic bewildered, or without much to say.!
Similarly evoking the theoretical, Charles Arthur and Michael Dash sum
up Spiralism’s perceived value “in theory” as opposed to “in practice”
in their 1999 anthology of Haitian literature, Libéte. They maintain that
“[w]ithin Haiti the only movement with any literary impact was the /-
defined [emphasis mine| doctrine of spiralisme, started by Frankétienne”
(292). Arthur and Dash’s comments echo, in a sense, Léon-Francois
Hoffmann’s ostensibly generous assertion in Histoire littéraire de la fran-
cophonie that “[t]he question is not whether Frankétienne has elaborated
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a universally useful system, nor whether this system is coherent or entirely
original. What is interesting is that Frankétienne was the first Haitian
writer to have sought to create his own aesthetic structure, rather than
adopting or adapting one from elsewhere” (215).1” Though they intend
to make rather different points, the above francophonists all suggest that
Spiralism’s absent or confusing theoretical self-fashioning presents a
stumbling block that—whether negotiated or forgiven—risks under-
mining appreciation of its creative contribution.

It is interesting to consider these impressions of the Spiralists and their
works in the light of current debates surrounding the past and present
value—one might even say the usefulness—of the literature of the French-
speaking world with respect to Franco-European culture. The 44
signatories (among which Condé, but not either of the two living
Spiralists) of the recently published manifesto(!) Pour une littérature-
monde en francais contend that non-hexagonal literature has for too long
served as the enlivening counterpoint—*“a poetic and novelistic efferves-
cence”—to a stale, overly intellectualized French tradition.'® According
to the manifesto, modern and postmodern French letters have become
increasingly removed from “the world,” resulting in “a literature without
any other objective but itself, engaged, as it used to be said, in its own
criticism in the very process of its enunciation”—*“texts henceforth refer-
ring back only to other texts in a game of endless combinations.” The
manifesto contends, in other words, that French literature has been stifled
by excessive theorization. Ironically, though, the impetus for the drafting
of this manifesto was the awarding of five major French literary prizes
in 2006 to writers from the French-speaking world."” “Ironically,” of
course, because this series of events—the awards followed by the mani-
festo—so beautifully illustrates the awkward dynamic by which
francophone writers reject the normalizing apparati of French culture
and demand recognition by and within its structures.

Again, these are exactly the issues that must be addressed when consid-
ering the relative value of theory in the postcolonial context and, more
specifically, in assessing the position of the Spiralists in this context. For
I am arguing that the absence of systematized theoretical elucidation and
self-referentiality in the Spiralists’ works has something to do with their
veritable absence from regional literary canons. This situation suggests,
I believe, a correlation between a refusal of theory and a certain degree
of marginalization from within an already marginalized space. It raises
the possibility that an unquestioning acceptance—expectation—of
theory as paradigm sets problematic boundaries and subtly undercuts the
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regional unity—the “transversality” [transversalité] (Glissant, Discours
230)—so often and explicitly called for by writers and theorists of the
postcolonial Americas. Having never produced a substantial body of
literature establishing the tenets of the Spiralist aesthetic, Frankétienne,
Fignolé, and Philocteéte offer very little to counter assertions of insularity,
inconsistency, and even irrelevance. I am interested in the response of the
“literary institution”?° to this silence and the extent to which it has deter-
mined the relative critical fate of the three authors. As Richard Watts
maintains, for example, paratextual writings facilitate the circulation of
francophone postcolonial texts in a global, Euro-driven (I mean to refer
both to the prefix and the currency) framework marked by post-impe-
rial tensions. I am arguing that by not making extensive paratextual
theoretical gestures, the Spiralists effectively sustain those tensions and
limit the possibility of a recuperation often disguised as appreciation,
sympathy, or understanding. By refusing to provide interpretive tools,
the Spiralists have in many respects foregone the accumulation of cultural
capital and, consequently, the international (Euro-North American)
cachet/distinction/reputation enjoyed by their more “invested” contem-
poraries. Only some of their writings have been published and/or
circulated outside of Haiti and so are costly and difficult to procure. Only
two of their works have been translated into English, and that just
recently.”! Though a Parisian house published both of Fignolé’s novels
in the late eighties and early nineties, Frankétienne’s works were only
picked up for reprinting by French publishers in the late nineties, and not
one of Philoctete’s works was printed outside of Haiti until 2003, at
which point Actes Sud (posthumously) published an anthology of his
poetry.

It would be naive, of course, or even disingenuous to romanticize the
de facto silencing that has largely prevented the Spiralists from assuming
a more prominent place in a postcolonial literary canon. Philoctéte in
particular has very explicitly expressed frustration with his invisibility as
a writer in a country/context of non-readers.?? In discussing a then-recent
literary project, Les Cahiers du vendredi, Philoctete states plainly his
desire to broaden the reading/consuming audience as essential to his
understanding of himself as a writer. “We want our books published,”
he insists. “We want to be known by the public at large, instead of being
confined to a small group of friends. With Les Cabiers du vendredi, we
hope to gain an opening not only on Haiti, but on the world at large”
(“Entretien” 623). He continues:

In order for Haitian literature to be really strong, the people must be literate.
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What is a book anyway? It is a product, a commercial item. I write in order
to be read, in order to sell to the people around me. But if they can’t read,
my book is worth nothing. It is a commercial product which is going to stay
here, insulted by dust. (626)

In a foreword to Massacre River, the English translation of Le Peuple
des terres mélées, Lyonel Trouillot similarly attributes Philoctéte’s neglect
by the wider world to the unwillingness and/or inability to facilitate his
own fame:
Ti René was not an expert seducer bent on insinuating himself into the ranks
of the powerful in a quest for fame ... He knew nothing about promotional
strategies, the wheeling and dealing that foster great careers. And in those
days, suffering from a form of racism or condescension, the international
press and the university scholars in the West chose to believe that Haiti was
populated exclusively by victims and executioners, by paupers and thuggish
Tontons-Macoutes. In the eyes of the West, under the reign of Papa Doc,
the best of Haiti was to be sought elsewhere. (14)

