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ABSTRACT 

RACE-CROSSINGS AT THE CROSSROADS OF AFRICAN AMERICAN TRAVEL 

IN THE CARIBBEAN 

Traversing geographical borders frequently allows people the illusion of crossing 

social, political, and economic boundaries. For African-Americans of the early twentieth 

century, crossing physical borders offered the promise of freedom from racial segregation 

and discrimination in all aspects of social, political, and cultural life. Haiti became a site 

for African-American imaginings of a free and just society beyond the problem of the 

color line. From the 1920's through the 1980's, African-American travel writing was 

strategically deployed in efforts to transform a U. S. society characterized by Jim Crow 

segregation. In the process, Haiti and the rest of the Caribbean were romanticized as 

spaces of racial equality and political freedom. This project examines the ways in which 

the Caribbean has been packaged by and for African-Americans, of both U. S. and 

Caribbean ancestry, as a place to re-engage with romanticized African origins. In the 

selling of the Caribbean, cultural/heritage tourism, romance/sex tourism and ecotourism 

all trade on the same metaphors of loss and redemption of the innocence, equality, and 

purity found in a state of nature. Through analyses of standard commercial tourism 

advertising alongside of travel writing, I argue that with the growth of the black middle-

class in the late 1980's crossings to the Caribbean have become romantic engagements 

with an idealized pastoral past believed lost in the transition to middle-class prosperity in 

the United States. African-American travel writers, writing about the Caribbean, tend to 

create a monolithic community of cultural belonging despite differences of geography 



and class, and gender hierarchies. Thus, African-American travelers' tales constitute 

narratives at the crossroads of celebrations of their economic progress in the United 

States and nostalgia for a racial community believed lost on the road to suburban 

prosperity. For them, the Caribbean stands in as the geographical metaphor for that 

idealized lost community. 



INTRODUCTION 

RACE-CROSSINGS AT THE CROSSROADS OF AFRICAN AMERICAN 

TRAVEL IN THE CARIBBEAN 

When you take a journey, you are no longer yourself. Already no 
one knows you any more, neither your family nor your friends. 

When you embark on a journey, you have already arrived. The 
world you are going to is already in your head. You have already 
walked in it, eaten in it; you have already made friends; a lover is 
already waiting. 

Dionne Brand. A Map to the Door of No Return. 

In her "Introduction" to Black Body: Women, Colonialism, and Space, Radhika 

Mohanram examines the relationship between racial categories and geographical location 

by considering spatial constructions of her own ethnicity: 

[A]fter I arrived in New Zealand I was referred to as 'black'—which 

threw me into utter confusion as I had shaped my adult identity as a 

minority in the US labeled 'brown'.... When visiting in India, even when 

dressed in traditional Indian clothes, the movements of my body, my walk, 

my body language, mark me as not completely Indian. The way my body 

holds itself and occupies space betrays its prolonged sojourn in non-Indian 

spaces and in unfamiliar landscape features. This destabilization, from 

unmarked Indian, to a minority brown, to an immigrant black, force me to 

analyze my own notions of raced hierarchies, embodied nations, bodily 

identity and mobility... (xii) 
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Like Mohanram, I began this project as an investigation of mobility, specifically, of how 

notions of race, ethnicity, gender, and social class travel. I trace representational 

practices in a variety of Afi^ican American texts and images that have become central to 

the construction of race/ethnicity in the United States and the Caribbean. 

As with Mohanram, my own travels have informed my approach to this project. I 

began writing in Tucson, Arizona in the United States; my research took me to Haiti, 

Jamaica, and finally Belize, where I completed the bulk of my ethnographic fieldwork. I 

completed the writing in a small town in rural Vermont. My travels have forced me to 

consider relationships between nationality and regional location in the construction of 

racial hierarchies. In the southeastern United States, where I was bom, and in the 

northeast, where I spent most of my life, I have been readily accepted as a light-skinned 

black or African American woman. While living in Tucson, not far from the Mexican 

border, my hairstyle determined whether I was seen as Afi^ican American or Mexican. In 

every instance when I was mistaken as 'Mexican,' I noted that the term was used as a 

term of disparagement, to mark me as a racial other. In Haiti, I was mistaken for a 

Haitian mulatta, until my lack of proficiency with Kreyol marked me as an American 

black. Belizeans mistook me for a Belizean throughout my six-month residence there, 

though I was believed to be an urbanite and resident of Belize City, its largest city, and 

not of the small rural village in the south. In Jamaica, a country with a long history of 

encounters with black tourists from the U.S., I was not immediately located within the 

national body. However, with my revelation of my family history and my mother's 

maiden name of Powell, Jamaicans not only placed me in Jamaica, but within a particular 
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region of the country: Manchester. For Jamaicans, family heritage, not skin color, 

brought me into the national imagination. Traveling throughout the Caribbean, I began to 

understand its attraction to black travelers from the United States throughout much of the 

twentieth-century. The quest for acceptance and belonging animates much of the 

literature produced by those travelers. 

Traversing geographical borders frequently allows people the illusion of crossing 

social, political, and economic boundaries. For African Americans of the early twentieth 

century, crossing physical borders offered the promise of freedom from racial segregation 

and discrimination in all aspects of social, political, and cultural life. Haiti became a site 

for African-American imaginings of a free and just society beyond the problem of the 

color line. From the 1920's to the early 1980's, African-American travel writing was 

strategically deployed in efforts to transform a U. S. society characterized by Jim Crow 

segregation. In the process, Haiti and the rest of the Caribbean were romanticized as 

spaces of racial equality and political freedom. This project examines the ways in which 

the Caribbean has been packaged by and for African-Americans, of both U. S. and 

Caribbean ancestry, as a place to re-engage with romanticized African origins. In the 

selling of the Caribbean, cultural/heritage tourism, romance/sex tourism and ecotourism 

all trade on the same metaphors of loss and redemption of the innocence, equality, and 

purity found in a state of nature. Through analyses of standard commercial tourism 

advertising alongside of travel writing, I argue that Post-Civil Rights Era crossings to the 

Caribbean constitute romantic engagements with an idealized pastoral past believed lost 

in the transition to middle-class prosperity in the United States. African-American travel 
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writers, writing about the Caribbean, tend to create a monolithic community of cultural 

belonging despite differences of geography and class, and gender hierarchies. Thus, 

African-American travelers' tales constitute narratives at the crossroads of celebrations of 

their economic progress in the United States and nostalgia for a racial community 

believed lost on the road to suburban prosperity. For them, the Caribbean stands in as the 

geographical metaphor for that idealized lost community. 

Contemporary theories of travel and tourism, along with postcolonial feminist 

theories of nationality, gender, and race/ethnicity inform this project. In coming up with 

a title to designate the subject of this study, I have had to contend with the problem of 

nomenclature. I use the term 'African American' provisionally and relationally, aware 

that its usage to identify people with a heritage of slavery in the United States is of recent 

vintage. As a category of ethnic identification, African American might best be 

understood as a product of the post-Black Power/Civil Rights era in United States racial 

history. The term 'black' signaled the acceptance of a marginalized and negative identity, 

but then transforming that identity into a positive site for collective, transformative, and 

revolutionary praxis in opposition to racial, social, and economic injustice. Moreover, 

the revolutionary possibilities of blackness could be activated transnationally, as in the 

case of Britain where 'black' has been activated by British people of African and Asian 

ancestry in opposition to the dominant ethnocentric discourse of Englishness. As Stuart 

Hall points out in "Old and New Identities, Old and New Ethnicities": "Anti-racism in 

the seventies was only fought and only resisted in the community, in the localities, behind 

the slogan of a Black pohtics and the Black experience" (55). Yet, Hall continues: 
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"Blackness as a political identity in the light of the understanding of any identity is 

always complexly composed, always historically constructed. It is never in the same 

place but always positional" (57). In "The Politics of Space, Time and Substance: State 

Formation, Nationalism and Ethnicity," anthropologist Ana Alonso stresses the 

importance of understanding nationalism and ethnicity as mutually constituting processes 

and as effects of the homogenizing and particularizing projects of state formation: 

In contrast to nationalism, ethnicity is partly an effect of the 

particularizing projects of state formation, projects that produce 

hierarchized forms of imagining peoplehood that are assigned varying 

degrees of social esteem and differential privileges and prerogatives 

within a political community. (391) 

If blackness has been activated in England, the Caribbean, and the U.S. as an oppositional 

political identity, African American signifies national belonging, Americanness with a 

difference. Both components of the term are reductive. The word 'African' conflates an 

ethnically and regionally diverse continent into a single racialized category of identity, 

which is then easily attached to American, an imperial reference to two continents 

already appropriated as a marker of national identity by the United States. The term 

African American speaks volumes to the power of multiculturalism in the United States' 

articulation of a brand of 'American exceptionalism' whereby the nation is always 

already a plural democratic society. No longer members of an imagined transnational 

black collectivity, African Americans now understand themselves as ethnic members of a 

national citizenry. 
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When traveling, all racial and ethnic categories of belonging become destabilized 

and reorganized. Recognizing that all categories of identification are provisional and 

politically charged, when discussing particular texts I use racial and ethnic terminology in 

its historical context and in accordance with each writer's usage of markers of identity. I 

use "race-crossings" in the title of this dissertation to refer to the destabilization of racial 

categories when traveling across politically constructed geographical boundaries and 

borders. Yet race-crossings also refer to processes of racial hybridity historically 

imagined as creolization, racial mixing, crossbreeding, or miscegenation. All such 

designations presuppose the existence of 'pure racial types' against which persons 

belonging to impure, or mixed 'races' are measured. 

Anthropologist Eric Wolf points out that race entails "notions about the variability 

of the species and about the possible imphcations of this variability" (1). In "Perilous 

Ideas: Race, Culture, Peoples," Wolf analyzes various circuits of the trade in slaves 

throughout the centuries to demonstrate that notions of enduring racial traits cannot be 

divorced from political-economic circuits of capital accumulation, production, and social 

reproduction. "Bio-moral thinking" or "the ranking of races from those least perfect to 

the most exalted" are bound up with popular ideas about what bodies are suitable for 

what forms of labor. According to Wolf, the relatively new term of 'ethnicity' is an 

improvement over racial categories that rely on ideas about the relationship between 

'blood quantum' and human value; but ethnicity is erected upon an old base of race. 

Despite rhetorical transitions from race to culture to ethnicity, blood still operates 

metonymically for national identity and purity. 
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Accounts of travel to the Caribbean variously look upon evidence of 'cross-racial 

breeding' with disdain or desire. In Postnationalism Prefigured: Caribbean Borderlands, 

anthropologist Charles V. Carnegie argues: "People in the United States sometimes look 

toward the Caribbean and Latin America with admiration and longing because of the 

interracial harmony these neighbors supposedly enjoy" (29). Despite postcolonial and 

postmodern valorizations of Caribbean hybridity for its ability to destabilize 

homogenizing narratives of national belonging, Carnegie points out that "in Jamaica 

terms of reference and signification such as Indian, Chinese, and Syrian denote 

immutable characteristics that permanently mark the person as different, no matter how 

integrated she is or feels herself to be in the national culture" (31 emphasis added). 

Further, in The Caribbean Postcolonial: Social Equality, Post-Nationalism, and Cultural 

Hybridity, Caribbeanist Shalini Puri argues that "while cultural hybridity may point to 

potentially destabilizing contradictions in purist and homogenizing narratives of the 

nation, these contradictions in logic do not necessarily disable the nation or render it 

untenable in practice—even at the level of rhetoric, far less at the level of political 

economy" (21). In a 1999 essay "Canonized Hybridities, Resistant Hybridities: Chutney 

Soca, Carnival, and the PoHtics of Nationalism," Puri points out that both the state and 

capital have appropriated discourses of cultural hybridity to secure the nation by 

sanctioning non-threatening hybridities while disallowing threatening hybridities (18). 

Sanctioned cultural hybridities render invisible notions of peoplehood founded on 

resemblances to an idealized racial type. Moreover, in Sugar's Secrets: Race and the 

Erotics of Cuban Nationalism, Vera M. Kutzinski reminds us that discourses of 



17 

creolization, 'metissage,' or hybridity simultaneously celebrate the sexualized mulatta 

while masking racial hierarchies. "The rhetoric of hybridity," Puri argues, "displaces the 

issue of social inequahty between and within groups" (2004:50). 

Travel may unsettle racial categories and hierarchies, but as a practice and an 

experience, travel does not completely undermine and unravel national categories of 

belonging. Travelers do not embark upon a journey to a foreign country with a blank 

slate; they venture forth carrying a great deal of ideological baggage. For travelers, the 

weight of that baggage foregrounds certain experiences and perceptions while 

minimizing, even forgetting, other experiences. Travel narratives enact a dialectic 

between societal remembering and forgetting, and are powerful instruments in the 

production of selective traditions. 

In Culture and Imperialism, Edward W. Said points out that "notions about 

culture were clarified, reinforced, criticized, or rejected" from "imperial experiences" and 

encounters (9). In his analysis of English and French literature of the eighteenth-and 

nineteenth-century. Said contends that: 

The power even in casual conversation to represent what is beyond 

metropolitan borders derives from the power of an imperial society, and 

that power takes the discursive form of a reshaping or reordering of "raw" 

or primitive data into the local conventions of European narrative and 

formal utterance, or, in the case of France, the systematics of disciplinary 

order. (99) 
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These utterances, Said continues, were "premised upon the silence of the native" (99). 

"When it came to what lay beyond metropolitan Europe, the arts and the disciplines of 

representation.. .depended on the powers of Europe to bring the non-European world into 

representations, the better to be able to see it, to master it, and, above all, to hold it" (99). 

Similarly in Haunted Journeys: Desire and Transgression in European Travel Writing, " 

Dennis Porter argues that "to represent the world is a political as well as an aesthetic-

cognitive activity. It is an effort both to put something alien into the words of a shared 

language for someone else at home and to put oneself in the Other's place abroad in order 

to speak on its behalf (14). Both Porter's and Said's observations inform my analysis of 

twentieth-century African American accounts of their travels to the Caribbean. 

Specifically, I have undertaken a contrapuntal analysis of African American travelers' 

discourses. To read Western narratives contrapuntally. Said argues, is to read "with a 

simultaneous awareness both of the metropolitan history that is narrated and of those 

other histories against which (and together with which) the dominating discourses act" 

(51). However, I note that the marginal status of African Americans within the United 

States complicates Said's binary divisions between the West and Other, and metropolitan 

and native. As Puri notes, postcolonial scholars must attend to the politics of location in 

African American writing. She asks: "What is it about America that enables its minority 

articulations to achieve global reach" (29)? The study of travel narratives thus opens up 

possibilities for investigating African American relations to U.S. imperialism. 

Critical analyses of travel and tourism in the Caribbean must make explicit the 

rendezvous between the global and the local in transnational circuits of production and 
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consumption of texts and images. Travel writing should be understood within a symbolic 

order that posits oppositions between the primitive and the civilized, tradition and 

modernity, nature and culture, and between the feminine and the masculine. In their 

introduction to Tourists with Typewriters: Critical Reflections on Contemporary Travel 

Writing, Patrick Holland and Graham Huggan note that "travel writing, like tourism, 

generates nostalgia for other times and places, even as it recognizes that they may by now 

have 'lost' their romantic aura" (8). 

Travel narratives come into being as the end product of a dialectic between stories 

and images. In Primitive Passions: Visuality, Sexuality, Ethnography, and Contemporary 

Chinese Cinema cultural theorist Rey Chow argues that "the habitual privileging of the 

literary on the part of scholars.. .means that the mutual reciprocities between literary and 

visual modes of representation, together with the questions of those reciprocities entail, 

are bypassed if not altogether suppressed" (7). The traveler synthesizes stories heard in 

the course of her or his travels with images of people, places and objects encountered. 

Travel is also a multisensory experience; sights, sounds, smells, tastes and tactile 

sensations all contribute to a traveler's perception of a place. Yet for the most part, 

theorists of travel ignore the corporeal specificity of the gendered, racialized, and 

sexualized traveling body. The European or Euro-American male gaze, with its 

historically and culturally determined perspective, is taken as the norm. Rationality itself 

has been defined against the feminine and 'the other.' The body and its passions are 

conceived as timeless and unvarying aspects of nature. The effect of assuming that 

bodies are a timeless part of nature is that travel as an embodied social practice involving 
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all the senses has not been adequately theorized. Culture and power differently constitute 

particular kinds of bodies and empower them to perform particular kinds of tasks in travel 

experiences differently. 

Addressing travel and tourism as a condition of modernity involves addressing the 

racialized, gendered, and sexualized body as it moves through politically constituted 

spaces. Despite increasing interests in scholarly studies of travel narratives and the 

publication of at least two anthologies of black travel writing—A Stranger in the Village: 

Two Centuries of African-American Travel Writing, edited by Farah J. Griffin and Cheryl 

J. Fish, and Always Elsewhere: Travels of the Black Atlantic, edited by Alasdair 

Pettinger—^there is still no book length study of twentieth-century African American 

travel in the Caribbean. Although the 1993 pubhcation of Paul Gilroy's The Black 

Atlantic: Modernity and Double Consciousness has resulted in the inclusion of the 

writing of black men, even their inclusion has been sporadic and uneven. For example, in 

"Africa/The Congo: The Politics of Darkness," Tim Youngs' contribution to the 2002 

publication, The Cambridge Companion to Travel Writing, the writer includes only four 

poems by Langston Hughes in his analysis of the representation of the Congo in travel 

literature. Similarly, in Imperial Eyes: Travel Writing and Transculturation, Mary 

Louise Pratt provides only a cursory examination of Richard Wright's Black Power. 

When black travel writers are included in these studies, it is the narratives of black men 

that are held up as representative texts. For the most part, Gilroy ignores or relegates the 

writings of black women travelers to footnotes or very superficial discussions. Likewise, 

in the 2001 publication Exotic Journeys: Exploring the Erotics of U.S. Travel Literature, 
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1840-1930, Justin D. Edwards includes discussions of travel narratives by William Wells 

Brown and Claude McKay, but nothing by black women travel writers. 