The frustrations of literal and metaphorical insularity are most certainly
at the root of Philoctete’s as well as Frankétienne’s and Fignolé’s under-
recognition. Indeed, though they have remained fully committed to the
geographical space of their island, all three writers have actively sought
out avenues by which they might reach a greater audience. I would never-
theless submit that the relative marginalization of Spiralism has allowed
for a remarkable creative unfettered-ness in the works of the three
authors. That is, if Frankétienne, Fignolé, and Philoctete have missed out
on the sponsor-like partnerships or partner-like relationships that have
been cultivated between certain Antillean writers and their Western
critics, they have also avoided any hints of the formulaic fiction that often
results from the “academicization” of a postcolonial aesthetic. That is,
the Spiralists have managed to avoid the “prescriptive models”
(Kemedjio, Négritude 11) that seem in many ways to determine the
literary output of some of the region’s more celebrated, theory-crafting
writers.?? The three authors resist such “helpful” literary conventions as,
say, clear narrative beginnings, distinguishable characters, temporal
consistency, punctuation, etc.—rendering literal Watts’s rhetorical ques-
tion: “[H]ow would one approach or even learn of the existence of a
book that has no title, no cover, and no indication of who should read
itand how?” (16). Indeed. The tone of Watts’ question characterizes such
a literary stance as unthinkably impractical, implicitly belying his later
assertion that “‘opacity’ has become part of the francophone text’s
appeal” and that “the paratext has abandoned its goal of providing
ostensibly transparent access to the text” (20). In reality, only a limited
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opacity has been valorized in francophone Caribbean letters—an opacity
that more often than not overtly proclaims itself as a political position
and undertakes to justify and deconstruct itself—telling diegetically
rather than showing mimetically what it is resisting and what it is refusing
to do. Those texts anchored in true and profound obscurity—creative
writings unbounded by theory and by much of the paratextually and
pragmatically requisite—are too often silenced.

Lahens devotes a chapter of her long essay, L’Exil: Entre 'ancrage et
la fuite Iécrivain haitien to Fignolé’s Veeu de voyage, which she dubs a
“so unjustly unrecognized little book” (25). Lahens, like the Spiralist
author, maintains that the phenomenon of exile is one of the primary
constitutive elements of the Haitian literary and psycho-social experi-
ence: “A deportee from the outset, then rendered incapable despite
himself of ‘belonging,” the Haitian writer is often tempted to end, by
means of the voyage, the double and painful exile he experiences within
his native land” (22). Indeed, the voyage has profoundly determined the
evolution of Haitian letters throughout the twentieth century, and the
Haitian writer’s relationship to elsewhere has been a concern of all three
Spiralists. Theirs is a refusal avant la lettre of the alienated/-ing psycho-
logical phenomenon implicit in Glissant’s concept of the Return (Retour).
In effect, exile for Frankétienne—the condition of “not-Paris” ex-
centricity, if you will—has little to do with a physical situation or
geographical position. Rather, he understands exile as a state of mind
and being in which the individual/artist—as a result of intimidation,
ambition, assimilation, etc.—is less than true to his or her personal ethic
and aesthetic.?* More stridently opposed to the phenomenon of exile,
Fignolé equates le voyage with desertion, alienation, and self-loathing;:
“I call this flight illusory,” he announces, “Here constantly contests over
there. Especially when over there is disdain, pitying to boot, for here ...
The fascination for over there is accentuated by the conceded or imposed
presence of over there smack in the middle of here” (50-51). Deliberately
provocative—*“I hear, from here, the enraged cries of those who ... will
accuse me of limiting my horizons. So be it” (78-79)—Fignolé in no way
backs down from his belief in the value of the voyage refused.

Rather than seek a physical exile that might somehow attenuate their
state of isolation within the boundaries of their country, Frankétienne,
Fignolé, and Philoctete have always written within and out of the tension
between the insular and the global. For them, the fact of physical isola-
tion in Haiti has by no means diminished their capacity to dialogue
productively with elsewhere. They belie what Kaussen has pointed to as
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the problematic implication in criticism by Gallagher, Dash, and Bongie
that only the works of exiled writers succeed in narrating properly the
“postmodern and postcolonial,” the “hybrid and shifting identities” of
the contemporary Caribbean. The writings of Frankétienne, Fignolé, and
Philoctete contest the notion that “the movement of postmodernity and
the experience of postcolonial exile have in fact liberated contemporary
Haitian writers from the dark past of Haiti’s totalizing militancy, revo-
lutionary nationalism, and isolating modernism” (17). The Spiralists
straddle the supposed divide between militant Haitian modernism and
cosmopolitan Creole postmodernism, despite their physical positioning
within the strikingly closed space of the Haitian Republic. As
Frankétienne has specifically argued, their rootedness in Haiti places
them at the crux of issues facing the whole of modern society, inasmuch
as “Haiti is a point of reference for the world, a magnified image of global
unease” (Marty 191). As Frankétienne asserts elsewhere:

I effectively lived a confinement that was the source of existential anguish,

an anguish that exploded into my writing. It was during the time that I

couldn’t leave Haiti that I accomplished imaginary voyages not only in

writing and reading but also in my dreams ... I experienced all possible

voyages because confinement was systematic in Haiti. I had this gluttonous

desire to possess everything that existed on the planet, to interiorize it, to
devour it. (Chemla and Pujol 116)

The sentiments Frankétienne expresses here regarding embodiment of the
universal via immersion in the particular indisputably connects with ideas
emanating from other areas of the French-speaking Caribbean. I am
thinking specifically of Dash’s assertion that, in the face of such isolating
phenomena as Antillean departmentalization and Duvalierism, “open
insularity, the shifting ground between lived opacity and fated relation-
ality ... characterizes francophone Caribbean writing” (“Postcolonial”
235).% Frankétienne’s comments echo Glissant’s declaration that “here,
in the island, the encirclement that risked blocking the imagination on
the contrary inflames and rushes up on it, chargers from the sea ... Closed
in, surrounded, burning to imagine the whole in his image, [man] must
open up, see something else, the other” (22). This dialectic of the indi-
vidual and the universal, of the centripetal and the centrifugal, of the
closed and the open, is precisely encapsulated in the form of the spiral—
a form that allows such apparent contradictions to remain intact,
functionally unresolved, largely untheorized. It underlies the Spiralists’
confidence that insularity does not limit the reach of their imagination.
Spiralism’s “incoherence” is no accident, then. Rather, it reflects an
unwillingness to be determined by the temptations or the exigencies of a
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codified theoretical position. Having lived their confinement in the
geographical space of Duvalier’s Haiti as an opportunity for openness on
a creative level, the Spiralists allow the interaction between physical
internment and creative freedom to permeate all of their fiction and to
ground a non-theory-based conception of themselves as postcolonial
artists.