Addressing this general neglect in, selecting contributions for the edited volume 

Women at Sea: Travel Writing and the Margins of Caribbean Discourse, Caribbeanists 

Lizabeth Paravisini-Gebert and Ivette Romero-Cesareo included scholarly essays about 

Caribbean women travel writers, African American women travel writers, and travel 

literature on the Caribbean written by European women. In their introduction to the 

collection editors Paravisini-Gebert and Romero-Cesareo write: 

Women at Sea seeks to address two questions rarely posed in the ever

growing scholarly literature on travel, travel literature, and gender: Can 

the exploration of travel (and its genre, the travelogue) be expanded to 

include those traveling the social and economic periphery, the margins of 

colonial societies? And if so, what form do these travels and their 

chronicles take? .. .In this collection we look within the margins.. .for 

ways to redefine travel and the traveler.... (1-2) 

In this study, I seek to expand the exploration of travel by examining the travels of and 

travel writings from marginal members of U.S. society to Caribbean societies in the 

social and economic periphery of an expanding U.S. empire. 

"Race-Crossings at the Crossroads of Airican American Travel in the Caribbean" 

is divided into three parts: Part One: Aesthetic Judgment and Power; Part Two: 

Civilization or Barbarism; and Part Three: African American Tourists in the Caribbean. 

In Part One I focus on the relationship between aesthetic language and power in the 



22 

representational grammar of early twentieth-century travel literature. In the first chapter I 

examine James Weldon Johnson's representations of his travels to Venezuela and 

Nicaragua as a U.S. Consul. I argue that travel is a social performance wherein travelers 

take on various roles depending on the geographical and political stage. In Puerto 

Cabello, Venezuela Johnson plays the part of a Latin American gentleman. He joins an 

exclusive men's club, takes up horseback riding, and attends state balls. Johnson 

employs aesthetic language to remake himself as a cosmopolitan elite by demonstrating 

self-mastery through the mastery of an alien culture. In contradistinction to the role 

Johnson played in Venezuela, in Corinto, Nicaragua, U.S. foreign policy and a 

Nicaraguan revolution force him to play the part of a frontier warrior. Nicaragua 

provides the arena for Johnson's demonstration of his courage and valor in the service of 

the U.S. He clothed himself in all the accoutrements of the imperial conqueror. 

Following Said's exhortation to read imperial narratives contrapuntally with 

'native' texts, in Chapter 2 I interpret Eric Walrond's Tropic Death as a counterpoint to 

Johnson's account of his excursion to Panama during his Nicaragua assignment. Both 

Panama and Nicaragua are among the countries that make up the circum-Caribbean 

region, which includes the islands and mainland Caribbean nations. Walrond was bom in 

Georgetown, British Guiana (now Guyana) to a Guyanese father and a Barbadian mother. 

His father worked in Panama during the constmction of the canal. Eric Walrond spent 

much of his childhood and young adult life in the Canal Zone. After working as a 

newspaper reported in Panama, Walrond moved to the United States in 1918. Boni and 

Liveright published the ten stories collected as Tropic Death in 1926. In the stories set in 
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Panama, Walrond focuses a working-class lens on the U.S. administration of the Canal 

Zone. He deploys a counter-aesthetic discourse as a critique of the very imperial power 

that underwrites Johnson's aesthetic of imperial mastery. His stories are biting satires of 

the aestheticization of ethics and morality in the historical and social context of 

imperialism's impoverishment of local populations and its desecration of their physical 

environments. 

Part Two is also divided into two chapters. In Chapter 3, "Picturing and 

Possessing Haiti," I examine narratives and images deployed by three African American 

writers to represent Haiti during and immediately after the 1915 to 1934 U.S. occupation. 

I analyze the narratives and images brought home by James Weldon Johnson, Langston 

Hughes, and Zora Neale Hurston. I argue that in Along This Way and with postcards, 

Johnson re-imagines himself as the heir to the black kingdom of Henry Christophe, who 

ruled northern Haiti from 1807 to 1820. Johnson redefines Haiti as a civilized nation in 

opposition to the dominant discourse of Haitian barbarity, and as an alternative to the 

barbarity of racial violence in the United States. In / Wonder as I Wander, Langston 

Hughes avoided Haiti's mulatto elite while traveling throughout Haiti. Instead, he found 

in Haitian peasants a people who "remember Africa in their souls" (22). Like Hughes, 

Zora Neale Hurston traveled to Haiti to live among the peasants in the countryside. As a 

black anthropologist, folklorist, and novelist, Hurston had both professional and personal 

interests in Haitian folk culture. Her Tell My Horse is part travelogue, part ethnography, 

and part visual display of the exotic. All three travelers assert claims on the body of the 

Haitian nation; they possess the nation in the images they brought home to the United 
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States. The three writers composed travel accounts as narratives of longing for 

connections to more 'authentic' ancestral pasts than those offered in the United States. 

With Chapter 4 titled "When West is East: Ethnographic Fantasy and Orientalist 

Fiction in Zora Neale Hurston's Tell My Horse'' I read Hurston's representation of the 

sexual initiation of a young Jamaican girl as an orientalist fiction with deep roots in 

colonial fictions of the Caribbean dating back to Aphra Behn's seventeenth-century novel 

Oroonoko. I argue that Hurston deploys the oriental harem narrative as a screen behind 

which she plays with the meaning of power in what Caribbeanist Rhonda Cobham calls 

the "erotics of patronage." Hurston's Jamaica ethnography became a vehicle whereby 

she investigates the dialectic of power and desire in her own vexed relationship to her 

former patron Charlotte Osgood Mason. In addition, the creolized cultural and ethnic 

landscape of Jamaica served as a stage upon which Hurston could contemplate the 

meaning of racial and cultural hybridity, miscegenation or inter-racial marriage taboos, 

and women's sexuality. My reading of Hurston's ethnographic fantasy interrogates the 

representational practices of a black American woman writing about an 'Other' 

Caribbean woman. 

The final section is "African American Tourists in the Caribbean," there I analyze 

June Jordan's and Paule Marshall's critiques of imperialist nostalgia in late twentieth-

century tourism in Chapter 5, and African American women's participation in the culture 

of hedonistic tourist consumption in Chapter 6. In my analysis of June Jordan's essay 

"Report from the Bahamas (1982)" and "A Poem About Vieques, Puerto Rico," and 

Paule Marshall's Praisesongfor the Widow, I argue that both writers map imperialist 
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nostalgia through their interrogations of the representational grammar and iconography of 

Caribbean tourism. Jordan and Marshall engage in mapping strategies by following 

connections, associations, and historical relations of power reproduced in tourism 

practices and performances. In tourist advertising and practices, nostalgia and play 

combine to reproduce structures of inequality. 

hi the final chapter, "The Leisurely Consumption of Laboring Bodies, or African 

American Women at Play in the Garden of Earthly Delights," I critically interrogate 

African American women 's complicity in promoting the consumption of the Caribbean 

as a container for excess sexual desire. I discuss the travel essays of Rosalind 

Cummings-Yeates and Marianne Haw, published in the travel guidebook Go Girl! The 

Black Woman's Book of Travel and Adventure, and Terry McMillan's How Stella Got 

Her Groove Back. McMillan's novel, along with Cummings-Yeates "Journey to Yard: 

Jamaica Cultural Experiences" and Ilaw's "Oh, Oh, those West Indian Men!" are 

advertisements as well as site markers that locate the Caribbean, and Jamaica in particular, 

as open spaces of unrestrained hedonistic sexual pleasure. All three texts, whether 

intended or unintended, encourage middle-class African American women to travel to the 

Caribbean in order to consume the abundant supply of black men. By using the limited 

representational grammar of imperial travel literature, McMillan, Cummings-Yeates, and 

Haw reproduce gendered and racialized discourses of power. In this chapter I also 

include Belizean women and men's responses to McMillan's novel as a counterpoint to 

my own privileged reading of the text. I collected those responses while engaged on a 
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critical tourism study of a small village in southern Belize from July through September 

2001 and from January through April 2002. 

Following June Jordan and Paule Marshall, I conclude that travel offers 

opportunities for real connections and transformations across differences, but only if we 

listen to other critical voices. Travel can become a vehicle for revolutionary change but 

only if we are prepared to change our perspectives and actions. Investigations of travel 

writing raise issues of cultural translation and transparency. In attempts to foreground the 

perspectives of Caribbean residents, writers, and scholars, and to decolonize scholarship, 

I open each chapter with an epigraph composed by a Caribbean writer. I begin Chapter 1 

and Chapter 3 with epigraphs composed in Spanish and Haitian Kreyol, respectively. I 

have made a political decision to leave those quotes in their original languages in the 

body of the text. However, I do make the translations available to interested readers in 

the endnotes that follow each chapter. As Bill Ashcroft, Gareth Griffiths, and Helen 

Tiffin argue in The Empire Writes Back: Theory and Practice in Post-Colonial 

Literatures, "the crucial function of language as a medium of power demands that post-

colonial writing define itself by seizing the language of the centre [sic] and re-placing it 

in a discourse fully adapted to the colonized place" (38). One process by which post-

colonial writing does this is through the "abrogation or denial of the privilege of 

'English' [which] involves a rejection of the metropolitan power over the means of 

communication" (38). Postcolonialist Mridula Nath Chakraborty points out that "the 

level of access to this 'global' language feeds directly into the politics of canon 

formation" (129). By reading African American travel literature through the lens of 
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postcolonial theory and Caribbean theory in particular, I endeavor to decolonize my own 

scholarship. 



PART ONE 

AESTHETIC JUDGMENT AND POWER 



Chapter 1 

Encountering the Beautiful and the Beastly in the Tropics: Power and Aesthetic 
Judgment in James Weldon Johnson's Along This Way 

Hacer concreto el Reino de Dios. 
Es una ley establecida por la naturaleza 
—que ninguna molecula puede retener permanentemente 
mas energia que las otras—. 

Ernesto Cardenal. "Oraculo sobre Managua."' 

When in 1906 James Weldon Johnson accepted a civil service appointment as 

United States Consul at Puerto Cabello, Venezuela, he left behind a successful 

songwriting career with his brother Rosamund Johnson, and Bob Cole, as well as a legal 

practice. But Johnson also left behind a world of social and physical confinement and 

racial bigotry. In his 1933 autobiography, Along This Way, Johnson recalls, "the feeling 

came over me that, in leaving New York, I was not making a sacrifice, but an escape; that 

I was getting away, if only for a while, from the feverish flutter of life to seek a little 

stillness of the spirit" (233). Like many of his contemporary travelers from metropolitan 

centers in Europe and the United States to what was considered the margins of 

civilization, Johnson envisioned travel as a spiritual quest, an escape from the work-a-day 

world of material strivings. Johnson recalls that his friend D (a fellow attorney and 

transplant from Johnson's hometown of Jacksonville, Florida) saw no reason why 

Johnson should leave New York for "the jungle of South America" (223). D , who had 

successfully passed for white, and who would build a lucrative law practice in New York, 

attempted to discourage Johnson's flight from the civilized world to the wilds of South 

America. But unlike those travelers who sought escape fi-om the restraints of Victorian 
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social mores by fleeing to 'primitive' spaces, Johnson sought escape from racial codes 

that barred his ascent to 'genteel' society. 

hi Venezuela and Nicaragua Johnson could rehearse and master the aesthetic 

codes of Victorian morahty. Part Three of Along This Way is a narrative of Johnson's 

social ascent while serving as the United States Consul in Puerto Cabello, Venezuela and 

Corinto, Nicaragua. The autobiography belongs to a category of life writing that centers 

the exemplary black subject as an example of individual achievement and racial progress. 

In Johnson's 1933 autobiography, the author places strong emphasis on representations of 

all that is beautiful and virtuous in the life of the writer-as-cosmopolitan traveler. 

Johnson draws on the rhetoric of assimilation and cosmopolitanism as proof of his 

mastery of the codes of Victorian virtue and civilization. Nicaragua, in particular, 

becomes the setting for his reinvention of the self in the persona of a civilized 

metropolitan traveler to a rugged frontier in need of cultivation. 

hi contrast to the writer's later sojourn in Nicaragua, Puerto Cabello, Venezuela 

afforded Johnson an aristocratic way-of-life largely closed to him in the racially 

demarcated social spaces of the United States. The 'Colored Aristocracy' of the United 

States could form their own exclusive clubs, but the 'color line' barred that class's entry 

into white society. Johnson, attorney, poet, novelist, and songwriter, completed the novel, 

Autobiography of an Ex-Colored Man (1912) while living in Puerto Cabello. There he 

quickly became acquainted with the local elite who frequented the gentlemen's only club. 

" A few days after my arrival in Puerto Cabello," Johnson writes, "I received a thirty-day 

card of courtesy from the club and an invitation to join" (231). As the U.S. Consul to 
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Puerto Cabello, Johnson had access to and reveled in the exclusive men's world of 

Portena society. Resurrecting memories of Puerto Cabello, Johnson naturalizes gender 

restrictions as a normal part of that ordered world of social graces. If racial hierarchies 

were unnatural boundaries requiring transcendence, hierarchically structured gender 

binaries were accepted as fixed, immutable laws of nature. The clearly demarcated 

boundary, between the public spaces dominated by men and the private domestic spaces 

of women, is taken as a sign of an ordered society by a man who has transgressed the U.S. 

color line by crossing national boundaries. For Johnson racial borders are unnatural; the 

ease with which he crossed those borders in Venezuela demonstrates their illegitimacy. 

In the United States, Johnson's complexion was not light enough to allow him to pass for 

white, but in Venezuela he was not so racially-marked that his skin color could negate his 

position and authority as a representative of the United States, already an economic and 

imperial force in Latin America. Creoles of Puerto Cabello (Venezuela-bom descendants 

of the Spanish landed class) may have been of mixed-race or Mestizo, but land ownership, 

indicating social position, could effectively erase the 'stain of race.'^ Similarly, 

Johnson's social standing, as a representative of the United States government would 

elevate him above the disadvantages of a racially marked body. 

In Venezuela, Johnson, who had been a school principal, an attorney, a songwriter 

and performer, dons the "fresh clothes" of Latin American gentility (230). Those clothes 

were tailored by a society that limited women's participation in public life and correlated 

aesthetic beauty with individual morality. "I usually dressed in white from hat to shoes," 

Johnson recalls (230). In the posed photograph in Figure 1.1, Johnson, standing, is 
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costumed in white from hat to shoes. Despite his elevated status he adopts the position of 

servant as he bends down to serve a drink to the seated male guest similarly costumed in 

white from hat to shoes. Notwithstanding the tropical heat, both men are encased in 

starched white shirts and ties and posed as if acting out a role for a theatrical 

performance.^ Indeed, Johnson reconstructs his life in Venezuela as if he moved from 

one staged performance to another. "I fell easily into the tropical mode of life," Johnson 

relates (230). "hi the better house to which I moved the Consulate, my manner of living 

was semi-luxurious" (230). "I bought a good horse—^horses were comparatively cheap— 

and learned to ride; and spent many afternoons on horseback until dinnertime. 

Frequently on Sundays I joined a group of horsemen and rode out to neighboring 

haciendas" (230-1). Denied entry into segregated white U. S. society, Johnson 

demonstrates his cosmopolitanism through the ease with which he adapts to the alien 

culture of Puerto Cabello. As Ulf Hannerz points out, "[c]ompetence with regard to alien 

cultures itself entails a sense of mastery, as an aspect of the self (240). Johnson's self-

mastery and mastery of his environment is a current that flows throughout his narrative of 

life in the Consular Service. "Cosmopolitanism often has a narcissistic streak," Hannerz 

continues, through which "the self is constructed in the space where cultures mirror one 

another" (240). For Johnson, Portena society is the opposing mirror image of United 

States society, open where the United States is closed, masculine where the U. S. society 

is feminine. In Puerto Cabello men determine polite society's rituals of behavior. Men 

dominate all public space. Johnson writes: 
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I think I have indicated that the httle city of Puerto Cabello constituted a 

man's world. The women of Puerto Cabello have very little part in that 

world, and where they did touch it they did so mainly through contact with 

men of their immediate families. Business, politics, community activities, 

were wholly and exclusively masculine provinces. Even social life was 

preponderantly the affair of men; directly the opposite of what it is in the 

United States, where 'society' is run and ruled by women. (242) 

Johnson contrasts this phenomenon with U. S. society's cotillions and balls, which are 

intended to permit 'proper' mating rituals, protect female purity, and contain male 

sexuality, and are dominated by women. Those society women have incorporated rules of 

decorum that, paradoxically, also restrict women's behavior and movement in public 

spaces. 

As a servant of the United States with responsibility for smoothing the path for 

United States business interests, Johnson used the Consular Service as a vehicle with 

which to recast himself in the masculine mold of the landed gentry. The Service provides 

the stage, a stately mansion, which housed offices and the living quarters of Johnson and 

his assistant (see Figure 1.2). Puerto Cabello becomes the arena within which Johnson 

redefines the meaning of masculinity in accord with Victorian codes of behavior. On the 

Puerto Cabello stage, he immerses himself in the role of an aesthete without calling into 

question his masculinity. In Portena society he claims class- and race-specific codes of 

beauty and poise as signifiers of racial progress and masculine achievement. In a society 
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where men control political, economic, social and cultural orders, demonstrations of an 

aesthetic sensibility are in keeping with local codes of masculinity. 

In Johnson's case social refinement is a component of an ideology of racial uplift 

that privileges the "structures of feeling" and aesthetic judgment of the upper-class 

(Williams). Aesthetic discourse cannot be separated from the power of the elite male 

gaze. Attention to physical appearance includes the discipline, control, and care of the 

body. Johnson demonstrates such discipline in a revealing description of a grand ball 

given by the Collector of the Port to welcome Venezuelan President Cipriano Castro. 

All of Portena society was present. I was surprised that it could boast so 

many lovely women. The orchestra had been brought down from 

Valencia. I have not yet heard a finer orchestra for the kind of dances it 

played. It was composed entirely of strings and woodwinds, and played 

only waltzes and quadrilles. I danced most of the waltzes—they were 

played ravishingly—and omitted all of the quadrilles. The women were 

beautiful, the music enchanting, and the champagne, unusual for the 

tropics, was dry—a trinity that left little for a man's attention elsewhere. 