NOTES

1 Discours 427.

2 As Valerie Kaussen rightly notes, “Guadeloupean and Martinican writers have
access to a French publishing industry to which Haitian and even French Canadian
publishing cannot compare in terms of global distribution and promotion” (20).

3 Cf. Lorde’s essay “The Master’s Tools Will Never Dismantle the Master’s
House,” in Sister Outsider.

4 Guyana is another regional French Department and has a political status vis-a-
vis France that is identical to that of Martinique and Guadeloupe.

5 Indeed, we must recognize this vocalness as, in large part, a function of the desire
to self-define—to avoid the fate that generally awaits those who (allow themselves
to) remain the object of discourse for Europeans. A related example: according to
Simon Njami, African creativity has long remained silent in terms of self-commen-
tary. It is because of this silence, this “refusal to lay itself bare,” that the West took
up the task of interpreting, or rather misinterpreting Africa’s art. Njami writes: “This
millennial misunderstanding came to a climax with the attempt to decipher the world
of artistic creation through a single perspective: the history of (Western) art. Due to
its silence, African creativity was sent into an obscure, ill-defined limbo. From the
start of colonization—ever since the African Middle Ages in fact—pure, authentic,
identifiable indigenous creativity ceased to exist ... Faced with the creators’ constant
silence, the productions were catalogued and labeled according to this or that person’s
interpretations, and stored away in European ethnological museums” (16).

6 “Edouard Glissant has often argued that there may be individual Martinican
writers but there is no Martinican literature and no literary audience” (Dash,
“Introduction” 310). In a 1984 interview, Glissant asserts, “‘I don’t believe that West
Indian literature exists yet since literature supposes an action and a reaction between
a public and an audience. I repeat that we West Indian writers, we are writing fore-
words to tomorrow’s literature’” (Degras and Magnier 14).

7 For a thorough and very fair examination of Le Brun’s position as expressed in
Pour Aimé Césaire and Statue cou-coupé see Chris Bongie, Islands and Exiles
342-47.

8 Maeve McCusker posits a similar argument in her assessment of the créolité
movement: “This circulation via the metropolis undercuts the explicitly anti-hege-
monic rhetoric of the créolité movement, which is recuperated, as a commodity, by
the centre against which it positions itself—a mainstreaming of the margins which is
of course symptomatic of the postcolonial artist more generally” (118).

9 Nesbitt’s very astute assessment of Césaire’s “insider” status bears quoting at
greater length: “Césaire ... became both a guiding voice of French Caribbean culture
and an active, innovative, and ideologically autonomous presence on the Parisian
intellectual scene ... [H]e forged for himself a role structurally homologous to that
of the Sartrean total intellectual in which Césaire accumulated intellectual and polit-
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ical capital by positioning himself as the archetypal black poet-statesman. His prox-
imity to and familiarity with the existentialist movement and the functioning of that
intellectual milieu (former normalien, consecration by Breton, growing fame in
Francophone literary circles, Parisian presence as both an intellectual published in
Les Temps modernes and Présence africaine and a deputy) allowed him successfully
to fulfill this role” (Voicing Memory, 121).

10 Indeed, Dash is among the few scholars who make a point to look at literary
Haiti as a persistently integral and dialogic entity within the American region. The
majority of critical interventions tend to focus on the Revolution and its aftermath—
Sibylle Fischer’s Modernity Disavowed and Nick Nesbitt’s Universal Emancipation,
two exceptional in-depth analyses of Haiti’s revolution and its resonance in a glob-
ally modern context, as well as the special issues of Yale French Studies, The Haiti
Issue: 1804 and 19th Century French Studies, and of Research in African Literatures,
Haiti, 1804-2004: Literature Culture and Art, are examples of this phenomenon—
despite the fact that Haiti’s writers themselves have very rarely made the Revolution
the subject of their fiction.

11 Arguably a less dramatic act, worthy of noting here is Edmond Laforest’s
symbolically resonant suicide in 1915. The well-known Haitian poet is said to have
serenely tied an Encyclopédie Larousse around his neck before jumping off a bridge
into a river and drowning to death. This act might be read as a particularly clear affir-
mation of “not-Paris.”

12 It might be argued that Frantz Fanon bridges somewhat the discursive gap that
distinguishes France’s “enlightened” and “civilized” Caribbean territories from the
perenially violent Haitian state—the implicit borders “that separate the developed
and the undeveloped, the ‘civilized” and ‘savage’” (Kaussen 206). I refer to the affini-
ties between Fanon’s valorization of revolutionary violence and the ethical
perspective of the Spiralists in Part III of this study.

13 Kaussen makes this point beautifully, maintaining that “the significance of
Haiti’s challenge to the modern colonial order continues to be evident two centuries
after 1804. The cordon sanitaire around Haiti is still in place, and we need only to
look at the dream-work of literature and film about vodou and zombies, at racist
discourses, rumors of AIDS, and the world perception of Haiti as the America’s ‘little
Africa,’ to recognize the challenge that Haiti continues to present to the contempo-
rary world order and to the excesses of global capitalism (globalization)” (6).

14 This is a term first used by Haitian ethnologist Jean Price-Mars to describe and
condemn the Haitian elite’s alienated aspiration to French cultural standards and
values. Jacques Corzani comments on Haiti’s post-revolutionary assimilative tenden-
cies as well in his 1978 La Littérature des Antilles-Guyane frangaises: “Haiti, despite
its independence, languished in a rather sterile contemplation of France and its
culture. Far from favoring any sort of rupture, the economic and social difficulties
of the young State encouraged the cultivated bourgeoisie to remain intoxicated by
French culture throughout the nineteenth century” (cited by Munro in “Can’t Stand
Up” 4-5).