(243) 

I retum to Johnson's representation of women later in this section. What I find striking 

about this passage is Johnson's demonstration of control. He "danced most of the 

waltzes... and omitted all of the quadrilles" despite the intoxicating atmosphere of the 

ball. The waltzes, stately, dignified, and associated with the aristocracy, are permissible 

dances for the socially refined man. Johnson eliminates from his dance repertoire the 
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Creole version of the quadrille, with its strong sensual connotation and association with 

the exotic. He assures us that notwithstanding the beautiful women, enchanting music, 

and dry champagne, elements that would ordinarily leave "little for a man's attention 

elsewhere," he remained in complete control. As a consequence of such control, he is 

able to take a full accounting of the guest of honor. General Cipriano Castro. 

Johnson measures his own civility and refinement against what he understands as 

indicia of Castro's savagery. Projecting his personal fears and insecurity onto Castro, the 

writer observes: 

He was an exceptional figure in the throng of men about him. Short in 

stature—his height, within a fraction of an inch, was that of Napoleon's— 

he, nevertheless, did not look small in the great chair in which he sat; his 

haughty and disdainful manner filled it up. His complexion showed his 

Indian ancestry, but he had a sallow hue. His head was square rather than 

round. Looking at his face, it appeared that from the line of his eyes the 

length to the extremity of his forehead was much greater than it was to 

point of his chin. This appearance was magnified by the top of his head 

being bare, except for a very thin and rat-like growth of hair. A jet-black, 

luxuriant beard and mustache did not entirely cover a sensual mouth. But 

the dominant feature was the eyes; black, hard, unresponsive, impassive, 

they darted a quick glance here or there, but immediately recovered their 

insensitivity. I had seen such eyes in some animal, somewhere. (244) 
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Johnson, who was not a particularly tall man, finds Castro exceptional in his lack of 

stature. The Venezuelan President's "haughty and disdainful manner" according to the 

observer, is an affront to genteel society. Moreover, Castro's Indian ancestry is readily 

apparent to Johnson, who associates that ancestry with savagery. Despite the racial 

discrimination Johnson routinely encountered in the United States because of somatic 

differences, when judging Castro the author resorts to the 'art' or 'science' of 

physiognomy. Physiognomy refers to: 

The art of judging character and disposition from the features of the face 

or the form and linements of the body generally; [also] 

The face or countenance, especially viewed as an index to the mind and 

character; expression of face; also the general cast of features, types of 

face (or a race)... (OED) 

Whereas perfect symmetry is essential to the aesthetic judgment of beauty, and beauty an 

index of character, asymmetry evidences not just the absence of beauty but an unpleasant, 

if not beastly, disposition or character. Thus, "morahty.. .[becomes] steadily 

aestheticized," asymmetry alone is enough to deny the possibility of Castro's humanity 

(Eagleton 34). Nineteenth-century phrenologists argued that the shape and size of the 

skull reveals clues to the personality and character of the person. Phrenology, akin to 

physiognomy, underwrote much of the scientific racism of Johnson's era. Yet, in his 

description of Castro's head, Johnson invokes the science of phrenology. Despite both 

physiognomy's and phrenology's ties to scientific racism, Johnson dissects Castro's 

features, painting a portrait of the president as a beast with a square head, features 
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positioned disproportionately to one another, a "rat-like growth of hair," an abundance of 

facial hair that cannot conceal "a sensual mouth," and eyes that are "unresponsive," 

"impassive," "insensitive," and that dart about like the "eyes in some animal." Johnson's 

representations allude to Early Modem narratives of exploration and contact from 

Christopher Columbus to Sir Walter Raleigh. Fearing the mark of the savage, Johnson 

projects his fears onto the body of Castro. Cipriano Castro is another Caliban, "got by 

the devil himself (Shakespeare 25). The U. S. consul moves the president of Venezuela 

from the category of human to that of a beast among ballroom beauties. 

Without the least bit of irony, Johnson inscribes Castro in the literary imagination 

as a hybrid animal/Indian. Castro lacks inner refinement because he is beastly; as an 

Indian animal he is incapable of civilized refinement and virtue. The President is beyond 

civilization's redemptive power. Eagleton argues in his analysis of the Earl of 

Shaftesbury's philosophy of the aesthetic: "To aestheticize morality and society in this 

way is in one sense the mark of serene confidence" (38). Aestheticization of morality 

presupposes universal consensus on the judgment of taste. The author writes himself as 

the 'universal man'. That the judgment of taste is erected on a foundation of racial, class, 

and gender hierarchies is apparently lost on Johnson. Pierre Bourdieu refers to the 

process of incorporating human subjects in the ideology of the elite as symbolic violence. 

It is a process whereby subjects incorporate the perspective of the dominant group 

through everyday practices. With respect to the aesthetic judgment of beauty, symbolic 

violence is played out on the body and becomes an embodied social practice. The body 

is disciplined to conform to the norms of the dominant group. Johnson practices the 
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disciplining of his body, incorporating the dominant Victorian ideology of the aesthetic; 

he then proves himself civilized through the discursive construction of a savage 'Other'. 

The assimilative process flows through inscriptive (discursive) and incorporative (bodily 

practice) modalities. 

Johnson finds additional evidence of Castro's savagery in his failure to properly 

discipline and control his body. While Johnson limits his dancing to waltzes, refusing to 

dance the quadrille, Castro freely gives himself over to the passion of the dance. Since 

Johnson's description of Castro's dancing provides a key to the author's understanding of 

the civilization-savage divide, I quote the passage in full. 

No one could stay in Venezuela thirty days and not learn that Castro was a 

remarkable dancer; but I was not prepared for the exhibition I witnessed. 

He took part in a quadrille, and for a while went through the figures in the 

customary manner. By degrees, the spirit of the dance seemed to get into 

his blood, to run through his nerves, to seize and control his muscles. He 

became more and more animated, and finally took the center of the floor 

himself. He chassed right and left, forward and backward. He pranced 

round and round, spreading out the skirts of his coat with his hands. No 

other dancer in the set was now making any move. He executed fantastic 

figures and steps, at one time squatting on his haunches and kicking out 

his feet alternately, somewhat after the manner of a familiar Russian folk 

dance movement. His dancing quickened the tempo of the music; he 

jumped, he leaped, he pirouetted, he spun himself round like a whirling 



39 

dervish. He was, it was evident, bordering on a state of frenzy. When he 

stopped, wet with streaming perspiration, the set in which he had been 

dancing ended; but he danced again in the same manner many times 

before the ball was over, coming up, seemingly fresh, for each new dance. 

I was told that at a ball he always had on hand a supply of extra shirts, at 

least a dozen, and made changes whenever the moisture of a garment 

reached the point of saturation. Without doubt, it was these extraordinary 

antics that had led to his being dubbed El Mono de los Andinos (the 

Monkey of the Andes). It was difficult for me to reconcile these 

grotesqueries with the air and actions of the man I had an hour before been 

observing as he sat in his high-backed chair. (245) 

Johnson is both attracted to and repelled by "the exhibition [he] witnessed." He is drawn 

to the athletic power and artistry by which Castro "executed fantastic figures and steps." 

Yet, the spectacle of the President of Venezuela "squatting on his haunches and kicking 

out his feet" appears indecorous for a man in Castro's position. Moreover, from 

Johnson's aristocratic perspective, Castro appears to have relinquished control of his 

body, as "the spirit of the dance seemed to get into his blood, to run through his nerves, to 

seize and control his muscles." Unlike the author, Castro is ruled by the passions. He is 

possessed by the spirit of the dance and not in possession of himself According to 

Johnson's aesthetics of social refinement, Castro appears "bordering on a state of frenzy." 

This "pervasive aestheticizing of social practice," emphasizing manners and the 

"meticulous disciplining of the body" is the yardstick by which Castro is measured and 
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condemned as an irredeemably savage beast (Eagleton 41). "Streaming perspiration," 

Castro fails to discipline his body; his shirts "reached the point of saturation." Johnson 

resolves his ambivalent reception of the dance spectacle by agreeing with Portena 

society's characterization of Castro. The President's "extraordinary antics" and 

"grotesqueries" justifies the pejorative "i?/ Mono de los Andinos (the Monkey of the 

Andes)." Castro is not human, but a monkey in the great chain of being. He belongs in 

"the jungle of South America" not the cosmopolitan city of Puerto Cabello (223). For 

Johnson, Castro's race and mannerisms signify an inherent and irremediable moral defect. 

However, for Johnson the aestheticization of morality may very well be a mark of 

insecurity and lack of confidence in his own place in society. Himself a victim of 

racism's "symbolic violence," Johnson accepts the existing social order as the natural 

order; he simply locates himself on the human side of the human-beast divide (Bourdieu). 

The Consul's raciahzation of savagery worked to justify the United States' 

support for General Juan Vicente Gomez's seizure of the presidency in a 1908 coup 

d'etat. As Johnson points out, Castro was hostile to United States trade interests in 

Venezuela. His description of Castro as a primitive provincial incapable of self-mastery 

marks the Venezuelan president as an incompetent savage monkeying with the valuable 

resources of a vast oil-rich country. Yet, Gomez was no less a brute of a dictator than 

Castro. To the contrary, the former was far more ruthless and damaging to the country 

over the longue duree; his dictatorship endured until his death in 1935. After 

overthrowing Castro, Gomez invited foreign investors to plunder the country's oil wealth. 

In The Magical State: Nature, Money, and Modernity in Venezuela, anthropologist 
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Fernando Coronil points out that Gomez's 1910 Mining Law only required the payment 

of a minimal tax by foreign oil exploration companies. Propped up by Standard and Shell 

oil companies, Gomez "guaranteed 'social peace' during the twenty-seven years of his 

ruthless rule" (76). He enriched himself at the expense of peasant farmers, indigenous 

people, and of the land itself Gomez controlled labor by using state violence to put 

down strikes and social dissent. Yet, Johnson's 1933 autobiography, published in the 

twenty-fifth year of Gomez's reign, appears to support Gomez's civilizing effect on the 

country. According to Johnson's aesthetic judgment, Gomez represented a civilized 

alternative to Castro, a beast beyond the pale of humanity. 

In Venezuela, Johnson redefined black masculinity against that of the allegedly 

savage Indian, and consistent with the structures of Victorian aesthetics of morality. As 

sociologist Kai Erikson explains, "one of the surest ways to confirm an identity, for 

communities as well as for individuals, is to find some way of measuring what one is 

not" (64 emphasis in original). The deposed president of Venezuela symbolized what 

Johnson could not allow himself to become, an inhuman beast mastered by the passions 

and sensuality. Physical appearance, the disciplining of the body and of the body politic 

became central to the author's definition of civilized masculinity. 

Although women became subjects of Johnson's aesthetic judgment, women were 

valued for their beauty in much the same way that works of art are assessed and valued. 

The objects of the male gaze, women are beautiful accessories paraded about as 

spectacular displays of Venezuelan family wealth and power. Their beauty does not 

signify intellectual ability since they are not expected to do anything. As the 
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personification of a civilized, rational man, Johnson aestheticized women in a way that 

removed them from the category of thinking, acting, ethical beings. In the author's 

account of his tour-of-duty in Venezuela, women appear only as beautiful bodies; they do 

not speak. Moreover, the women of Johnson's Venezuelan social set rarely appear in 

public unescorted. In contrast to the freedom of mobility exercised by men, women 

inhabit spaces of physical and social confinement. Those who do venture out unescorted 

must endure verbal harassment from the "blades of the club," who "would take their 

chairs and line them along the outer side of the wall, and watch the passers-by, with 

particular attention to the ladies" (231). 

That's when I learned of the custom of Venezuelan men of addressing 

remarks to any pretty woman passing in the streets. Every pretty woman 

who ran the gantlet of that line of chairs would hear successive explosions 

of "Que bonita!" "Que linda!" "Que hermosa!" "Que graciosa!" An 

expresion I frequently heard was, "Ah, si tuviera un millonr (Ah, if I only 

had a million dollars!) I never witnessed an instance in which any lady 

appeared to take offense at these remarks. (231) 

Johnson assures readers that women do not "take offense at these remarks," ignoring the 

power differentials between men and women and the class differential suggested by the 

presence of unescorted women on the streets of a busy port town. Clearly, those pretty 

women are not the sisters, daughters, or mothers of the men-of-leisure who spend their 

days harassing women from the comfort of their country club. Rather, the locale and the 

men's misogynist remarks suggest that the women are among the classes of working 
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women, who must venture out alone in order to earn a living. The frequently heard 

expression, "Ah, si tuviera un milldn," implies a misogynist understanding of working 

women as readily available for the right price. That Puerto Cabello is a bustling port 

frequented by commercial ships as well as U.S. Navy vessels suggests a lively trade in 

women's bodies. Yet, Johnson is silent on the gender and class differentials that allow 

elite men the sport of harassing every pretty woman who passes by. Working women 

transgress public space; they sin against the patriarchal order of things. The effect of this 

silence is to naturalize a gendered class hierarchy within which Johnson locates himself 

as a member of elite male society. The racial equality Johnson experiences in Venezuela 

incorporates an unequal class/gender social order privileging elite men. Johnson's 

aesthetic contemplation of Puerto Cabello beautifies rigid patriarchal codes of behavior 

and misbehavior. Those codes spatialize gender relations, allowing men exclusive 

authority over public space, as evidenced by their perceived right to verbally harass 

women who transgress those spaces. 

Johnson reconstructs his tour-of-duty in Puerto Cabello as a process of seamless 

integration into the male-dominated Portena society, an impressive accomplishment for a 

colored man refused inclusion in United States genteel society. Following Eve Kosofsky 

Sedgwick, in "Race, Homosocial Desire, and 'Mammon' in Autobiography of an Ex-

Coloured Man," Cheryl Clark locates Johnson's novel on "a continuum of male 

homosocial relationships" (frequently, but not always homosexual ones) that are "often 

representative of the power over, and subordination of, women" (86). Just as 

"homosocial relationships give Ex-Coloured Man his agency," homosocial relationships 



44 

and "heroic communalism" provide Johnson with safe passage through Puerto Cabello 

society (86, 85). The club is an exclusively male homosocial space. Foreign service on 

behalf of the United States allows Johnson to transcend the color line in an assimilative 

act of racial transgression, which adhered to Puerto Cabello gender order. Although a 

participant in the homosocial and cultural life of Puerto Cabello, Johnson casts himself as 

a marginal figure on the political stage. But in Corinto, he is at the center of political 

intrigue and military maneuvers. 

The Consul's 1909 reassignment to Corinto, Nicaragua is worlds away from the 

semi-luxurious and orderly life of writing, hunting, riding, and ballroom dancing he led in 

Puerto Cabello. In moving to Corinto, Johnson left behind the life of relative ease that 

initially attracted him to the Service. In Corinto he found an incomplete civilization, a 

frontier village neither orderly nor beautiful. 

My first view of Corinto sent my heart down like a plummet. What I saw 

was not a city or a town, but a struggling, tropical village. .. .When I got 

ashore, I found that the close-up was less flattering than the view from the 

bay. The bay itself was beautiful; landlocked by several islands, with 

Cardon, a great rock, standing up in strong relief Directly, across the bay, 

three or four miles, was a large, finely wooded island, and along the left 

ran the shore of the mainland with its skyline of five volcanoes. Of the 

surroundings, only what man had done in making Corinto was vile. It was 

a shanty town, built entirely of wood. There was less than a half-dozen 

attractive houses in it. The streets were unpaved; there was no electricity. 
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Except for a couple of primitive grocery stores, there was not a shop in the 

place. (255) 

In Corinto, Johnson encountered an incipient civilization in the fa9ade of a disorderly, 

"struggling, tropical village," "a shanty town built entirely of wood." Beautiful trees 

have been felled to create a village of ghastly buildings. The natural environment 

registers a sublime beauty in its cohesion, whereas incipient civilization seems chaotic 

and disorderly. While Johnson finds the natural environment aesthetically appealing and 

awe-inspiring, he found "what man had done in making Corinto was vile." The village 

epitomizes man's defilement of the beauty in nature. Primitive civilization in the form of 

unpaved streets and the absence of electricity despoils primitive nature. Corinto is the 

beast in the New World gjarden, a rugged frontier village in need of Johnson's civilizing 

order. However much Johnson appreciates the natural beauty of the wooded bay, he 

holds nature at a distance, gazing at the horizon from the deck of a ship or from the 

shabby shanty town. For this aesthete, nature is a sublime object of beauty best 

appreciated from a distance. After taking in the lay of the land, Johnson sets his mind to 

the work at hand: taming the wild frontier. Without an elite men's club or semi-luxurious 

home-office provided by the Consulate Service, Johnson was exposed and had to exercise 

his own self-vigilance against savagery. The author's reconstruction of his activities in 

Corinto invokes many of the narrative conventions of late nineteenth-century American 

frontier romance in which the narrator establishes a persona as the new face of law and 

order on a wild and primitive frontier. 



46 

What was the meaning of the frontier for Johnson? Anthropologist Ana Maria 

Alonso defines the frontier in terms of European conquest of space and the domestication 

of nature. 

In the New World the frontier is conceived as a liminal space, betwixt and 

between savagery and civilization, a place where the struggle of human 

beings against the wilderness assumes a particularly harsh form, where 

society's domestication of nature is always contingent and threatened. As 

an outpost of the civilized polis, the frontier is viewed as lying on the 

margins of state power, between the laws of society and the freedoms of 

nature, between the imperatives of obedience and the refusals of 

defiance. .. .Frontier societies are viewed as less routinized and law 

abiding and more open to individual advancement and self-mastery. (15) 

The frontier is a space at the crossroads of meaning, "betwixt and between savagery and 

civilization." It is a space of social indeterminacy; in that indeterminacy, the frontier 

offers individuals opportunities for self-invention and mastery. Although Johnson 

received his initial appointment to the Consulate Service after passing the Foreign 

Service Examination, he labored under a cloud of suspicion that his appointment was 

political repayment for his work (as a member of the Colored Republican Club) on 

Theodore Roosevelt's 1904 presidential campaign. Corinto was no Puerto Cabello 

gentlemen's club; in 1909, it was a frontier port, "betwixt and between savagery and 

civilization." The frontier afforded Johnson another opportunity for re-invention. 
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Before leaving Washington for his new assignment, Johnson received State 

Department instructions that his "duties would be more diplomatic than consular" (252). 