15 Roumain founded the Haitian Communist Party (PCH) , of which Alexis was
a member, in 1934; Depestre was a student revolutionary in Haiti, involved in the
overthrow of Elie Lescot’s government in 1946, an anti-colonial militant in Paris,
and a communist intellectual in Guevara’s Cuba. Valerie Kaussen provides very
helpful reflections on the appeal of Third International Communism for these post-
American Occupation Haitian writers in Chapter 3 of Migrant Revolutions.

16 Comments extracted from personal interviews with Maryse Condé.

17 It bears noting that neither Arthur and Dash nor Hoffmann make mention of
Fignolé and Philocteéte.
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18 Francophone scholar Sandy Petrey writes, for example: “Although diagnosti-
cians have often seen French studies as weak and growing weaker, therefore, at least
one component of the field has robust vital signs bright with promise. Francophone
inquiry is on the rise, in terms of student as well as faculty interest, and it would be
asinine for those devoted to other components of our profession not to welcome it
with enthusiastic support. The broad array included under the Francophone rubric
has infused new life into student interest and new paradigms into scholarly profiles.
Its progress has been invigorating for the field as a whole” (134).

19 The Prix Goncourt and Prix du roman de ’Académie Frangaise were awarded
to American author Jonathan Little; the Prix Goncourt des Lycéens was awarded to
Camerounian writer Léonaora Miano; Congolese writer Alain Mabanckou won the
Prix Renaudot; and the Prix Femina went to Canadian Nancy Huston.

20 Here I reference Richard Watts, who opens his study with the following cita-
tion from Yanick Lahens’ L’Exil: Entre 'ancrage et la fuite I’écrivain haitien: “For
we are aware that more and more it is the literary institution (teaching, research, crit-
icism, publishing) that determines creation and not the other way around” (62).

21 Frankétienne’s Creole theater piece Pelin-Tét (The Noose) was translated in
1997, though it has yet to be published in its entirety, and Philoctéte’s Le Peuple des
terre mélées was published as Massacre River in 20035.

22 Philippe Bernard comments on this frustrating reality in the introduction to his
study of twentieth-century Haitian literature: “The country counts eight million
inhabitants and when the ‘administrative services’ of the country announce proudly
that ten percent of the population is Francophone, one must raise an eyebrow. The
official numbers—three or four percent—seem much closer to reality, now in 2002.
Let us add that publishers don’t exist as such in Haiti” (Réve 10). Léon-Frangois
Hoffmann provides a helpful analysis—older by two decades—of the latter phenom-
enon: “The mechanisms of fabrication and circuits of distribution for the book in
Haiti still remain rudimentary. There exist barely any publishing houses in the
modern sense of the term. The novelist is forced to rely on a printer who more often
than not only has access to the most primitive equipment. Every book is published
at the expense of the author, with a hundred or so copies printed on paper of mediocre
quality. Its distribution depends on the not always particularly impressive initiative
of the bookstores, and on the personal efforts of the author ... Outside the country,
there are but a scant few specialized shops in France, Canada, and the United States
that agree to stock Haitian works” (Roman haitien 43-44).

23 An example of this might be the veritable obsession in postcolonial literature
with providing corrected versions of regional history, noted by Graham Huggan
among others. The latter writes in “Prizing ‘Otherness’”: “[T]here is still a residual
conservatism playing about the Booker’s edges: a conservatism brought out in
approaches to the prizewinning novels’ themes. One such theme, which some critics
have regarded as a gauge of the Booker’s ‘postcoloniality,’ is revisionist history. More
than half of the prizewinning novels to date investigate aspects of—primarily
colonial—history, or present a ‘counter-memory’ [cf. Foucault, Language, Counter-
memory, Practice 23] to the official historical record” (418-19). While, as I suggest
in Part III of this study, the Spiralists are themselves concerned with Haitian history,
their narratives cannot be said to engage in “revising” or “countering” other narra-
tives of the past.

24 Indeed, Frankétienne is decidedly less condemning then Fignolé as regards
Haitian writers who have chosen or been forced into exile, only ever insisting on the
importance of remaining in Haiti to his own development as an artist: “I do not deny
the effects of exile on the life and destiny of any individual, especially when he is an
artist or a writer ... But I do not consider exile as a valid criterion for appreciating
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and judging aesthetic quality. To live in exile does not mean detachment from the
native land; similarly, the fact of staying in the country must not be viewed as the
unquestionable proof of an attachment to the homeland and a will to settle there
forever. The problem is far more complex” (“Interview” 390).

25 In this, Dash very implicitly affirms the underlying political circumstances that
link fundamentally the three Caribbean islands marked by French colonization:
“Such a perspective represents, from the 1950s on, an entirely new path for writing
for Martinique, Guadeloupe, and Haiti. Indeed, at a time when these places were
increasingly isolated from the world around them, because of Departmentalization
and Duvalierism, their literature became more enmeshed in the poetics of hemispheric
errancy” (“Caraibe” 103).



II
Shifty/Shifting Characters

One of the failings of our intellectuals is that we have always utilized the
tools or the methodologies of others—of those who bhave never really under-
stood us. It’s a faulty, illogical approach—to use the instruments, the tools of
someone who looks at me askance and says to himself: “I'm going to under-
stand the Haitian people.” That explains the gap that has always existed
between the intelligentsia—the Haitian intellectuals—and the Haitian
masses. They don’t understand us, they have never understood us. They look
at us as “abnormal,” as sick people of the Caribbean, as schizophrenics, as
crazy people. They look at us as people who enjoy living in misery.
—Frankétienne!

One of the central concerns that has consistently marked the literature
of the French-speaking Caribbean is, of course, that of accurately
conveying the physical and emotional reality of the postcolonial indi-
vidual. Gayatri Spivak, in her seminal essay “Can the Subaltern Speak,”
reflects on the problematic disparity between the necessarily elitist—
albeit sympathetic—discourse of the postcolonial writing subject and the
supposed mutism of the object of this discourse. Addressing more specif-
ically the Caribbean situation, Maryse Condé questions the troublingly
narrow configurations of the individual and collective in the works of
“canonical” male writers of the French-speaking Americas in “Order,
Disorder, Freedom.” Similarly regionally focused, Edouard Glissant
considers the possibilities offered by opacity in representing postcolonial
communities, and evokes in particular his own fraught efforts to write
“the novel of the We” (Discours 267). He and others also pose the ques-
tion of how to negotiate the African dimension of Afro-Caribbean
identity within an overwhelmingly racist and racialized New World
context. Destined, it seems often, to appropriate, challenge, and rework
discourses of subjecthood presented by imperialist European writers and
theorists, postcolonial intellectuals have long struggled with the issue of
representing the individual from an original and, for the most part, coun-
terdiscursive perspective. Historically, the most celebrated writers of the
region have tended to present readers with whole and sympathetic char-
acters who, although often troubled if not outright traumatized,

31
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ultimately show themselves capable of sustaining coherent and even
progressive dialogue about themselves and their condition—or allow an
omniscient narrator to do so in their stead. These are intact and exem-
plary characters—commendable or cautionary—to whom the reader is
able to “attach” with relative ease.

Leaving to a separate discussion the question of whether or not such
configurative strategies satisfyingly meet the challenges of representation
mentioned above, I argue in the following three chapters that
Frankétienne, Fignolé, and Philoctéte largely write away from such
tendencies. I posit that the singular manner in which the Spiralist authors
construct the characters of their narratives offers particularly compelling
representations of the circumstances of individual and collective exis-
tence in the Caribbean—representations that convincingly correspond to
realities at once specifically Haitian and more generally postcolonial and
postmodern. I begin with a look at Frankétienne’s aggressive and
sustained destabilization of his own narrative authority in Miir a crever
and Ultravocal, noting the extent to which these first Spiralist works
establish the template for later works by all three authors. From there, I
consider Les Affres d’un défi, a narrative that rehabilitates the Haitian
zombie on both a textual and metatextual level. I conclude this first
section with a look at Les Possédés de la pleine lune, Aube Tranquille,
and Le Peuple des terres mélées, narratives in which phenomena of
doubling, fracturing, and schizophrenia are presented as states of being
that correspond most faithfully to contemporary reality at once in Haiti
and trans/internationally.

Eliminating tales of prevailing heroes uniting troubled communities,
and nuancing significantly schema of tormented individuals achieving
personal enlightenment, the Spiralist authors undermine the very notion
of the protagonist in their writings. They challenge the legitimacy of spec-
tacular heroism or individual transcendent wholeness and instead
emphasize the often schizophrenic inextricability of Self and Other(s).
They provide honest articulations of the perils of being and offer prac-
tical examples of non-individuated self-expression. Questions of cultural
authenticity and identity construction, cornerstones of Indigenist,
Negritude, Antillanist, and Creolist rhetoric are never exhaustively
formulated. The figure of the charismatic, messianic savior is absent, as
are the resultant grand narratives that risk reducing the collective to a
state of dependent and alienated hero worship. Indeed, the Spiralists
suggest that any idealized portrayals of the Haitian individual hero and
his or her relationship to the community suppose the existence of unified,
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unfettered beings capable of self-affirmation and coherent political
action. The three authors thus distance themselves from the “myth or
desire for social, cultural, and psychic integration to compensate for the
fragmentation and provisionality of the collective Being” (Benitez-Rojo
189), and argue implicitly that the overwhelming political absurdity
faced by Haiti’s citizens renders such depictions far from representative
of the average Haitian’s personal or social reality.?

Though the assertion of the essential incompleteness of Being is narra-
tivized differently by each of the three Spiralist authors, a number of
common configurative threads run through their writings. All of their
characters are marked by a certain impermeability—a desired Glissantian
opacity, even—and while specific individuals are named and developed
as characters, a fundamental ambiguity often prevents the reader from
defining the principal players with any degree of certainty. Identities in
the Spiralists” works shift arbitrarily, ethical positions are blurred, filial
ties are confused at best, and the majority of relationships show them-
selves to be deeply unstable. Discouraging the labeling of clear-cut heroes
or absolute victims, the Spiralists maintain the uncomfortable reality of
their characters’ incoherent and often unsympathetic selves—a decidedly
chancy strategy for seducing the reader. Virtually all one can know of
these characters is their role in the events of the narrative at hand and,
with few exceptions, any notion of their past or future can be gleaned
only from the example of their present reality—the “few coils of the
spiral” (Frankétienne, Miir a crever 90) that the author has managed to
grasp briefly. In the rare instances in which genealogies are provided,
they serve mainly to destabilize or to undermine identity.? Long-suffering
zombies, allegorical wanderers, century-hopping, institutionalized
former slaves, and headless young housewives, the Spiralist characters
seem to exist without reference, fragmented and unpredictable. Like
musical passages in textual symphonies, they literally and figuratively
bounce off, echo, double, and reflect one another. They are signposts,
harbingers, and rest stops—so many parallel or contradictory building
blocks that contribute as much to the form as to the content of a given
text.

Each of the works discussed in this section proposes a mimetic repre-
sentation of individuals and/or communities fractured by violence and,
consequently, struggling with the seeming impossibility of sustained soli-
darity. Each illustrates how socio-historical circumstances of injustice
and dysfunction directly impact and determine the individual and the
collective psyche. The Spiralists acknowledge the physical and psycho-
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logical barriers to revolutionary action—at once external (violence,
disenfranchisement, limiting “-isms”) and internal(ized) (guilt, fear,
neurosis). They make a concerted effort to present Caribbean communi-
ties—both subaltern and socially varied—without exoticizing or
patronizing their individual members. More than merely paying lip
service to the task of finding non-othering ways to represent silenced or
discounted peoples, the Spiralists dare to present broken characters that
do not necessarily ever become whole or exemplary; they dare to cede
their own narrative authority to those who are regularly denied voice or
spoken for; they risk writing the “We” despite the inevitable contradic-
tions and disturbing inconsistencies of the communities and individuals
that circulate in their works. Indeed, their characters by no means point
to any sort of “happy hybridity” (Dash, “Postcolonial” 235) underlying
New World postcolonial reality; nor, though, are they expressions of
some uniquely Haitian pessimism. By completely, if differently, investing
in the formal and conceptual possibilities offered by the spiral,
Frankétienne, Fignolé, and Philoctéte evoke the unresolved tensions that
make up all communities—tensions between life and death, movement
and paralysis, freedom and internment, among others. Positing the whole
of human existence as a series of spiralic iterations, their works explic-
itly reject narratives of progress and evolution, featuring instead lives
interrupted, relived, or renewed, and constructing the whole of reality as
a constant negotiation of seemingly oppositional forces. The result is an
aesthetic rooted in a distinctly Haitian worldview yet wholly represen-
tative of a broader postcolonial and (post)modern “condition.”