In fairly short order, Johnson would learn that 'gunboat diplomacy' is what the State 

Department had in mind. Johnson's 1909 posting to Nicaragua coincided with the United 

States occupation of that country and its construction of the Panama Canal. Although the 

author found Nicaraguan President Zelaya pleasant, Johnson's duties to State obliged him 

to work against Zelaya's interest. Since the Panama Canal was under construction, the 

United States claimed a strategic interest in the neighboring country of Nicaragua. To be 

precise, the United States supported, aided and abetted the overthrow of Zelaya, whose 

policies did not favor the United States. Although a dictator, Zelaya, according to 

Johnson, was of more noble character than Castro. Put differently, Zelaya was no New 

World Caliban. 

Here was another famous dictator, the man who had held autocratic power 

in Nicaragua for sixteen years. It was inevitable that I should compare 

him with Castro. He was like Castro, in that he was a ruthless tyrant and 

also "in bad" with the United States. In every other respect he was unlike 

the Venezuelan. Castro was boorish, and took refuge in his ignorance; 

Zelaya was urbane and well educated. He spoke three languages; his 

English was very good. Castro made a boast of his provincialism; 

whenever he might be asked why he never visited Paris, he would answer 

sarcastically that he had no need to go to Paris, Caracas was in every way 
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as fine a city as Paris, only smaller. Zelaya was a cosmopolite who knew 

his Paris and the Riviera. (257) 

Measured by the standards of the European cosmopolitan, Castro appears only more 

"boorish," while Zelaya occupies the elevated position of the cosmopolite, despite his 

tyranny. Ironically, although Zelaya knows "his Paris and the Riviera," his country's 

major port city of Corinto is a vile shanty town, while Puerto Cabello is an orderly 

cosmopolitan city of clubs and society balls. Johnson celebrates Zelaya's turn towards 

Europe and neglect of Nicaragua's port city. 

Although Johnson provides a description of Zelaya's physical attributes, the 

author excuses Zelaya's physical shortcomings. Zelaya is neither tall nor beautiful; 

rather, his charming demeanor overcomes his physical shortcomings. "The President of 

Nicaragua was light bronze in color, slightly bald, rather stout, and possessed of perfect 

poise and charming manners" (257). There are no comparisons to nonhuman animals in 

Johnson's description of Zelaya; the dictator's aristocratic manners redeem his "rather 

stout" physique. "I do not question that he had as great distrust of the United States and 

dislike for its citizens as Castro," Johnson recalled "but he was too suave to make any 

exhibition of it under the circumstances. I left carrying a pleasant impression of Zelaya 

although I already knew that officially, my hand was to be against him" (257). Johnson's 

comparison of the two dictators suggests a foreign policy still mired in the 

aestheticization of power. 

Notwithstanding Johnson's aesthetic judgment of Zelaya, the United States 

tolerates only ruthless tyrants who yield to its demands. According to Johnson, the 
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American Mission threw up his hands proclaiming that he "could not deal with such an 

uncivilized ruler as Zelaya" (259-60). Having constructed Zelaya's lack of cooperation 

as uncivilized, the U. S. government decided to subject Zelaya to the law of the jungle. 

"Our government had had foreknowledge that this revolutionary blow against him was to 

be struck," Johnson points out, "and that it stood definitely on the side of the 

revolutionaries" (260). From October 1909 to September 1912, Johnson spent most of 

his time in Corinto supporting the United States occupation, made necessary by the lack 

of popular support for the installation of a military junta following Zelaya's forced exile 

in August 1910. 

The new Nicaraguan military dictatorship, Johnson reports, included: General 

Juan B. Estrada as President; Don Adolfo Diaz, Vice President; General Emiliano 

Chamorro; and General Luis Mena. Johnson described each man's physical attributes 

and mannerisms, as if he were delivering a report to the State Department. "Don Adolfo 

was a quiet-mannered man, rather small of stature and quite dapper. ... [He] was the 

intellectual, the student, the diplomat" (271, 272). Estrada failed to make an impression 

on Johnson, being "a man of no exceptional force or qualifications" (272). In contrast, 

"General Chamorro, a Granada aristocrat, proud of his almost pure Spanish ancestry, was 

a man of courage and much military resourcefulness" (272). Compare Johnson's 

description of the courageous Spanish Chamorro with his description of General Mena. 

The strong man of the trio [which includes Diaz and Chamorro] was 

General Mena, a giant of a man, a man of great physical magnetism. 
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showing a large proportion of Indian blood and, apparently, a tinge of 

Negro, rough, audacious, fearless, and the idol of his soldiers. (272) 

The report reduces Mena almost to pure physicality; he is not courageous and resourceful, 

instead he is "rough, audacious, [and] fearless." The adjectives used to describe 

Chamorro suggest self-mastery; whereas, Mena is depicted as a man who has not 

mastered the raw, instinctual aspects of the human animal. Since Mena is not self-

possessed, he must be contained and mastered. Although Mena's command of the army 

was instrumental to the success of the revolution, according to Johnson, Mena posed a 

threat to the success of an orderly Nicaraguan government. Fearless in war, Mena is a 

danger to civilized society.'^ 

In Corinto, Johnson re-invents himself as the rational center of a volatile group of 

Nicaraguan military men, United States naval officers, and an invasion of "venturesome 

and daredevil" "American soldiers of fortune" (270). Adopting the persona of a rational 

strategic planner amidst the chaos of revolution, insurrection, and counter-revolution, 

Johnson proves himself superior to all of these more rugged men. 

I had to think fast, if my thinking was to serve my purpose. I was 

fundamentally aware that the whole mess was, strictly, Nicaragua's 

business; that it would be better if we were entirely out of it, or better still 

if we had never gotten into it. But I was also aware of the fact that we 

were in it. The plan I intended to stick to was to do my utmost to prevent 

bloodshed and looting, perhaps massacre, at Corinto and to hold the port 
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open, at least, as long as the American forces were cut off in the interior. 

(283) 

Deploying the narrative conventions of popular frontier romances, or American westerns, 

Johnson plays the role of the reluctant warrior. He stumbles into a mess not of his 

making and that is none of his business, but he has to act in order to prevent bloodshed, 

"perhaps massacre." Identifying the United States as the civilizing agent in Nicaragua, 

Johnson aligns himself with U.S. imperial power and authority. Since "we were in it" 

Johnson holds down the "port," keeping it open until the arrival of the cavalry (or the 

Navy and Marines in this instance) who take the weight from his shoulders. Mastering 

military strategy, the cosmopolitan consul to Corinto successfully defends the settlement 

against the invading forces of the rough and fearless Indian, General Mena. A reluctant 

warrior, Johnson incorporates the national ideology of imperial paternalism as a central 

component of his gendered American identity. Aside from this assemblage of fighting 

men, the Corinto Consul plays host and protector to "all of the American refugees," and 

"all the American women [from] Managua".^ In the aftermath of the siege of Corinto, 

Johnson wrote to his young bride, Grace Nail Johnson: "My opportunities during this 

trouble were great, and I feel that I measured up to them. Everything came up to me. it 

(sic) seemed that I was a sort of 'Little Father'".'' This contemporaneous account of the 

"Little Father's" actions during the Nicaragua civil war suggests Johnson's incorporation 

of an ideology of paternalism as an essential aspect of his identity as 'civilized' and 

powerful American man. 
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For his courage and valor beyond the call of duty of a consul, Johnson reports he 

received the gratitude and respect of the men of the United States Naval forces, as well as 

the people of the besieged settlement of Corinto. 

The population was likewise duly impressed when I paid my official visit 

to Admiral Southerland. As I left the flagship, every vessel in the fleet, 

one after another, boomed a salute of seven guns, seventy-seven in all. 

The thunder startled the country for miles around. It threw the dogs of 

Corinto into a panic; the whole canine colony of the port started yelping 

and running as though they were mad. If any of them are still alive, they 

are, I judge, running yet. (287) 

This massive show of military might not only startled the canine population, turning them 

into mad dogs; it is the salvo that announces the United States military occupation of 

Nicaragua. Johnson's dehumanization of Amerindians throughout the Venezuela and 

Nicaragua narratives is repeated in his rhetorical reduction of Corinto to a conquered 

"canine colony" of "yelping and running" mad dogs. The civilizing force of the United 

States Marines and Navy settled in and did not leave Nicaragua until 1932, one year 

before the publication of Johnson's autobiography. Johnson established his membership 

in the community of civilized men by expressing a shared belief in the animal barbarity 

of the conquered savages. 

The Nicaragua narrative celebrates Johnson's acceptance in the culture of rugged 

fighting men, reminiscent of Theodore Roosevelt's Rough Riders. Roosevelt, who rode 

rough shod over Native Americans, Cubans, and Filipinos, was a hero of Johnson's. As a 
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member of the "Colored Republicans Club" in New York, Johnson campaigned on behalf 

of Roosevelt. It was Roosevelt who appointed Johnson to the Consular Service. 

Although Johnson was fluent in both Spanish and French, the language of diplomacy, his 

appointment secured Roosevelt's support from colored Republican voters. In the first 

decade of the Twentieth-Century, the Repubhcan Party was still the party of Lincoln. 

Protestations of necessity notwithstanding, Johnson clothed himself in the accoutrements 

of imperial conquest with patriotic zeal. Nowhere is Johnson more the image of the 

hyper-masculine frontier hero as when he is racing from one location to another followed 

by soldiers toting a cannon capable of firing six pound cannon balls. Like the American 

westem, the social landscape of Corinto is dominated by the presence of rough and ready 

men. 

If women were marginal to social life in Puerto Cabello, they are erased from 

Corinto's social landscape. Even Johnson's bride disappears after he settles her into the 

small simple house that served as both home and consulate offices. In Febraury 1910, the 

author married Grace Nail, of a prominent and influential colored family in New York 

City. She was fourteen years Johnson's junior. The author recalls their first meeting: 

"She was in her middle teens, but carried herself like a princess. Her delicate patrician 

beauty stirred something in me that had not been touched before, and I went away 

carrying a vivid picture of her in my mind" (203). Aside from her "delicate patrician 

beauty" and that she was a girl in "her middle teens" at the time of their meeting, readers 

of the autobiography learn little of Grace Nail. Johnson notes Nail's youth almost in 

passing, as if her regal bearing negated the differences in their ages. Although the book 
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is dedicated "to my wife, Grace Nail Johnson, in love and comradeship," she remains the 

delicate beauty often "mistaken for a white woman."' In Figure 1.3, Nail is 

photographed in her bridal dress, holding an umbrella. She represents the very essence of 

Victorian beauty and order against a backdrop of a landscape in ruins. Mrs. Johnson did 

not remain in Corinto long after the start of the revolution. In the author's rendering of 

the conquest of Corinto, there are no scenes of domesticity intruding upon the relentless 

recitation of maneuvers and counter-maneuvers. Corinto is a man's world. In early 1912 

Grace Johnson returned to New York where she took up charity work, continued with her 

music, and studied French. In letters, Johnson instructed Grace to keep up with the 

"International Language of French" as a way of helping further his career with the State 

Department. Johnson sometimes corresponded with his wife in French in an effort to 

help her improve her language skills. Although she had less formal education than her 

husband, Grace Johnson appeared to have led the life of an upper-middle-class Victorian 

woman of the period. She attended concerts and plays, sponsored charity events, 

performed all of the kin-keeping duties expected of the proper wife of a foreign diplomat, 

and engaged in activities of self improvement. Johnson's autobiography constructs Grace 

Nail as an unapproachable and beautiful socialite; his private writings took on the more 

paternalistic tone of a man raising a wife. His paternalism on the domestic front parallels 

U. S. paternalism in Latin America. 

Part Three of Along This Way is a narrative of James Weldon Johnson's 

development as a powerful public figure in the context of United States imperialism. 

Johnson's account of his hfe in the United States Consular Service is inflected with the 
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aestheticism of power at the intersection of ideologies of race, color, gender, and class. 

Those ideologies are played out in the international arena in the highly charged context of 

United States imperial expansion in the circum-Caribbean region of the Americas. 

Although James Weldon Johnson continued to travel in the region, he left the Service in 

1913 following Woodrow Wilson administration's refusal to grant him an assignment in 

Greece or The Azores. I pick up Johnson's trail in Haiti in Part II, Chapter 3 of this book. 



Figure 1.1 
American Consul James Weldon Johnson in pose at Puerto Cabello, Venezuela 
Collection of American Literature, Beineke Rare Book and Manuscript Library 

Yale University 
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Figure 1.2 
American Consulate Puerto Cabello, Venezuela 

Collection of American Literature, Beineke Rare Book and Manuscript Library 
Yale University 



58 

iiw>" 

.^4.^ ^ \ 

Figure 1.3 
Photograph of Mrs. James Weldon Johnson (Grace Nail Johnson) in Bridal Gown 

Collection of American Literature, Beineke Rare Book and Manuscript Library 
Yale University 
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" [To make the Kingdom of God something concrete. 
It is a law established by nature 
—that no molecule can permanently retain 

more energy than the others—.] 
"Oracle above Managua" from Ernesto Cardenal, Antologia (Managua: Editorial Nueva Nicaragua, 1983). 

Reprinted and translated by Greg Dawes in. Aesthetics and Revolution: Nicaraguan Poetry, 1979-1990. 
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1993). pp. 78-79. 
^ See Fernando Coronil, The Magical State: Nature, Money, and Modernity in Venezuela. (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1997); Ana Maria Alonso, "The Politics of Space, Time and Substance: State 
Formation, Nationalism and Ethnicity." Annual Review of Anthropology 23 (1994): 379-406; Brackette F. 
Williams, "A Class Act: Anthropology and the Race to Nation Across Ethnic Terrain." Annual Review of 
Anthropology 18 (1989): 401-44. 
^ In the archival records, .Johnson rarely appears in photograph unless meticulously attired in suit and hat. 

See, Ana Maria Alonso's analysis of how this construction of masculinity in terms of savage warrior 
versus civilized ruler played out in the case of Mexico in Thread of Blood: Colonialism, Revolution, and 
Gender on Mexico's Northern Frontier. Tucson: University of Arizona Press, 1995. For an analysis of the 
constraction of masculinity in revolution and nation-building in the Cuban context see, Ada Ferrer, 
Insurgent Cuba: Race, Nation, and Revolution, 1868-1898. Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina 
Press, 1999. 
^James Weldon Johnson to Grace Nail Johnson 6 August 1912 and 17 August 1912, James Weldon 
Johnson Papers, Yale Collection of American Literature, Beineke Rare Book and Manuscript Library, Yale 
University, New Haven, CT. (hereinafter JWJ Papers). 
® James Weldon Johnson to Grace Nail Johnson, 16 November 1912, JWJ Papers. 
' Grace Nail Johnson worked with Carl Van Vechten to estabhsh the James Weldon Johnson Memorial 
Collection at the Beineke Rare Book and Manuscript Library following the latter's accidental death at a 
railroad crossing in Maine in 1938. Grace Nail devoted the remainder of her life to preserving her late 
husband's memory. She died in 1976; the couple had no children. 



Chapter 2 

"Cutting Continents in Two": Anti-Aesthetic Language as Critique of Imperial 
Power in Eric Walrond's Tropic Death 

The Americans were afraid of nothing. Now they were tampering with the 
very structure of the world and cutting continents in two. In Panama they 
were digging a canal that would allow their ships to sail more quickly 
from New York to San Francisco on the Pacific coast and were sending 
out a call to workers from around the world. 

Maryse Conde. Tree of Life {La Vie Scelerate], 

In the countries of the circum-Caribbean region, the United States' construction of 

the Panama Canal is remembered as a destructive process whereby continents and men 

were cut in two. The Canal became a symbol of the consuming power of the United 

States and of the lengths to which it would go to secure its dominance. Although the 

Panama Canal Company provided Caribbean men with employment in the most 

dangerous aspect of the construction process, for the black diplomat and writer, James 

Weldon Johnson, the U. S. presence in the region afforded an opportunity to redefine 

black masculinity in accordance with U. S. paternalism. En route to Corinto in 1909, 

James Weldon Johnson's steamship docked in Colon to discharge passengers continuing 

across the Isthmus by rail, since the canal was still under construction. Johnson recalls 

the presence of 'Negroes' in a large counting room of the Pacific Mail Steamship 

Company: 

Now Negroes were not a rare sight in Panama: they were almost as 

ubiquitous there as they are now in Harlem; the spade work on the Canal 

was being done mainly by Negroes. So these that I saw in the Pacific Mail 

office made no special demands on my attention until I gradually 
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perceived that they were not working as janitors or laborers, but doing 

clerical work. .. .1 could not refrain from asking the agent about them. He 

informed me that the very best accountants and bookkeepers to be found 

in Panama were educated Jamaican Negroes. (254) 

In addition to providing an anecdotal account of the class stratification of black laborers 

from the Caribbean, the passage reveals Johnson's principal interest in the lives of 

educated Negroes. Like any ordinary tourist, Johnson spent his day in Panama shopping 

for hats and "some trinkets from Chinese shops" (254). He had little time to investigate 

the working conditions of the "ubiquitous" manual laborers undertaking the arduous 

work of cutting continents in two. Consequently, it is not likely Johnson would have 

encountered the laborers who people Eric Walrond's short stories (see Figure 2.1). 

The name 'Walrond' has a long association with Barbados. The English planter, 

Humphrey Walrond, immigrated to Barbados in 1646, establishing one of the largest 

plantations there (Thomas). Little is known of Eric Walrond's ancestry; he is, in all 

probability, descended from both master and slave. In the introduction to "Winds Can 

Wake Up the Dead": An Eric Walrond Reader, Louis J. Parascandola provides the most 

detailed biographical information on Walrond published to date. 

Eric Derwent Walrond was bom December 18, 1898, in Georgetown, 

British Guiana (now Guyana), to a Guyanese father and a Barbadian 

mother. He moved with his mother and siblings to Barbados in 1906, after 

a devastating fire in Georgetown in 1905. Walrond's father had gone to 
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seek work in Panama during the building of the Canal, and Ruth Walrond, 

alone with her children, wanted to be near her family (11-12). 

When financial hardship forced Ruth's father to sell the family settlement in 1911, the 

Walronds moved to Colon in the Canal Zone. Eric Walrond became fluent in Spanish 

and completed his secondary education in Panama. He became a clerk in the Health 

Department of the Canal Commission in Cristobal before working as a reporter for The 

Panama Star and Herald. Walrond arrived in the United States on June 30, 1918 and 

spent the next ten years in the United States as one of the most prolific writers of the 

short story during this decade. Aside from Parascondola's 1998 publication, Walrond 

has been all but invisible in the critical literature on the Harlem Renaissance. I provide a 

lengthy contextualization of Walrond's work precisely because his Tropic Death is not 

featured in the African American literary canon. This collection of ten stories was 

published by Boni & Liveright in 1926. It had been out of print for several decades when 

in 1972, Collier Books reprinted the collection during the height of the Black Arts 

Movement. Sadly, Tropic Death is once again out of print, although eight of the ten 

stories are included in 'Winds Can Wake Up the Dead.'" A 1928 Guggenheim fellowship 

allowed Walrond to return to the Caribbean for additional research. Interested in 

following labor migrations to Europe, Walrond sought and was granted a renewal of the 

fellowship in 1929. The writer moved to Paris, then London, and although he continued 

to publish short stories, he never completed "The Big Ditch," the novel that became his 

grand obsession. Walrond died suddenly on a London street in 1966. 
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Shortly after his amval in New York City, Walrond became embroiled in a 

continuing debate on the "criteria of Negro art" (Du Bois 1926). The debate was played 

out within the NAACP and on the pages of Crisis, the organization's publishing arm, 

edited by W. E. B. Du Bois. From its inception in 1910 Crisis became an important 

publication for the diffusion of black literary and artistic movements, and an important 

arbiter of taste. As Hazel Carby points out in Race Men: 

During the 1920s and 1930s intellectuals of the left, in general, and black 

American and colonial intellectuals, in particular, became increasingly 

concerned about their intellectual, political, and moral responsibility to 

voice the need for radical social change. Those intellectuals who were 

also cultural producers envisioned this dilemma as an issue of 

representation—^how to represent the "people," the "folk," or the "masses" 

and how to imagine the relation between the intellectual and the people, or 

the leader and the masses (113). 

For Du Bois, the representational practices of cultural producers were to be judged in 

accordance with a Hegelian and Kantian influenced philosophy of the aesthetic.' In a 

speech titled "Criteria of Negro Art" delivered at the 1926 Chicago Conference of the 

NAACP and published in Crisis, Du Bois proclaims: "I am one who tells the truth and 

exposes evil and seeks with Beauty and for Beauty to set the world right. That somehow, 

somewhere eternal and perfect Beauty sits above Truth and Right I can conceive, but here 

and now and in the world in which I work they are for me unseparated and inseparable" 

(292). Since Beauty (according to Du Bois a universally agreed upon standard) is 
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inseparable from Truth and Right, Beauty becomes the standard forjudging Negro Art. 

Beauty can never be a relative, subjective value because it is bound to Absolute Truth and 

Right. "Thus it is the bounden duty of black America to begin this great work of the 

creation of Beauty, of the preservation of Beauty, of the realization of Beauty, and we 

must use in this work all the methods that men have used before" (296). 

Du Bois had a very limited understanding of the material conditions of Caribbean 

societies; he tended to subject Caribbean writers to his own aesthetic standards. As a 

consequence, he finds himself in a bind when setting his pen to a 1927 review of 

Walrond's Tropic Death. In a one-paragraph review, Du Bois sees Truth without Beauty 

in the ten stories of poverty and death. "Eric Walrond's "Tropic Death," [sic] (Boni and 

Liveright) is a distinct contribution to Negro American literature in a field curiously 

new," writes Du Bois (152). 

Our knowledge of the West Indies has usually come from the words of 

English rulers and tourists and the chance observations of white 

Americans. Here is a book of ten stories of death which, with 

impressionistic pen and little plot, show forth with singular vividness the 

life of black laborers of the West Indies. There is superstition, unusual 

dialect, singular economic glimpses, but above all, there is truth and 

human sympathy." (152) 

Du Bois, the empirical social scientist, overcomes Du Bois the art critic, determining that 

there is truth (with a lower case "t") in the stories. The book's value, according to the 

reviewer, is in its contribution to knowledge about the West Indies. He is less sure about 
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its value as art, which must be judged in terms of the inseparable values of Beauty, Truth, 

and Right. According to Du Bois's Hegelian understanding of artistic value, Art should 

move a people towards the universal or Absolute Truth. "The book's impressionism, 

together with its dialect, rQake[s] it often hard reading and difficult to understand in parts: 

but on the whole, it is a human document of deep significance and great promise" (152). 

Du Bois has trouble making an aesthetic judgment with respect to a work he barely 

understands.^ His quest for universahty confronts the particularity of Walrond's 

Caribbean and Panamanian experiences. When evaluating Walrond's contribution to 

knowledge, the empiricist cannot elevate a detached aesthetic contemplation of beauty 

over the material reality exposed in the ten stories. 

Caribbeanist Sandra Pouchet Paquet strikes at the central problematic Du Bois 

and subsequent African Americanist encounter when evaluating Walrond's Tropic Death. 

Walrond's "stunning Tropic Death (1926) speaks volumes to the poverty and ambition 

that drives intra-regional and extra-regional Caribbean emigration patterns before and 

after World War I," Paquet argues, "but it is a largely discontinuous narrative within an 

African American literary canon—which remains primarily [un] interested in the 

parameters of race relations outside the closed historical trajectory of black and white" 

(6). Paquet argues that critics of literature of the Harlem Renaissance place minimal 

value on Walrond's Barbadian and Panamanian beginnings. Yet, it is those beginnings 

the author captures in those ten literary journeys of return. 

Short stories, unlike the autobiographical form, are especially suited to the 

delineation of a multiplicity of characters, voices, and circumstances. For the most part, 
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the author's narrators successfully negotiate positions of privileged spectators who do not 

dehumanize or objectify the stories' characters. From the opening lines of the first story, 

"Drought," originally published in New Age, Walrond clarifies his project as the 

representation of the environment and experiences of West Indian peasant laborers. 

The whistle blew for eleven o'clock. Throats parched, grim, sun-crazed 

blacks cutting stone on the white burning hillside dropped with a clang the 

hot, dust-powered drills and flew up over the rugged edges of the horizon 

to descent into a dry, waterless gut. Hunger—^pricks at stomachs inured to 

brackish coffee and cassava pone—^pressed on folk, joyful as rabbits in a 

grassy ravine, wrenching themselves free of the lure of the white earth. 

Helter-skelter dark, brilliant black faces of West hidian peasants moved 

along, in pain—the stiff tails of blue denim coats, the hobble of chigger-

cracked heels, the rhythm of a stride.. .dissipating into the sun-stuffed void 

the radiant forces of the incline. (11-12) 

Walrond's characters inhabit a natural environment that resists the romantic impulse 

toward the picturesque. The author's subjects live close to the ground; and with the spare, 

pared down language of a poet, Walrond evokes a sensuous experience of the "dry, 

waterless gut" of drought-stricken Barbados. 

From the book's first paragraph, it is easy to understand Du Bois's ambivalence. 

The language is beautiful; still, the scenes of poverty and hunger are excruciatingly 

painful. "Helter-skelter dark, brilliant black faces of West Indian peasants moved along, 

in pain.. .the hobble of chigger-cracked heels." Walrond, who had begun his move 



67 

towards socialism a few years before Tropic Death's publication, challenges romantic 

representations of peasant life. "It wasn't Sepia, Georgia," relates the third-person 

narrator of "Drought," "but a backwoods village in Barbados" (13). The name, "Sepia, 

Georgia" alludes to the nostalgic sepia-toned lens through which 'colored' Americans 

depict the Southern 'black' folk. Walrond counters romanticism with realistic revelations 

of the social and economic effects of British colonialism. For Walrond, there can be no 

beauty in the beastly exploitation of land and labor for the production of imperial wealth 

and power. 

In "Drought," the author draws opposing images of the lives of West Indian 

peasants and wealthy new white arrivals from Antigua and England. 

Flaring up in the sun were the bright new shingles on the Dutch-style 

cottage of some Antigua folk. Away in a clump of hibiscus was a 

mansion, the color of bilgy water, owned by two English dowager 

maidens. In the gap rock-stones shot up—obstacles for donkey carts to 

wrestle over at dusk. Rain-worms and flies gathered in muddy water 

platoons beside them. (14-15) 

"Drought" presents a sketch of the everyday lives of Coggin and Sissie Rum as they 

struggle to feed their children in hard times made more acute by a long drought. The 

surname "Rum" gestures towards the historical enslavement of the Barbadian peasant 

class to the sugar-rum plantocracy. Coggin now works in a stone quarry, breaking stones 

into the white marl that covers the 'makedo' roads in the communities of the poor. It is 

consumption of the white marl that eventually kills the couple's young daughter. Beryl, 
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who has learned to stave off hunger by eating dirt. As with every story in the collection, 

in "Drought" the path out of poverty is pitted with "obstacles" "to wrestle over." 

Obstacles come in the form of confinement to the most unproductive lands, while richer 

land, owned by colonials, is devoted to cash crop production for export. Moreover, 

transnational capital's control over the prices paid for produce, in the form of futures 

markets, present obstacles to uplift for "country folk, tired, soggy, sleepy, staggering in 

from 'town'—depressed by the market quotations on Bantam cocks" (29). 

Despite the impoverished condition in which English colonialism has kept the 

Rum family, they cling to minute vestiges of Englishness. "Once a day the Rums ate," 

observes Walrond's narrator. "At dusk, curve of crimson gold in the sensuous tropic sky, 

they had tea. English to a degree, it was a rite absurdly regal. Pauperized native blacks 

clung to the utmost vestiges of the Crown" (26). Walrond's narrator—who uses the 

Queen's English in all of the stories—understands the "symbolic violence" of a 

colonialism that compels the colonized subject to mimic the colonizer (Bourdieu). 

"Pauperized native blacks," "West Indian peasants sporting a mahogany bed, canopied 

with a dusty grimy slice of cheesecloth" are slaves to the cultural identity, aesthetic 

practices and manners of their colonial masters (27). Throughout the volume, Walrond 

offers a social critique of attention to an aesthetic of beauty and social manners in the 

face of the grinding poverty of the black 'masses'. As a whole, the stories provide a 

scathing critique of power: symbolic, economic, and political. 

In the story, "Panama Gold," "Missah Poyah" successfully asserts an English 

identity in his battle for economic recompense from the American managers of the 



69 

Panama Canal project. Poyah, who has come to the Barbadian gap from "Palama," has 

opened a shop with the money the Americans paid him following the loss of a leg while 

working as a "brakesman in Palama" (50). 

I let dem understand quick enough dat I wuz a Englishman and not a 

bleddy American nigger! A' Englishman—^big distinction in dat, Bruing! 

An' dat dey couldn't do as dey bleddy well please wit a subject o' de King! 

Whuh? I carry on like a rattlesnake. Carry on like a true Bimshah! Heah 

I wuz losin' my foot fo' dem wit' dere bleddy canal an' dey come tellin' 

me dey wuzn't to blame, dat nobody wuz to blame, dat de engine wuz 

gwine slow an' dat I wuz musta been layin' down on de job. (48-49) 

A "Bimshah" [Bimshire] is a Barbadian and a subject of the Enghsh Crown. Walrond 

foregrounds the cannibalistic consumption of West Indian bodies by American machinery 

deployed in the construction of "dere bleddy canal" [their bloody canal]. Despite 

Poyah's assertion of a more exalted English identity to avoid the abuses heaped on an 

"American nigger," he dies tragically when, with only one leg, he is unable to escape the 

fire that engulfs his shop. By allowing Poyah to tell his Panama story, the author alerts 

us to the effect of "Panama Gold" on the rise of an emergent entrepreneurial class in the 

Caribbean. Poyah is able to open a grocery store because of compensation for his 

workplace injury; still he dies as a result of that injury. The character's missing leg 

becomes a metaphor for the land and people devoured in the digging of "dere bleddy 

canal." 
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The stories in the volume are dominated by images of monstrous machines 

crushing stone and chewing up the earth. Equally monstrous men in power dominate and 

destroy common laborers. In "The Palm Porch," the machine and men-tumed-machine 

are beasts in the jungle. "Below, a rock engine was crushing stone, shooting up rivers of 

steam and signaling the frontier's rebirth," so begins the third-person narrative of frontier 

justice (117). Walrond's narrator continues: 

Opposite, there was proof, a noisy swaggering sort of proof, of gradual 

death and destruction of the frontier post. Black men behind 

wheelbarrows slowly ascended a rising made of sliced boards and emptied 

the sand rock into the maw of a mixing machine. More black men, a peg 

down, behind wheelbarrows, formed a line which caught the mortar 

pouring into the rear organ of the omnivorous monster. (117) 

The beast, an omnivorous monster brought in by the Americans to tame and civilize the 

jungle, consumes everything—rocks, animal, plants, and people. The hazardous work is 

undertaken by West Indian "Black men behind wheelbarrows," who catch the mortar 

"pouring into the rear organ of the omnivorous monster." Those black men risk 

engulfment by that hideous all-consuming "rear organ." 

The proprietor of The Palm Porch, Miss Buckner, recalls: "All of that, .. .all of 

that was swamp—when I came to the Isthmus" (118). 

Dark dense thicket; water paving it. Deer, lions, tigers bounding through 

it. Centuries, perhaps, of such pure, free rule. Then some khaki-clad, red-

faced and scrawny-necked whites deserted the Zone and brought saws to 
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the roots of palmetto, spears to the bush cats and jaguars, lysol to the 

mosquitos and flies and tar to the burning timber-swamp. A wild racing to 

meet the charges and explore the high reaches of the Panama jungle. After 

the torch, ashes and ghosts-bare, black stalks, pegless stumps, flakes of 

charred leaves and half-burnt tree trunks. (118-9) 

The pegless stumps of the former forest recalls the pegless stump of Poyah's missing leg. 

When published in 1926, Tropic Death was unique because the author yoked 

together the destruction of the environment with issues of social and economic justice. 

Moreover, Walrond conceives of the destructive force of civihzation's beasts in 

ecological and geological terms, rejecting the pull to a romantic repose in nature's bounty. 

The omnivorous dredging machines "dug deep down, too, far into the recesses of its 

sprawling cosmos. Back to a pre-geologic age it delved, and brought up things" (119). 

The machine brought up corals and other jewels of the sea, fiirther enriching the earth's 

destroyers. The application of "lysol to the mosquitos and flies" is an ineffective effort at 

eliminating disease-bearing insects. Instead, the United States' "civihzing" mission turns 

the wildly beautiful forest into a sterile wasteland of "half-burnt tree trunks" and "pegless 

stumps." Walrond's reading of Panama contrasts with Johnson's overt desire to sterilize 

his environment, to "uplift" it to cosmopolitan standards. These alternative 

representations of the frontier (James Weldon Johnson's in the previous chapter and Eric 

Walrond here) gain greater significance when mapped onto the bodies of frontier 

inhabitants. In Walrond's text, Johnson's animahstic natives are not civihzed in the 

process of "uplift." The frontier is "a liminal space betwixt and between savagery and 
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civilization," as defined in Chapter 1 of this book (Alonso 15). But it is not "open to 

individual advancement and self-mastery" (15). Walrond's frontier opens only to death 

and destruction. The pegless stumps in the razed forest are coterminous with Poyah's 

missing leg and the missing Amerindian population. The canal is "bleddy," indeed. 

The destruction wrought by the monstrous machine is moral, spiritual, as well as 

physical. With "The Palm Porch," Walrond makes central another type of personal 

service industry that arrived with "dere bleddy canal." Miss Buckner runs a brothel that 

serviced first the workers in the Zone (of all ethnicities), then the merchant marines, 

consuls and vice-consuls, military men, and various other speculators who passed 

through the Zone. The brothel is a ubiquitous institution of Panama frontier life. As a 

liminal space, the frontier is a site of multiple crossings, geographical, race, ethnicity, and 

class. The Panama frontier is a meeting place where fixed identities are tossed in the air 

and scrambled. In its efforts to create a racial-caste social order, the United States 

government administrators segregated black West hidian workers in Silver City, leaving 

Gold City to white American workers. Southern and Eastern Europeans were also 

segregated in Silver City, an indication of their racially indeterminate status for U. S. 

administrators. 

In the figure of Miss Buckner and her "house," Walrond satirizes an elitist 

hypocrisy, an obsession with manners that manages to exist alongside of prosperous 

pleasure palaces. "On the squalid world of Colon it was privileged to gaze with hauteur, 

for Miss Buckner, the owner of the Palm Porch, was a lady of poise, charm and caution" 

(122). The author severs the aesthetic of beauty from that of manners, and the aesthetic 
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of manners from that of morals in passages that anticipate Johnson's melding of beauty, 

manners and morals in his autobiography. Walrond's alter ego observes: "But the lack 

of an elfm figure and the possession of a frizzly head of hair, was more than made up for 

by Miss Buckner's gift of manners" (emphasis in original 123). Miss Buckner, at nearly 

seven feet tall, had neither an elfm figure, nor Patrician beauty, but she had manners. 

Moreover, as the narrator points out, she did not come by her manners through a tour of 

the great cities of Europe: "neither London, nor Paris, nor Vienna answered. Indeed, 

Miss Buckner, a lady of sixty, would have been wordless at the idea of having to go 

beyond the dickty rim of Jamaica in quest of manners. It was absurd to think so. This 

drop to the Isthmus was Miss Buckner's first gallop across the sea" (emphasis in original 

123-4). Miss Buckner, like many West Indian men, answered the American company's 

call for workers and the promise of great wealth. As a woman she had few options; she 

could work as a servant cleaning up after the men, marry and become an unpaid servant, 

or operate her own business, a lucrative brothel where she provided sexual services for 

men. 