NOTES

1 “Identité.”

2 Edouard Glissant’s third novel, Malemort (1975), similarly presents broken and
multiplied characters as “realist” portrayals of the Caribbean individual. It is impor-
tant to note that this text, I think rightly, is generally singled out by theorists as
unusual or as a turning point with respect to Glissant’s other novels—the early La
Lézarde and Le Quatrieme siecle, certainly, but also the later La Case du comman-
deur and Mahagony (cf. André’s Caraibales [163-64], Burton’s Roman marron [85],
Hallward’s Absolutely Postcolonial [87], Ormerod’s Introduction [37], Rochmann’s
Esclave fugitif [247], et al.). Often referred to as Glissant’s most pessimistic and
impenetrable novel—labels regularly assigned to the Spiralists’ fiction—Malemort
embraces, I believe, a Spiralist ethic-aesthetic from which Glissant subsequently
retreats.

3 I cannot help but think of the paratextual information provided at the conclu-
sion of several of Glissant’s novels: the chronology provided at the conclusion of Le
Quatrieme siécle; the inclusion of dates alongside the chapter titles in the table of
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contents of Malemort; the family tree presented as an appendix to La Case du
commandeur; the chronology included in Mahagony. Whether these additions were
Glissant’s decision or that of his editor, such date-based appendices are meant to help
the reader establish linear bearings in each of the narratives.



1
Beings Without Borders

Miir a crever and Ultravocal

To live in the Caribbean is essentially to manage one’s anxiety.
—TJean-Claude Fignolé!

Frankétienne’s Miir a crever is in many respects the most accessible—the
most traditional, it might be argued—of all the Spiralist prose works.
With an articulation of the Spiralist perspective woven into the very fabric
of the narration, the novel offers at once the most explicit delineation of
the Spiralist aesthetic and, by that very fact, the most atypical illustra-
tion of the creative practices it describes. The basic elements of the story
are straightforward and uncomplicated, and the narrative trajectory of
a central character is presented with relative coherence. In this, Miir a
crever would seem to depart from the chaotic fictional universes I have
described above. Despite its ostensible conventionality, however, this
1968 novel provides an initial example of real creative possibilities for
narrativizing a Spiralist aesthetic—the first hints of the configurative
strategies that appear more dramatically in Frankétienne’s subsequent
writings as well as in the works of Fignolé and Philoctéte. Frankétienne
himself regarded Miir a crever as something of a template for his future
works—a sort of pre-text that would serve as the point of departure from
which to introduce his provocative aesthetic.? He explains as much in a
1992 interview:

As it described the journey, both real and fictional, of a character searching

for his double, Miir a crever was also an attempt at renewing the novel genre.

The novel is an entanglement of structures, situations, connections, inter-

rupted by a succession of unexpected breaches—a writing technique. This

process is somewhat reminiscent of the so-called “Brechtian distanciation”

used in the theater in order to awaken the audience, from time to time, and
to trigger its critical reflection vis-a-vis reality. (“Interview” 388)

Miir a crever recounts the misadventures of the young Haitian Raynand,
an unemployed, disenfranchised everyman of the postcolony who suffers
all the requisite existential and material challenges and humiliations
presented by an overwhelmingly corrupt, racist, and classist society. Over

36
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the course of the narrative, Raynand finds himself rejected by his bour-
geois girlfriend and her family, obliged to immigrate to the Bahamas,
deported from same and relegated to the status of “boat-person,” cheated
by an unscrupulous American businessman, too impoverished to afford
the medicine that would cure his dying mother’s tuberculosis, imprisoned
by an army of foreign invaders while attending a political rally, and,
finally, shot to death during his escape from prison. In the midst of all
of this, somewhere between being beaten up by his former girlfriend’s
new fiancé and being beaten by the police, Raynand meets a man who
becomes his best friend, the socially conscious would-be writer Paulin.
Educated and politically committed, Paulin takes on the task of awak-
ening Raynand to the systematic nature of the injustices that determine
his existence. In a series of very staged, master-student type exchanges,
Paulin initiates a reconditioning of Raynand’s mindset and enables him
to envision a more liberated future. He ultimately gives Raynand the highly
symbolic responsibility of finding a title for the novel he is writing—a
masterwork that he claims will revolutionize literature as a genre.
Paulin’s character, although allotted a supporting role with respect to
the events of the narrative, ultimately proves most revealing vis-a-vis
Frankétienne’s broader literary intentions. Throughout Miir a crever,
Paulin pronounces phrases and formulas that are, for all intents and
purposes, identical to those articulated by Frankétienne in interviews
given during the period of the work’s conception and publication. Author
and fictional character follow the same impulses, are consumed by the
same visions, and seek out the same sensations. Toward the midpoint of
the story, in Mir a crever’s longest chapter, the reader is even provided
with a fairly exhaustive theoretical discussion of spiralisme, as conceived
and articulated by Paulin. It is here that Paulin lays out his plan to write
a Spiralist work. Like Frankétienne, Fignolé, and Philoctéte, Paulin is
convinced that literature represents an increasingly outdated medium in
a technologically advancing world. He claims that he will break with
worn-out literary conventions by writing a non-linear text in which the
polysemic potential and the associative value of the word are exploited
to the fullest. The creative program that Paulin hopes to promulgate and
that, incidentally, he calls Spiralism, is to be determined by a profoundly
non-conformist poetic and a refusal of the notion that life can be captured
and represented by means of a straight line or vector. Paulin insists that
it is solely in the spiral that all the movements of life might be consid-
ered. Convinced (like his creator) that the form of the spiral perfectly
embodies the simultaneously advancing and repeating movement of
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human existence, Paulin proposes his literary model as the only written
aesthetic that can possibly hope to bridge the gap between Word and Act.
According to Paulin, “the Spiralist language, imbued with mobility,
capable by its functionality of suggesting an ambience, of marking the
temperature, offers a satisfying solution” (94). Paulin is not interested,
then, in telling a story from beginning to end, nor does he intend to use
his writing to spell out a specific political stance. Rather, his unique goal
is to gain access to the deepest regions of his own psyche, from which he
believes he will be able to identify and narrativize that which unites him
with the rest of humanity. He is convinced of the necessity of embracing
the Césairean impulse—of risking an “an incursion into his interior
volcano in order to grasp, burned by lava, even the simplest word” (89).
Paulin is confident that this auto-interrogation—this direct expression of
his innermost self (as opposed to a crafted description or explanation of
that self)—will enable him to find the courage and the motivation to take
concrete steps toward changing the world around him. Clearly these
notions echo the explicitly and repeatedly evoked motivation for
Frankétienne’s literary representations of Being. In effect, by configuring
Paulin as a politically engaged intellectual struggling to articulate a
“Spiralist” aesthetic and to write a novel of which the title, we learn even-
tually, will be Miir a crever, Frankétienne encourages his reader to view
Paulin’s discourse as the fictional expression of the greater aesthetic
philosophy underlying the content of the narrative.