As a newspaper reporter in the Zone, Walrond covered murders, thefts, rapes, and 

other criminal activities of the denizen who passed through the Canal's locks. The 

author's narrator, an apparent insider perched somewhere on Miss Buckner's Palm Porch, 

observes the manners of the British Vice-Consul, "Tommy:" 

Only yesterday he had put on a gleaming white suit. Done by the 

Occupation, the starch on the edges of it made it dagger sharp. Now it 

was a sight; ugly drink stains darkened it. Booze, perspiration, tobacco 
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weeds moistened it. His shirt, once stiff, was black and wrinkled. His tie, 

his collar, and trousers awry. His fire-red hair was wet and bushy and 

rumpled. Black curses fell from his mouth. But six months in the tropics 

and the nights and the girls at the Palm Porch had overpowered him. Held 

him tight. Sent from Liverpool to the British Consulate at Colon, he had 

fallen for the languor of the seacoast, he had been seized by the magic 

glow of the Palm Porch. (131-32) 

Like so many other Walrond characters. Tommy is transformed by his experiences in the 

tropics. He is converted from a well-mannered, starched, sharply creased young man to a 

drunken, lascivious consumer of sexual services provided by the girls of The Palm Porch 

(including Miss Buckner's able-bodied daughters). Tommy suffers the fate of more than 

one character in Walrond's stories; his life comes to an unceremonious and abrupt end, 

presumably murdered by the drunken American he insulted the day before. Once again, 

it is an American, whether machine or man, who wrecks havoc in The Zone. The 

nonchalant manner in which "the natives" and Miss Buckner observe "the policia 5" 

removal of Tommy's body attests to the quotidian nature of murder in the Zone. Miss 

Buckner is already "endeavoring to determine whether she'd have chocolate souffle or 

maidenhair custard for luncheon that afternoon" (135). After all, daily social rituals must 

go on. With the dessert name "Maidenhair custard," Walrond offers a satirical rebuke to 

the aestheticization of virtue and morality. With "The Palm Porch," Walrond lampoons 

the American occupation's civilizing mission in the Canal Zone. The construction of the 

canal brought with it; Miss Buckner's sex trade; sex-crazed men; murder; and everyday 
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subjection of native Caribbean labor. In "Subjection," the story that follows Palm Porch 

in the volume, Walrond features the indiscriminate brutality of the United States Marines 

who police the Canal Zone. Once more, the author alludes to his experiences as a 

reporter; "In the Canal Record, the Q. M. [quarter master] at Toro Point took occasion to 

extol the virtues of the Department which kept the numbers of casualties in the recent 

native labor uprising down to one" (158). Despite her contribution to the mayhem in 

Colon, the owner of the Palm Porch remembers with nostalgia a time of "pure, free rule," 

disrupted by American civilization. 

The Canal Zone is a literal and metaphorical crossroads: a frontier space on the 

isthmus between the Caribbean Sea to the west and the Pacific Ocean to the East. 

Panama sits at the imaginative divide between the Occident and the orient. The 

construction of the canal pierces and penetrates both physical and imaginary borders 

between east and west. Yet in the act of creating the zone, the Canal Company created 

new racial boundaries and a 'no man's land,' a lawless frontier awaiting the 'civilizing' 

hand of U. S. territorial administrators. In the act of "cutting continents in two," the 

United States destroyed an ecosystem and substituted a violent and destructive social 

order in its place. 

The title story completes the collection and returns to Walrond's Barbados only to 

have the characters depart for Colon. "Tropic Death" retraces the author's childhood 

journey. Parascondola characterizes Walrond's longest and most developed story in the 

volume as semi-autobiographical (12). It is the most sympathetic portrayal of a family's 

struggle to survive financial hardship and illness as they move between Barbados and 
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Panama. In drawing the characters and plot, Walrond borrows from the bare facts of his 

own family history. The principal characters are a young boy, Gerald Bright, his mother, 

Sarah Bright, and father, Lucien. As mother and son board a boat that will take them to 

Panama, Gerald recalls overhearing his mother's reasons for her painful decision to leave 

her older children with a trusted older relative, Rosa. Without a home for the children 

and concerned that she has not heard from their father in eight months, Sarah fears that 

Lucien is sick or worse. With the proceeds from the sale of her house and land, Sarah 

purchases passage to Panama for herself and Gerald, the youngest child. Arriving in 

Colon, Sarah and Gerald locate Lucien, who runs the local tailor's shop. Much of the 

story is taken up with descriptions of Gerald's daily struggle to learn Spanish, adjust to 

the new environs, and defend himself against attacks by the local bully. Near the story's 

conclusion, Gerald has one other worry: his father's illness. Lucien's diseased hand, left 

untreated, has festered and infected his entire body. "Tropic Death" is the only story in 

the volume where a character does not die a sudden or violent death. Gerald, Sarah, and 

Lucien are aware that his only hope is prayer. Lucien's last words to Sarah before she 

leaves his bedside at the mission hospital is a warning: "An' yo' mus' tek good cyah o' 

yo' self, heah Sarah, an' don't le' nobody tek exvantage o' yo', yo' heah, dis is a bad 

country " (283). Sarah responds with a simple, "Yes, Lucien" (283). Lucien is 

permitted the dignity of a quiet death away from watchful eyes. 

In these representative stories from the volume, Walrond avoids the monolithic 

romantic depiction of Caribbean peasants as unchanging bearers of tradition. Perhaps it 

is inevitable in an era when the black intelligentsia was so taken with the aesthetic of 
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beauty, dress, and manners, that Walrond would cast Gerald's father as the manager of a 

tailor's shop in Panama. Lucien doesn't wear the clothing he and twenty men, bent over 

sewing machines, manufacture. The "tuxedos and crash tunics were sewed there for the 

dandy bomberos of the Republic" (emphasis in original 260). Gerald receives his lessons 

in aesthetic judgment from those men bent over sewing machines. Walrond's ordinary 

manual laborers comprehend the production and consumption of taste better than the 

social club set, caught up in the aestheticization of relations of power. 

Anti-Aesthetic Discourse and the Representation of Caribbean Women 

Walrond's representations of women stand in stark contrast to Johnson's 

depiction of young women as beautiful, but silent ornaments. Although Walrond's 

narrator claims aesthetic authority through the use of Standard English, the author writes 

against the aestheticization of power in the male gaze. His stories are populated by 

women who speak and act. Miss Buckner's Palm Porch is a central feature of a 

voracious tropical frontier that consumes both men and women. Her daughters, who ply 

their trade along with their commanding mother, have only one avenue of escape: 

marriage to a poor black West Indian canal worker or to a better paid white customer. 

Lamenting her eldest daughter's limited choices. Miss Buckner cries: 

He was but a clerk in the cold storage; sixty dollars a month—wages of an 

accursed silver employee. Silver is nigger; nigger is silver. Nigger-silver. 

Why, roared Miss Buckner, stockings could not be brought with that, 

much more take care of a woman accustomed to "foxy clothes an' such" 
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and a dazzling baby boy. Silver employee! Blah! Why couldn't he be a 

"Gold" one? Gold is white; white is gold. Gold-white! "Gold," and get 

$125 a month, like "de fella nex tarrim, he?" Why, him had to be black, 

an' get httle pay an' tek way me gal picknee from me?" (127) 

Miss Buckner's outrage is the vehicle by which Walrond informs readers of the disparate 

treatment of black and white, silver and gold employees working alongside one another. 

Black Caribbean workers were paid in silver at half the wages of American white men. ̂  

For independent women like Miss Buckner, prostitution affords a degree of economic 

autonomy not otherwise found in the U. S. controlled wage structure. As a consequence 

of her economic freedom. Miss Buckner's daughters have grown accustomed to "foxy 

clothes an' such" that cannot be provided by black men. Miss Buckner's objections to 

her daughter's choice of mate is not based upon the aesthetic judgment of character and 

morals, but rather on practical material concerns. Black men are worth less because they 

are paid less, not because of some intrinsic physical and moral defect. 

Notwithstanding Walrond's depiction of Miss Buckner as a capacious madame, 

the author offers readers more than a simple choice between images of women as 

madonnas or whores. The character "Ella" is the principal actor in "Panama Gold." 

Although Poyah is full of talk about how he forced the Canal Company to compensate 

him for the loss of his leg, it is Ella who acts in the story. Ella is the person who shows 

up with a pail of water to douse the flames that engulf Poyah's shop. Though she cannot 

save Poyah, Ella is a woman in control of her environment. As a root worker and simple 

peasant farmer, Ella knows and uses nature's secrets to coax green from the hard 
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Barbadian soil. "All of nature gave flavor to Ella, wrought a magic color in Ella's life" 

(42). The story's narrator relates: 

Cast up on a bare half acre of land, Ella came to know the use of green, 

virgin things. Ore, green ore—spread over the land. Riotously nature 

peopled the earth about her. In front of her cabin door there was a water 

course. It was filled with sparrow grass. A wild, mad, hectic green—the 

green of young sugar canes. (42-3). 

Ella's nature is not the orderly cultivated plantations of the English colonial masters; it is 

"a wild, mad, hectic green." In Ella, Walrond champions the local knowledge of peasant 

women responsible for the survival of poor West Indian people. Ella is a knowledgeable 

worker of the land; the "green ore" she produces has more value than the gold and silver 

coveted by the men who fled to Panama. "Inch by inch green overspread it. Com, okras, 

gunga peas, eddoes, tannias, tomatoes—in such a world Ella moved" (44). Ella is no 

simple gardener with a green thumb, she understands the 'science' of cultivation. 

Without formal education, Ella tampers with nature, experimenting with processes of 

cross-fertilization. 

As if she were on an immemorial lark, Ella experimented with the green 

froth of the earth. One day she was grafting a pine and breadfruit. 

Standing, "joking" a foreign stalk in—tamarind, star apple, almond—and 

strapping it into the gummy gash dug into the tree's side. 

Similarly, with the pigeons and the ground doves. (44). 
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An organic scientific farmer, Ella counters popular representations of the lazy West 

Indian ruined by the natural fecundity of the tropics. Ella forces barren land and species 

to produce across 'natural' barriers. She manipulates the natural world, not as scientific 

curiosity, or for aesthetic appeal, but as a means of insuring the diversity of Barbados' 

food supply on a small parcel of land, on a small island dominated by the monoculture of 

the colonial plantation. 

Walrond's critique of the ethics of aesthetic judgment unearths the 

discourses of patriarchal imperial power embedded in narratives of beauty, taste, and 

manners. If Johnson's narratives of his tours of duty in Venezuela and Nicaragua are 

allegories of racial progress and achievement, Walrond's stories highhght the color, class, 

and gender biases of those narratives of individual racial uplift to cosmopolitanism. 

Manual laborers and women are rendered mute in Johnson's narrative of male progress 

and accomplishment. In the process of recounting six years of his life as a United States 

Consul, Johnson provides a first-person account of the imperial conditions that 

underwrote his individual success. He reinscribes a national narrative of imperial 

mastery of land and people. Indeed, progress requires Johnson to master and discipline 

his own body; failure to attain such mastery is indicative of savagery. Bom into a lower 

middle-class family in Florida, Johnson aspired to the colored aristocracy, a small group 

of elites whose status is based on wealth in land and money. Walrond's collection, read 

alongside of Johnson's autobiography, conveys a sense of the cultural and philosophical 

debates that dominated black American discourse in the 1920s and 1930s. Walrond 

confounds the slavish devotion to eighteenth- and nineteenth-century European 
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ideologies of the aesthetic, hi contradistinction to Johnson, Walrond offers third-person 

observations of the global imperial forces that suppress the dreams and aspirations of 

most people in the Caribbean. His anti-aesthetic satires of civilization's conceits reveal 

the destruction wrought by imperial masters. Tropic Death forces a confrontation with 

the monstrous horrors of a civilization that would dare cut "continents in two." 



Figure 2.1 
Hand drill gang, Panama, February 1912 

Photographer unknown 
New York Pubhc Library 

Schomburg Center for Research in Black Culture 
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' See Kant's Critique of Judgment, Part 2; Hegel's Phenomenology of Right, and Eagleton, Chapter 3. 
^ Compare Du Bois's review, in the same article, of The Second Book of Negro Spirituals, edited by James 
Weldon Johnson with arrangements by Rosamund Johnson: "One of the most beautiful arrangements is 
t h a t  o f  t h e  m a j e s t i c  m a r c h . . ( 1 5 3 ) .  
' See Velma Newton, The Silver Men: West Indian Labour Migration to Panama, 1850-1914. Kingston, 
Jamaica: ISER/University of the West Indies, Mona, 1984, for a study of the segregated labor force in the 
Canal Zone. Newton points out, although the majority of workers in Silver City were black West Indian 
men and women, workers from Southern and Eastern Europe (Portuguese, Italian, Czech) were also "silver 
men," encountering the same wage and housing discrimination. 



PART TWO 

CIVILIZATION OR BARBARISM 



Chapter 3 

Picturing and Possessing Haiti 

Figure 3.1 



86 

Le I'a libere, Ayiti va bel o! 
W-a tande, w-a tande koze 
Le I'a libere, Ayiti va bel o! 
W-a tande, ala yon ti peyi mache o! 
W-a tande. 

Koralen (Jan-Klod Matino), Ayiti Demen.' 

By June 1930 when Albert A. Smith's political cartoon (depicted in Figure 3.1) ran in 

Crisis, the United States had been an occupying power in Haiti for fifteen years. An 

oversized representation of Uncle Sam sitting on the southern shores of the United States 

overlooking the tiny country of Haiti dominates the image. Significantly, Haiti is 

depicted as an island, forlorn and severed from the Dominican Republic. The single palm 

tree invokes the iconography of a tropical paradise; yet the one lone male inhabitant 

armed with what appears to be a machete suggests a people abandoned and left alone to 

struggle against a mighty power. Armed with a rifle, Uncle Sam is flanked by a mound 

of ammunition. Anchored off-shore, naval ships and submarines face Haiti as if awaiting 

orders to attack. The airplane at Uncle Sam's feet signifies the might of the U.S. Air 

Corps. Naval vessels, along with the airplane, appear tied to Uncle Sam's rifle. The 

image suggests the American president's willingness to unleash its entire military might 

on a small and defenseless nation. The caption reads: "Shall I let him go, or shoot some 

more money out of him?" The stepped-up rhetorical and political campaign to end the 

occupation followed the U.S. Marine Corps confrontation with Haitians protesting the 

occupation in Aux Cayes, a town in southern Haiti. On December 6, 1929, marines fired 

on a crowd of 1500 people, killing 12 and wounding 23 (Renda 34). As Mary A. Renda 

points out in Taking Haiti: Military Occupation and the Culture of U.S. Imperialism, the 
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massacre led to international condemnation of the occupation (34). When the occupation 

ended in 1934, that mountainous country had been stripped of its remaining tropical 

forests and as many as 11,500 Haitians had been killed in U. S. military campaigns to put 

down rural peasants' and urban workers' resistance to imperial rule.^ The international 

condemnation of the occupation echoed the official editorial position established by Du 

Bois fifteen years earlier. 

When President Woodrow Wilson ordered the United States Marine Corps into 

Haiti in 1915, the occupation was met with outrage from Leftist activist and writers, 

liberal 'race men', like W. E. B. Du Bois, and peasants and workers in Haiti's cities and 

countryside. An independent country since 1804, and the only country to be founded as 

the result of a successful slave revolt, Haiti symbolized the successful defeat of European 

colonial power by African peoples, deemed barbarous, savage, and unfit for self-

determination. Writing as editor of Crisis in 1915, Du Bois condemns the U. S. 

occupation as an imperial conquest of Haiti in the service of City Bank and U. S. 

industrial interests. "The capitalist interests of different countries are steadily stirring up 

revolution, so called for the purpose of gaining concessions from the leaders aided and 

then coining them into money by a display of force against the succeeding governments" 

{Crisis Oct. 1915: 273). Suggesting that the U.S. has been engaged in a policy of inciting 

the overthrow of governments for profit, Du Bois calls for the end of U.S. interference in 

the affairs of sovereign states. He challenges U. S. paternalism in "Hayti" by urging the 

United States to attend to the anarchy and racial terror in the southern United States. 

"The lynching and murder in Port-au-Prince is no worse than, if as bad as, the lynching in 
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Georgia, Du Bois charges: "Hayti can, and will, work out her destiny and is more 

civilized today than Texas" (291). As editor of the influential monthly, Du Bois called 

into question U. S. claims to civihzation. A nation-state that could not police the 

'savage' white elements of its own nation lacked the competence or moral authority to 

undertake a 'civilizing mission' in Haiti. Moreover, Du Bois argues that the actual 

motivation for the occupation is corporate greed rather than ethical reason. 

Here, then, is the outrage of uninvited American intervention, the shooting 

and disarming of peaceful Haytian citizens, the seizures of public funds, 

the veiled, but deliberate design to alienate Haytian territory at the Mole St. 

Nicholas [a deep water port] and the pushing of monopoly claims of an 

American corporation which holds a filched, if not fraudulent railway 

charter. SHAME ON AMERICA! (291) 

Keenly aware of the United States' historical relationship with Haiti, Du Bois alludes to 

U.S. efforts to obtain a naval base at Mole St. Nicholas dating back to 1889. During the 

1889 negotiations for the port, the American abolitionist and former slave, Frederick 

Douglass, was the U. S. minister to Haiti. Douglass refused to become an accomplice to 

the United States' attempt to extend its imperial arm into Haiti (Dash). Mole St. Nicholas 

is the site of the port colony in Northwest Hispaniola established by Columbus and from 

which the Spanish began their conquest of the Americas. In 1915 Du Bois foresaw a 

continuation of U. S. gunpoint diplomacy in the monopolization of violence as a strategy 

for controlling a resisting population. The monopolization of violence as a method of 

social control, as in "shooting and disarming of peaceful Haytian citizens," also alludes to 
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the monopohzation of violence as a means of controlling the black population in the 

United States. Similarly, alienation of Haytian territory is mirrored in the internal 

colonization of black people in the United States through segregation policies that limit 

land ownership. In a maneuver that yoked the domestic shame of American racial terror 

to international shame for America's alienation of the Haitian nation from Haitians, Du 

Bois urged readers and contributors to Crisis to launch a letter-writing campaign in 

opposition to the occupation. 

As the first black republic, Haiti held symbolic value for African Americans 

struggling against racial oppression in the United States. As J. Michael Dash points out 

in Haiti and the United States: National Stereotypes and the Literary Imagination: 

If the Haitian revolution was white America's nightmare, it fulfilled the 

passionate dream of black Americans. The black American, himself 

stereotj^ed as the 'Other' in the United States, was unlikely to identify 

with the reductionist myths of Haiti's strangeness. He was more likely to 

see a war, successfully waged by black slaves against a European power, 

in admiring and idealistic terms. (11) 

Black Americans migrated to Haiti during the 1820's with dreams of solidarity with Haiti 

in a collective struggle against colonialism and slavery. Haiti, as the island of liberty, as 

an independent nation of free black 'men', continued to exert influence on the black 

imagination throughout the nineteenth- and early twentieth-century. 

During the nineteen-year United States occupation of Haiti and for at least ten 

years after its end, black and white travelers from the U. S. ventured into Haiti, a nation 
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that had come to epitomize the primitive 'other' in opposition to U. S. modernity.'' As 

Ian Gregory Strachan and other Caribbeanists have pointed out, "a tradition of 

representing Haiti as the quintessence of wicked savagery is a long one" (79). In 

Paradise and Plantation, Strachan argues that nineteenth-century works like Sir Spenser 

St. John's 1884 Hayti, or. The Black Republic initiated "a new genre: the Haitian-horrors 

travelogue," which was sustained by a vast body of literature by American writers during 

the U. S. occupation of Haiti between 1915 and 1934 (79). Travelers associated with the 

occupying forces, in var3dng degrees, sought evidence of Haitian savagery as justification 

for U.S. intervention in the domestic affairs of a sovereign state. African American 

writers went to Haiti to vindicate a transnational icon of revolutionary struggle for black 

freedom. For members of the black intelligentsia in the United States, rehabilitating Haiti, 

as nation and cultural icon, was treated as a matter of physical, political, and cultural 

survival. In the 1920's and 1930's, Haiti could be converted into cultural and social 

capital for African American intellectuals. 

By the time James Weldon Johnson joined the staff of the NAACP in 1916, Crisis 

had established an editorial position in opposition to the occupation. In December of that 

year, Johnson assumed the newly created position of Field Secretary to the NAACP. 

During his term as Field Secretary and later as Executive Secretary, Johnson made 

repeated journeys to Capitol Hill on a campaign for a federal anti-lynching law. He 

interpreted the failure of a 'civilized' nation-state to act against murderous "reigns of 

terror" against black men and women as acquiescence to barbarous rule. Johnson's 1920 

journey to occupied Haiti followed closely on the heels of the "Red Summer of 1919," a 
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summer where the Ku Klux Klan and other white mobs burned and sacked all-black 

communities and towns in the U.S. resulting in the deaths of more than 300 black men 

and women (Johnson 341-42). In Part Four of his autobiography. Along This Way, 

Johnson vividly recalls that hundreds of black men and women "were hunted down in the 

fields and swamps to which they had fled, and shot down like animals" (342). Suddenly, 

the civilized nation Johnson had imagined in opposition to Nicaraguan barbarity had been 

transformed into a barbarous nation of white beasts who "hunted" and "shot down" black 

human beings as if they were the wild animals. Unable to obtain passage of a federal 

anti-lynching law to protect the bodies of black men and women in the land of western 

civilization, Johnson removed his body from the United States. 

According to his autobiographical account, after leaving the Consulate Service 

Johnson devoted much of his energies at the NAACP lobbying for an anti-lynching law, 

but his foreign-service experience made him the most likely representative of the 

organization to send on a fact-finding mission in Haiti. However, Johnson's involvement 

in the United States' occupation of Nicaragua also made him an unlikely critic of the 

occupation of Haiti. In Part 4 of Along This Way, Johnson struggles to reconcile and 

distinguish the two military occupations. 

An army of marines had been landed in Haiti, as had been the case in 

Nicaragua. In Nicaragua, however, the government forces were there in 

accordance with the wishes of the government, they were there to sustain 

that government in power. In Haiti, the American forces seized the power 
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and made themselves the government. Haiti was quickly developed into a 

very nice holding colony for 'deserving Democrats'. (345) 

As I point out in Chapter 1, the United States failed to sustain the Nicaraguan government 

in power at the start of the revolution. Rather, Johnson received instructions to stand-by 

in order to allow the violent overthrow of the dictatorship by a dictatorship friendly to 

U.S. economic and strategic interests in the Panama Canal Zone. Johnson's opposition to 

the Haitian occupation had more to do with United States domestic failure to end racial 

violence in the South. He saw that racial violence in the United States was mirrored in 

the U.S. treatment of Haitians. In November 1918, U.S. marines assassinated 

Charlemagne Peralte, leader of the Cacos movement that opposed the establishment of a 

forced labor system. Photographs of the dead Cacos leader ran in the Crisis in the same 

issue that ran photographs of men lynched in the southern United States. The parallels 

were striking. 

For James Weldon Johnson, Langston Hughes, and Zora Neale Hurston, the 

journey to Haiti became a pilgrimage to an imagined ancestral homeland. Although 

undertaken separately and under different auspices, the journey to Haiti was a collective 

journey to a shared destination. The pilgrimage to Haiti became a search for an authentic 

transnational ethnic identity; but that identity was imagined within the limitations of 

America's racial taxonomy. In recalling his youthful adventures in Haiti for I Wonder As 

I Wander, the second installment of an autobiography that began with The Big Sea, 

Langston Hughes strikes at the primary attraction of Haiti for black Americans during the 

early twentieth-century. "[T]he black Haitians of the soil seem to remember Africa in 
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their souls and far-off ancestral tribes where each man and each woman danced alone" 

(22). Travelers, white and black, sailed to Haiti to mine the soil and soul of its black folk 

for memories of Africa. For black writers and intellectuals in the United States, the 

reclamation of an authentic black civilization became an essential component to the claim 

for humanity, national belonging and the rights of U. S. citizenship. On those journeys, 

African American travelers shifted back and forth from consumers of images of Haiti and 

Haitians to producers and performers of images of Haiti for audiences back home. 

In this chapter, I focus on African American travelers' images of Haiti and 

Haitians because it was those images that became central to the struggle for meaning and 

the articulation of an "imagined community" of African American people (Anderson 7). 

But images were not just important to the imagining of a collective black community in 

the United States. How Haiti is imagined and represented pictorially continues to occupy 

much of Haitian cultural and literary criticism of travel writing from the United States. 

For Haitians themselves, images of Haiti have both cultural and exchange value.^ During 

my initial trip to Haiti in the summer of 2000,1 learned that focusing a camera's lens at 

any person or object on the streets of Port-au-Prince, Petionville, or Cap Haitian 

invariably produced a Haitian man or woman demanding payment for allowing me to 

capture images of Haiti on film. Put simply, after years of living as the subject of 

anthropologists', joumahsts', travelers', and artists' curiosity, Haitians know the value of 

their images in the consumer tourist market-place and in the market-place of ideas. In 

opposition to the threat of exploitation of images of Haiti for political, economic, or 

intellectual gain, Haitians convert images of their country, and of themselves, into 
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currency. In converting those images into currency, they transform travelers' perceptions 

of them from symbols of primitive folk into modem free-market capitalists. 

For travelers, visual images are central to the representation of their experiences 

of difference. As travelers experiment with alterity, photography assists travelers and 

tourists in their quest to record their authentic experiences of otherness (Osborne 27). As 

Peter D. Osborne points out in his discussion of Victorian travel photography in 

Travelling Light: Photography, Travel and Visual Culture: 

The travel photograph mediated between the private or local and the 

global. .. .For the consumer of images in the metropolitan centres (sic) 

photographs of distant possessions and colonized peoples confirmed their 

sense of being at the compelling heart of the new world order and 

relocated their own identities within it. Travel photography provided 

middle-class viewers with the means of identifying themselves in and with 

the global system in which, as members of a colonising (sic) state, their 

lives and fortunes were already invested. (56) 

Photography thus emerged as a technology of representation uniquely suited to the quick 

capture of exotic and ephemeral 'natives' in their 'natural' environment. Among the 

more popular images were those that displayed radical differences between home and 

away (Osborne). As John J. MacAloon points out in Rite, Drama, Festival, Spectacle, 

"such encounters force us to make comparisons that pierce the membrane of our own 

quotidian world, allowing us for a brief moment to be spectators of ourselves" (244). 



95 

Yet, African American travelers complicate Osborne's theory of the representation of 

alterity. African American travelers imagined their journeys to the Caribbean as visits to 

distant kinfolk; they imagined similarities between themselves and Caribbean people 

even as their writings, photographs, and collections pointed towards differences from 

their Caribbean kin. African American travelers to Haiti, during and immediately after 

the U.S. occupation, were both spectators of the foreign and spectators of themselves in 

relation to their imagined kin. 

Possessing Christophe's Kingdom of Haiti 

In Haiti, James Weldon Johnson rediscovers his mother's ancestral homeland and 

establishes a personal history of descent from a civilized black nation, now occupied by a 

barbarous white nation. Johnson's narrative of his journey to Haiti is a narrative of 

disillusionment with the United States. In the narrative Johnson jettisons the United 

States as the embodiment of freedom and civilization, as represented by his heroic figures 

of Theodore Roosevelt and Abraham Lincoln. If Johnson became a suave cosmopolitan 

diplomat in Venezuela and a competent military commander in Nicaragua, in Haiti he 

became the inheritor of a black kingdom. In his Haiti travel accounts, Johnson proclaims 

Haiti the island of liberty, freedom and civilization, embodied in the heroic figure of 

Henry Christophe. 

In Along This Way, Johnson does not actually enter the narrative of his life until 

Chapter II, when he informs readers of his birth to the former Helen Louise Dillet and 

James Johnson on July 17, 1871, in Jacksonville, Florida. In Chapter 1, Johnson situates 
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his hfe within the epic events of the Haitian Revolution. Johnson's unusual opening—the 

narration of descent from maternal great grandmother, Hester Argo—only begins to make 

sense when reading Part 1 of Along This Way alongside of Part 4, which includes the 

author's Haiti journey. Johnson constructs the first chapter of his autobiography utilizing 

the rhetorical conventions of a historical epic, beginning with the Haitian Revolution; 

In 1802 Etienne Dillet, a French army officer in Haiti, placed Hester Argo, 

a native Haitian woman, together with her three children, aboard a 

schooner bound for Cuba. This was eleven years after the first 

insurrection of the slaves in Haiti, and during the war that resulted in the 

extermination of the French forces on the island and the establishment of 

Haitian independence. Hester Argo and her children were being sent to a 

place of refuge. (3) 

Johnson fashions himself as a descendant of both a French Army officer and a "native 

Haitian woman." Johnson's narrative is silent on Hestor Argo's legal status. His failure 

to mention a marriage suggests that Hestor Argo was Dillet's concubine; whether she is a 

slave or a free woman of color is also left to the imagination. Johnson reveals only that 

she was "a native Haitian woman" whose departure during the Haitian revolution altered 

the course of his personal history. That "native Haitian woman," Hestor Argo, never 

arrived in the slave colony of Cuba; the schooner was captured by buccaneers and 

diverted to England's slave colony of The Bahamas. 
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The slave revolt, which culminated in a full-scale war for independence from 

France, has been the subject of a great deal of historical scholarship. In The Black 

Jacobins, C. L. R. James places the revolution in global context: 

hi August, 1791, after two years of the French Revolution and its 

repercussions in San Domingo, [colonial Haiti] the slaves revolted. The 

struggle lasted for 12 years. The slaves defeated in turn the local whites 

and the soldiers of the French monarchy, a Spanish invasion, a British 

expedition of some 60,000 men, and a French expedition of similar size 

under Bonaparte's brother-in-law. The defeat of Bonaparte's expedition 

in 1803 resulted in the estabhshment of the Negro state of Haiti which 

lasts to this day. (ix) 

On January 1, 1804, Jean-Jacques Dessalines (one of the Black Jacobins, which also 

included Toussaint L'Ouverture and Henry Christophe) proclaimed Haiti's independence. 

Johnson's personal narrative of descent from that epic struggle begins with the 

Haitian woman, Hester Argo, mistress to French officer Dillet, and mother of his son 

Stephen Dillet, Johnson's maternal grandfather. By beginning his narrative of origin at 

the moment of his maternal great-grandmother's departure from Haiti, Johnson 

establishes his ancestral kinship with Haiti's ruling mulatto elite, a product of a race-

crossing between a French soldier (read, white) and a native Haitian woman (either 

mulatto or black, a white French woman would have been Creole not native). The road 

to Johnson's civilizational authority travels through the body of his mother to a great 

grandmother stolen from the land to which Johnson would have been a rightful heir. 



98 

Johnson stakes his claim to Haitian patrimony through the bodies of two women. Since 

Hester Argo fled from the disorder and chaos of revolution, Johnson's narrative is of a 

heritage lost, then found. His metaphorical and actual return to lost origins is a return to 

the patria created by Henry Christophe. Johnson's return to a mythical fatherland 

rediscovered in the architectural remains of The Citadel and Sans Souci, symbols of a 

black civilizational order and western humanism, respectively. I read Johnson's February 

1920 journey to Haiti as a narrative of disillusionment with the United States and of 

longing for nostalgic return to the site of original rupture from noble origins. 

Johnson's narrative of return is tinged with romantic nostalgia for the former 

glory of Henri Christophe, Henry I, "the great black king of Northern Haiti" (351). A 

brief summary of the historical events of Haiti's independence is necessary to put 

Johnson's narrative in perspective. Following Dessalines' assassination on October 17, 

1806, General Henry Christophe refused the presidency of the Republic, citing the 

limited powers given the president under the Constitution (Wilson 849). The general 

attacked Port-au-Prince, then under the command of the mulatto revolutionary leader 

Alexandre Petion. Forced to withdraw and return to Cap-Haitian in the north, Christophe 

formed a government under the Constitutional Act of Haiti (drafted by his council in the 

north). The Act gave him "full executive, legislative, administrative, and military 

powers" (Wilson 849). Essentially, Christophe became a king in the north, while Petion 

had been elected President of the new Republic of the South on March 9, 1807. 

Christophe officially declared himself a king on March 26, 1811, took the name of Henry 

1, and ruled in the North until his suicide (following a stroke) on October 8, 1820. 
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Johnson's description of the ruins of Christophe's kingdom strikes a note of 

reverence characteristic of journeys to sacred pilgrimages sites. Awestruck by The 

Citadel, the massive fortress Christophe ordered erected atop the highest peak in northern 

Haiti, Johnson imbues the site with all the attributes of the architectural wonders of 

ancient civilizations: 

I should say that it is the most wonderful ruin in the Western Hemisphere, 

and, for the amount of human energy and labor sacrificed in its 

construction, can be compared to the pyramids of Egypt. As I stood on the 

highest point, where the sheer drop from the walls was more than two 

thousand feet, and looked out over the rich plains of Northern Haiti, I was 

impressed, with the thought that, if ever a man had the right to feel himself 

a king, that man was Christophe when he walked around the parapets of 

his citadel. (352) 

Johnson engages in a fantasy of a noble kingship, where "human energy and labor" is 

willingly "sacrificed" for the greater glory of the realm. In making the comparison with 

the pyramids of Eg3^)t, he maps images of the ancient African empire onto Haiti. Further, 

standing "on the highest point" and looking "over the rich plains of Northern Haiti," 

Johnson constructs a scene of mastery, of what Mary Louise Pratt refers to in Imperial 

Eyes as the "monarch-of-all-I-survey" perspective a traveler adopts with respect to the 

surrounding countryside (205). Atop "the highest point," Johnson stands in the footprints 

of Christophe, a man who "had the right to feel himself king." Christophe constructed 

roads, aquaducts, a massive fortress, and a sumptuous palace utilizing the forced labor of 
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blacks "barely out of slavery" (Trouillot 33). In Silencing the Past: Power and the 

Production of History, Haitian historian Michel-Rolph Trouillot describes the visitors' 

approach to the palace Sans Souci: 

It is impressive if only for its size. .. .It was built to instill long lasting 

deference and it still does. One does not stumble upon these ruins; they 

are both too remote and too often mentioned within Haiti for the encounter 

to be fully accidental. (33) 

Nevertheless, Johnson 'rediscovers' and claims Christophe's grand imperial designs as 

his rightful patrimony. 

Christophe was possessed of a will to power that found its expression in the will 

to order. His world was northern Haiti, a space he viewed as a wilderness in need of 

civilizational order on the model of the French monarchy that self-emancipated Haitian 

people had just defeated (Trouillot). One hundred years later, Johnson saw the United 

States as a social space in need of control and civilizational uplift. In a reversal of 

modernity's discourse of Haitian savagery and barbarism, Johnson held up Haiti as the 

model of a civilized country and cosmopolitan social order. In his choice of Sans Souci 

and The Citadel as architectural representatives of civilization, Johnson reinscribes 

Christophe's aesthetic choice of French symbols of imperial power, and the social, racial, 

and economic domination implied by those symbols of power. Christophe invoked 

French politics of servitude in his reproduction of the palace at Versailles on the plains of 

northern Haiti. The Church on the grounds suggests Christophe's control of the gateway 

to heaven, while the Citadel situated at the peak of the highest mountain serves as a 
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warning to all enemies foreign and domestic (Trouillot 33-34). If the Church failed to 

convince Haitian peasants of their responsibilities and obedience to the new master, then 

The Citadel on the mountain-top served as a reminder of Christophe's military strength 

and punitive power. Perhaps Johnson should have taken heed of the prophetic 

destruction of Christophe's imperial palace by the natural power of an earthquake. 

Erected on a geological fault, Christophe's palace became an ancient ruin a mere nine 

years after its completion much like the French ancien regime Christophe sought to 

emulate. 