The implied linking of Frankétienne-Author and his character Paulin
can be looked at in light of the connection between Frankétienne and a
second, ostensibly discrete character: the first-person narrator. This
narrator never explicitly identifies himself as writer of the story recounted
in the novel, yet Frankétienne in many ways encourages the reader to see
in him another authorial avatar. As with Paulin, this narrator “speaks
Spiralism”:

Each day, I employ the dialect of mad cyclones. I speak the madness of
contrary winds.
Each evening, I use the patois of furious rains. I speak the fury of overflowing
waters.
Each night, I speak to the Caribbean islands the language of hysterical
tempests. I speak the hysteria of the sea in heat.
Dialect of cyclones. Patois of rains. Language of tempests. Unfolding of life
in a spiral. (7)
Neither dispassionate nor omnipresent, this highly “subjectified”
narrator becomes a progressively more agitated voice who, after the
opening pages, refers only obliquely, if at all, to the actual events of what
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seems to have been set up as the “principal” narrative, increasingly
invested as he is in the stream-of-consciousness telling of his own, very
personal story. There are tales of boyhood mischief-making and difficult
lessons learned, bittersweet memories of a lonely peasant grandmother,
awakenings to social consciousness, and numerous other accounts of
such seminal moments in a life. This “I”—clearly a sensitive, politically
engaged intellectual—is so forthcoming, so comprehensive in his solip-
sism that the reader would be hard-pressed not to catch more than a little
bit of Frankétienne’s own essence there.

To confuse things even further—that is, to conflate identities on yet
another level—the reader is encouraged to form a certain connection
between this same I-narrator and the character of Paulin. There are a
number of points in the novel where the latter’s discourse echoes, repeats,
and affirms that of the former. Take, for example, the following decla-
ration extracted from the first-person narrator’s second intervention:

I'm suffocating. I write down everything that comes into my head. The
important thing for me is the exorcism. The liberation of something. Of
someone. Of myself perhaps. Deliverance. Catharsis. ’'m suffocating. I don’t
see any cellar window. And I push against the walls of my asphyxiation with
the battering ram of words ... ’'m tired. Now I knock on closed doors. I
fidget impatiently. I cry out. I call out. I scream. Will my cry of alarm succeed
in reaching its goal? (17)
Now compare the above with this later passage, extracted from a scene
in which Paulin explains his literary motivations to Raynand:
That which obsesses me the most would be to manage to get out of this
bunker that imprisons each of us. To translate myself by deciphering the

hieroglyphics that exasperate me. Succeed in triggering something in the
reader’s thought. (91)

Paulin’s declaration amounts to little more than a rephrasing of the first-
person narrator’s statements—statements that, as we have seen, replicate
the discourse of Frankétienne himself in his stated desire “to awaken the
audience, from time to time, and to trigger its critical reflection vis-a-vis
reality.” The relatively straightforward Miir a crever is thus infused with
a narrative echo-effect whereby the authorial voice and those of Paulin
and the first-person narrator overlap increasingly indissociably.

This blurring of the boundaries between Paulin and Frankétienne,
Frankétienne and the I-narrator, the I-narrator and Paulin, far from
forming a closed circle, continues to spin out, opening up spiralically to
include Raynand as well. During the moments leading up to his death,
Raynand, in turn, assumes a voice that echoes the “Spiralist” inflections
of the I-narrator. As he becomes increasingly aware of both his individual
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suffering and his link to the collective, he, too, adopts a position of
profound, if troubled belonging to a totality:
He feels the beating pulse of the planet. The distended heart of the sea. He
detects the nausea of volcanoes. The tormented circulation of earthquakes.
The faraway fall of raindrops. The silent undulating of knots of light. The
limp progression of subterranean waters. The spiralic deployment of marine
waves. The lively scraping of the wind. The painful coughing fits of cyclones.
The perfumes of the stars, mixed indistinctly with the odors of plants, make
his head spin. Permanent dizziness. His voice, a range of registers, filters the

feeble music of the moon, the piercing song of comets, the deep tones of the
sun. (152)

In the final pages of the novel, Raynand explicitly calls into question the
heretofore presumed separateness of his and Paulin’s identity. As he
expires in the arms of a fellow escapee, Raynand attempts to come to
grips with the permeability of the frontier separating him from Paulin.
—Who is Paulin?
—My double ... The one I’'ve been looking for ... I’ve never found him ...
I’'ve walked ... Pve run ... My whole life ... My double has always been just
ahead of me.

—Is he a friend, this double?
—He’s just me perhaps ... Me at a distance ... Me in the conditional ... (180)

Thus whereas throughout the novel Paulin provides insight into the
Spiralist philosophy, functioning somewhat transparently as the fictional
“spokesperson” for Frankétienne, both his unity and his authority end
up fundamentally compromised—at once by this merging with Raynand
and by the fact that he abruptly and completely disappears well before
the narrative’s conclusion. Moreover, considered alongside the language
that connects Frankétienne to Paulin, and the parallels of intention
linking Paulin and the I-narrator, this final fusing of Paulin’s and
Raynand’s identities effectively integrates Raynand into the fictive and
meta-fictive triumvirate—author/I-narrator/narrated character—at the
heart of Miir a crever.’

The I-narrator already quite explicitly refers to this conflation, in fact,
at the very beginning of the work, calling attention to the intrinsic schiz-
ophrenia of the Author as a creator whose fictional characters are
ultimately extensions of himself:

I speak with Raynand’s voice, with Paulin’s voice, with my own. Raynand
and Paulin are but one and the same character. Me, I’'m their voice, at times
weak, at times strong, but always in existence. Always present. The broken
voice of the Third World. The voice suffocated by immense shadows.
Raynand, weary, looks for himself in Paulin, in the image of the one who

fights to transform repugnant realities. And in the interval, one voice remains
audible: Raynand’s, Paulin’s, my own. (10)
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The result of this tripartite identity-confusion is the creation of plural-
ized narrative entities, none of whom are configured as whole or
consistent in his self. Rather, they are overlapping, unreliable beings
whose identities are doubly and triply refracted as bits and pieces of one
another. Frankétienne thus obliges the reader to actively engage in the
process of interpretation, which is of course very much a process of
creation. Ceding this responsibility to his reader, Frankétienne subtly
refuses to serve as centralizing author-ity. In this, his approach to the
characters of Mir a crever recalls Martin Munro’s assessment of the
“identity games” played by Haitian writer Dany Laferriére. Considering
Laferriére’s J’écris, Munro writes: “[T]he fine line that separates author
from autobiographical referent itself dissolves and an indeterminate
space opens up in which identity is even more fluid, a fact indicated in
the multiple significations of the first-person subject pronoun” (Exile
184). Removing the boundaries between creator and created, or rather
conceiving of the latter as an aspect or iteration of the former,
Frankétienne emphasizes the univocal nature of Being. He is interested
in “the fractured I and the dissolved self, and in the correlation of the
fractured I with the dissolved self” (Deleuze, Difference 259). He suggests
that he, as Author, is but one of the many possible incarnated vessels
through which a non-specific essence—a “voice,” as he puts it—might
pass.

The Deleuzian dimensions of Frankétienne’s configurative strategy
correspond to very specific, very practical concerns regarding writing and
elite being in Haiti. His deprivileging of the identifiable, self-conscious
individual is a precise response to the question of how to most satisfy-
ingly represent the postcolonial subject in a manner that avoids typical
hierarchies dividing elite from subaltern. That is, Frankétienne’s decen-
tered subject implicitly proposes a means of integrating the author into
the “We” represented in the text, thus offering the foundations of a real-
izable literary ideal. Merging author and character, Miir a crever tacitly
proposes a first step toward limiting the privileged authority of the elite
author. It essentially links the writing subject—links his essence, that is—
to (that of) the non-elite individual about and often for whom he writes.
Further, there is a postcolonial Haitian literary tradition vis-a-vis which
Frankétienne might be regarded as a particularly extreme creative itera-
tion—a tradition specifically evoked by Fignolé, in fact. The latter writes,
“Roumain, Alexis, Lespes, Franckétienne [sic|—they contemplate the
relationship between the individual and the collective. The individual
never conceiving of himself as separate from the collective but as an inte-
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gral part of the collective. Invigorating it and being invigorated by it”
(Veeu de voyage 83). Fignolé continues, “Also, the coming together, the
integration of the individual into the Collective is not a fact of simple
momentum. It is acknowledgment. Of oneself in others. Of others in
oneself. For one and the same destiny. Greater than acknowledgment, I
see solidarity” (84). Frankétienne takes this abstract, social coming-
together to a more profound psychological and emotional level. He and
the characters of his fiction become increasingly indistinguishable from
one another, equally bound up in the narrative’s tragedy and drama.
The quasi-schizophrenic destabilizing of identities that determines

narrative voice in Mir a crever happens as well on the more particular,
experiential level of the individual character Raynand. Not yet the full-
blown schizoid of Fignolé and Philoctéete’s novels, discussed below,
Raynand’s fragmentation as an individual is primarily metaphorical. It
reveals itself in a series of disjunctions of which his ultimate fusing with
Paulin is in fact the culminating instance. Early in the novel, for example,
during an encounter with his girlfriend’s father, the fault lines in
Raynand’s psyche are already exposed. Raynand arrives at Solange’s
imposing family home where, fully intimidated, he is escorted into their
perfectly bourgeois sitting room:

Raynand took in the room with a circular glance around him. He settled

himself into an overstuffed chair, directly facing a rectangular mirror hung

on the wall. Like that he’ll be able to look at himself from time to time. To

monitor his posture. To keep an eye on his gestures ... He looked himself

over in the mirror. P’m not too bad with my broad forehead and my thick

eyebrows. But I’d be better looking with a little tuft of hair. It seems like my

left eye is smaller than my right. My nose is wide, flattened at the base, with

gaping nostrils—like an ox. My God! Might I be a bit ugly? Might I have

an unpleasant appearance? Solange’s parents seem so well-off. The most

elegant house in the neighborhood ... A lovely sitting room. A television set.
A stereo. (19-20)

Facing this mirror, one of several to appear—at once passive and
condemning—throughout the narrative, Raynand becomes differently
aware of himself. The mirror reflects back to Raynand his image in the
eyes of the world: his object-self in the midst of other, more stylish objects
among which he knows he does not belong. He becomes uncomfortably
conscious of his self as a social entity, valid only in its/his perceived value
within a profoundly corrupt collective. In breaking down his physical “1”
into its constituent parts in the mirror, and then contextualizing that “I”
within the alienating frame of Solange’s parlor, Raynand act