Johnson's autobiography is haunted by the specter of a narrowly missed 

opportunity to ascend to royalty. Pubhshed in 1933, thirteen years after the writer's 

journey to Haiti and one year before the end of the U. S. occupation, Johnson's narrative 

of his journey in Along This Way is his third and most nostalgic account of his 1920 tour 

of Haiti. Johnson published two fairly contemporaneous accounts of his investigative 

journey to Haiti: the first account was a four part series, "Self-Determining Haiti," for 

The Nation in August and September 1920; the second account was an article published 

by the Crisis in September 1920. In the series for The Nation, Johnson presented 

exhaustively researched and detailed historical, political, and economic arguments 

against the occupation, ending the series with a celebration of Haiti's cultural history. 

The article for Crisis, "The Truth About Haiti," was a condensed version of The Nation 

series, with far greater emphasis given to Haitian cultural contributions to Negro 

civiUzation. The article was supplemented by several poorly reproduced photographs of 

Haitians and the Haitian countryside. Those photographs (of Port-au-Prince homes and 
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Christophe's Citadel) along with the eleven postcards Johnson sent home to his wife, 

Grace Nail Johnson, compliment the retrospective of his journey narrated in Along This 

Way. As Johnson claims in his autobiography: "Christophe's citadel had been written 

about, but forgotten. I think I may claim that I rediscovered it for the United States" 

(352). 'Rediscovering' the citadel for the United States (and himself), Johnson recalls the 

activities he undertook upon returning to the United States: "When I returned home, I 

lectured about it, publishing with some of my articles the snapshots I had taken" (352). 

In addition to the published photographs, I read the simple and impersonal inscriptions on 

the back of each postcard, "Yours, Jim," as indicative of Johnson's intention to preserve 

the postcards as a public record of his journey as well. The images constitute a pictorial 

journal of Johnson's rediscovery and repossession of Haiti as homeland and royal 

heritage. Johnson spent his life in search of the recognition, honor and respect that would 

have been owed him as the metaphorical prince of Henry I, King of Haiti. 

The narrative and pictorial landscape centers around Port-au-Prince, its 

Petionville suburb, the roads to Cap Haitian in the north, nearby Sans Souci in the village 

of Milot and The Citadel atop the highest peak overlooking Milot.^ Johnson's desire to 

recuperate and recover Haitian civilization against North American accounts of Haitian 

savagery, cruelty, and barbarism form the core of the narrative and pictorial collection. 

As with Venezuela, Johnson reports his acceptance by important men in society and his 

attendance at splendid social events. "I visited a number of the beautiful villas on the 

heights above Port-au-Prince," Johnson recalls, "I had the privilege of going to the Cercle 

Bellevue, the leading club, where the men talked understanding about world affairs" 
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(349). Johnson locates himself among Haiti's elite, in the villas in the heights above 

Port-au-Prince, far from the majority of Haiti's poor. In Figure 3.2, the only postcard 

Johnson sent to his wife, not signed simply "Yours Jim," the writer inscribes an "X" 

indicating his location in a second floor room in the front of the Hotel Bellevue in Port-

au-Prince. Although not quite in the heights above the city, at the time of Johnson's 

journey, the hotel was a stately building surrounded by well-tended gardens. Johnson 

recalls the landscape and social life for his readers: "I was forced to conclude that 
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Figure 3.3 
Courtesy American Collection of Literature, Beineke Rare Book and Manuscript Library 

Yale University 

Haitian society in Port-au-Prince moved on a level that for wealth and culture could not 

be matched by the colored people in any city in the United States" (349). The narrative 

and pictorial evidence allude to the disparity between the poor accommodations available 

to colored people in the United States and the luxurious accommodations offered in Haiti. 

The lives of colored Americans does not compare to Johnson's experience of life in Haiti. 

His recurrent descriptions of a grand and orderly Haitian society (a performance of one of 

Moliere's plays at the closing exercises of the Normal School, a charity ball at the 
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Figure 3.4 
Collection of American Literature, Beneike Rare Book and Manuscript Library 

Yale University 

French Legation, among other social events) are mirrored in the images of civilized order 

depicted in the postcards Johnson sent home. The postcard depicting the "Theatre 

Parisiana" in Figure 3.3 is emblematic of France's cultural presence in Haiti despite more 

than one hundred years of independence from French colonialism and slavery, hi his 

descriptions of Haitian society and with postcards of the theater and "La Cathedrale de 

Port-au-Prince" (Figure 3.4), Johnson waivers between fantasies of French civilization 

and fantasies of repatriation to a New World black civilization. As a state containing two 



106 

nations, Francophone mulatto and black African, Haiti becomes the logical site for 

Johnson's negotiation of his relationship to the African Diaspora in the Americas and his 

Francophilia^ 

Although Johnson asserts that he "satisfied [his] curiosity to see the inside of 

some of the native huts" during "a ten-day trip in a Ford through the country," he did not 

publish any photographs, nor do any postcards of those "native huts" survive. 

histead, Johnson provides a detailed description of the construction of those huts, both 

exterior and interior. 

These huts were ingeniously built of thin strips of wood plaited about the 

heavier uprights and plastered outside and inside with clay, the whole 

covered with a thatched roof There were generally two rooms or more. 

The floor was usually of hard clay. In almost every instance the outer 

walls were whitewashed or tinted blue, or pink, or yellow. On the inside, 

the cabins were kept clean and the yards about them were swept daily. An 

aesthetic touch, flowers or a gorgeous shrub or vine, was common. (349) 

As the locale shifts from elite enclaves of Port-au-Prince society to the back country of 

the peasant, the locus of Johnson's narrative shifts. No longer the cosmopolitan traveler 

in the company of like men, the narrator becomes the detached observer of "native huts." 

Johnson's ethnographic dissection of those native huts is a rhetorical convention 

reflecting relations of inequality between viewer and viewed, subject and object. Peasant 

hfe is penetrable, open to the traveler's gaze, just as the details of the huts' construction is 

transparent to the eye. Unable to speak or comprehend Haitian Creole, Johnson cannot 
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engage in conversations with the objects of his ethnographic gaze. The narrator's 

description of the thatched roof invokes the iconography of primitive societies cut-off 

from modem society in Port-au-Prince. Johnson's depiction of the stark contrasts 

between the villas of Haitian society and "native huts" in the countryside is striking for 

the seemingly natural manner in which the author portrays the gross inequity between 

Haiti's elite and rural peasants. Using the term "native hut" to describe the homes of 

Haiti's rural population, the writer effectively nativizes and naturalizes poor peasants. 

Johnson resolves the tension between his fantasy of Haiti as a benevolent kingship 

and the poverty of the majority of the country's population through the evocation of a 

pastoral myth of peasant independence and contentment. The existence of a wealthy and 

powerful mulatto elite does not compromise the true or essential native people of Haiti, 

nor does the elevation of French over African cultural heritage compromise mulatto 

claims to Haitian identity. Johnson concludes his observation of the native huts with the 

following declaration; 

Nowhere did I see the filth and squalor that is hardly ever missing in and 

around the log cabins of the South. And yet, some Americans, who were, 

doubtless, sincerely anxious to see the Haitians make progress, felt that 

they would be essentially advanced if, instead of living in these native 

huts—so well adapted to their needs and their environment—they lived in 

American-built cottages with glass windows and a front porch, and 

covered by a tin roof and a mortgage. The Haitian peasants were 

kindhearted, hospitable, and polite. (349-50) 
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Figure 3.5 
Collection of American Literature, Beineke Rare Books and Manuscript Library 

Yale University 

The criticism of United States' inaction with respect to poverty in the southern U. S. is 

unmistakeable. Johnson counters "the filth and squalor" of "log cabins," in the southern 

United States with a pastoral myth of Haitian peasants, "kindhearted, hospitable, and 

polite," and "adapted to their.. .environments." Johnson's pastoralism produces what I 

read as a discourse of harmonious "separate but equal" Haitian groups; wealthy city 

people and poor country folk, each at home in their respective place. In his nostalgic 

longing for noble origins, Johnson naturalizes Haiti's structural poverty and its color-

caste system. 
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His sentimentalized description of Haitian peasants also works to oppose the 

United States' debtor society with images of Victorian thrift and economic responsibility. 

Thus, Johnson reads the imposition of "American-built cottages with glass windows... 

and a mortgage" as the penetration of simple 'native' culture by foreign cultural excess. 

His travel narrative of Haiti is full of such paradoxes; he drives about the countryside in a 

Ford, but objects to the degradation of native culture by a foreign culture of accumulation 

and debt. The postcard depicting the "Ford Garage," in Figure 3.5, illustrates a society 

already penetrated by U. S. corporate capitalists. But Haiti's rural peasants do not drive 

Fords; they walk like the countrywomen "balancing baskets on their colored-turbaned 

heads.. .carrying themselves like so many Queens of Sheba" (350). Johnson's 

sentimental representation of manual laborers erases the sharp economic disparity 

between the lives of Haiti's rich and poor, and the active exploitation of the poor by the 

wealthy. He ends his ten-day journey through Haiti with a pilgrimage to Christophe's 

Citadel and Sans Souci, the self-proclaimed king's palatial estate, designed by French 

architects, and "a copy, more or less and on a smaller scale, of Versailles" (351). In his 

autobiography, Johnson possesses, and delivers to his readers, the imperial fantasies of 

Christophe, King Henry I, an orderly and peaceable kingdom. As Elizabeth Edwards 

argues in "Beyond the Boundary: A Consideration of the Expressive in Photography and 

Anthropology," "in fragmenting both space and time, the photograph mirrors tourist 

experience in which fragments are incorporated into a unified experience, one staged by 

images" (62). Johnson stages Haiti as a modem progressive country, and proves it with 

the "visual facts" of picture postcards (Kirshenblatt-Gimblett 395). 
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Seeing Haiti on a Shoestring Among Black People Without Shoes 

In July 1931, eleven years after Johnson's journey to Haiti, and sixteen years into 

the United States occupation, the communist monthly magazine, New Masses, published 

excerpts from Langston Hughes' "Letter from Haiti." In the two short paragraphs of the 

letter written from Cap Haitian, Hughes painted a vastly different portrait of the kingdom 

Christophe bequeathed to the people of Haiti. 

Haiti is a hot, tropical little country, all mountains and sea; a lot of marines, 

mulatto politicians, and a world of black people without shoes—who catch 

hell. 

The Citadel, twenty miles away on a mountain top, is a splendid lonely 

monument to the genius of a black king—Christophe. Stronger, vaster, 

and more beautiful than you could possibly imagine. .. .It stands in futile 

ruins now, the iron cannon rusting, the bronze one turning green, the great 

passages and deep stairways alive with bats, while the planes of the United 

States Marines hum daily overhead...." (9) 

Where Johnson discovers in The Citadel a splendid monument to the founder of a great 

civilization, Hughes finds a rusting, tarnished remnant of an imagined empire now 

dominated by the imperial might of the United States Marines. Hughes reads the 

decaying technology of Christophe's dream as symbolic of Haiti's image—an unrealized 

"dream deferred."^ Furthermore, Hughes refuses Johnson's pastoralism, depicting, 

instead, "a world of black people without shoes," impoverished and exploited by both the 
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mulatto elite and the U. S. Marines, they "catch hell." The two worlds Johnson described, 

mulatto elite and poor peasant, do not harmoniously co-exist in 'separate but equal' 

societies. Rather, they collide in one world where "black people without shoes" still 

struggle for the freedom promised by the war for independence from colonialism and 

slavery. Hughes, whose maternal great uncle John Mercer Langston had represented the 

United States in Haiti, had been enchanted by stories of Haiti from childhood. His arrival 

in Port-au-Prince was a disappointment; the grandeur of the Presidential Palace made the 

poverty of the rest of the city appear even more squalid (Rampersad 1:200). 

I tentatively attribute the differences in Johnson's and Hughes' representations of 

Haiti to the following: First, whereas Johnson traveled on an expense-paid NAACP 

mission to learn "the truth about Haiti," Hughes traveled on his own limited funds in 

order to escape societal restrictions at home and to discover the truth about himself 

Hughes devotes the first chapter of I Wonder as I Wander, "In Search of Sun," to his 

1931 journey to Cuba and Haiti. He focuses on his experiences in Haiti in the last 

twenty-three pages of the chapter. Hughes recalls: "I went to Haiti to get away from my 

troubles" (3). Finding himself "in the midst of a depression" following his estrangement 

Irom his patron, Charlotte Osgood Mason, with a scarcity of "scholarships, fellowships 

and literary prizes" following the stock market crash of 1929, twenty-nine year old 

Hughes went to Haiti in existential crisis (3). "As soon as I got rid of the last dollar of 

the money left from my estranged patron's allowances, I felt immensely better," Hughes 

recalled (4). "My stomach, that for weeks had turned over and over since my relations 

with the kind and elderly lady on Park Avenue had ended so abruptly, now stopped 
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turning over altogether" (4). ha his two-volume biography, The Life of Langston Hughes, 

literary scholar Arnold Rampersad writes of Mason's inexcusable "abuse of her wealth, 

race, age, and intelligence in... torturing the lives of her blacks" (1:200). "For 

Langston," Rampersad continues, "the time had come for true flight" (1:200). Hughes 

was left to fend for himself, to come up with a way "to turn poetry into bread" (Hughes 

3). 

The second explanation for the two differing perspectives on Haiti is directly 

related to Hughes' limited funds. He and Zell higram, a Cleveland School of Art student, 

traveled throughout Haiti on a shoestring budget, lodging at nontourist hotels, and touring 

Haiti on an ancient and crowded bus, in the company of poor Haitians. Hughes recalls 

that he did not seek out any of the Haitian elite referred by Johnson and others: "Knowing 

that my very limited funds would hardly permit such socializing, I did not use the letters 

of introduction Walter White, William Seabrook, Arthur Spingarm and James Weldon 

Johnson had given me to the cultural and political elite" (15). Walter White, Arthur 

Spingarm, and James Weldon Johnson were all officials with the NAACP; William 

Seabrook was a popular writer who in 1929, had published a sensationalist account of 

Haiti, The Magic Island. By-passing the cultural and political elite in Port-au-Prince, 

Hughes and Ingram lodged in "a distinctly nontourist hotel near the port, patronized 

entirely by Haitians. There were no screens on the windows, but the beds were canopied 

and thick mosquito netting" (16). Hughes situates his travel experiences in opposition to 

Johnson's experiences in the highlands, among Haiti's privileged few. He and higram 

were, apparently, the only foreigners in the "nontourist hotel" located among the dirt and 
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noise of a busy port. While Johnson traveled to The Citadel in a private automobile, after 

ten days in Port-au-Prince, Hughes "boarded a dilapidated bus and started out for the 

storied Citadel" (16). Although Hughes' shortage of funds was a partial determinant of 

his mode of travel, the writer was determined to see Haiti from the ground, from the 

point-of-view of the black masses without shoes. He refused the monarch-of-all-I-survey 

perspective adopted by Johnson. 

Not surprisingly, considering Hughes' money problems, his letters preserved in 

the archives contain no postcards documenting his journey. (Either he did not send out 

any or they were lost or preserved elsewhere.) "Although he snapped photographs like 

any tourists," one photograph, in particular, illustrates his relationship to Haiti 

(Rampersad 1:206). The photograph in Figure 3.6 depicts Hughes wearing a wide-

brimmed straw hat, head thrown back in a pose of absolute freedom as he rows a fishing 

boat. Just as Johnson's photograph of Hotel Bellevue situated the author within the 

mythic landscape of Haiti, Hughes' portrait locates him within Haiti's natural landscape. 

Perhaps it is the paradox of all travel from technologically advanced countries to 

developing countries, that travelers venture out to escape the restrictive structures at 

home only to find a sense of freedom in countries where residents live under varying 

degrees of confinement. The rowboat is a vehicle of recreational pleasure for Hughes, 

but a tool of the trade for the fishermen who scrape out a bare living by selling their daily 

catch. In his autobiography, Hughes waxed nostalgic about his relationships with Haitian 

fishermen: "I came to know well the fishermen who beached their boats at the foot of 

our street, and sometimes I went out with them on the sunny sea to fetch their haul" (21). 



Figure 3.6 
Langston Hughes in Haiti 

Collection of American Literature, Beineke Rare Book and Manuscript Library 
Yale University 
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Hughes is possibly one of the most posed African American writers of his era. Often 

photographed with writers, children, and workers throughout the world, Hughes literally 

lived a public life in front of the camera, in contrast to his well-guarded private persona. 

His journey became an escape from high society; in Haiti he situated himself in the world 

of fishermen. Local workers' everyday lives are a source of pleasurable retreat from the 

traveler's everyday life. Hughes' narrative of his travels in Haiti (a land where the 

majority of people are constrained by backbreaking labor, domestic dictatorships and a 

foreign occupation) is emblematic of the traveler's paradox. Hughes fled to Haiti to 

embrace freedom only to discover poor black people laboring under slave-like conditions 

of servitude. 

By pointing out the United States' inability to 'uplift' the people of Haiti living on 

the periphery of its empire, Hughes repudiates the U. S. claims to a civilizing mission in 

Haiti. He recalls his arduous journey in the pages of I Wonder as I Wander. 

At St. Marc, midway the island, the road had been completely washed out. 

A river flowed merrily across it and down to the sea. No traffic could pass. 

Did this indicate on the part of the U. S. Marines a lack of capacity to 

build a decent road? Or was it just nature in a primitive country where 

rains are heavy and the waterslopes steep? Or did the hungry peasants, as 

some folks whispered, make a change in the water's course and deflect the 

flood so that it would destroy the road—and thus give them a week or so 

of well-paid work repairing it again? (16) 
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Hughes suggests that the poor infrastructure, as represented by roads that washed out 

during the seasonal rains, is indicative of either the incompetence of the occupying forces, 

or a cunning and desperately poor population, who tricked the U. S. administration into 

re-employing the same workers to make repeated repairs to the road. 

Like Johnson, Hughes was critical of the U. S. occupation; however unlike 

Johnson, Hughes also condemned Haiti's mulatto aristocracy's historical treatment of 

"black people without shoes." Hughes read Haitian class relations through the analytical 

lens of Marxism. Although he would later renounce any affiliation with the American 

Communist Party, Hughes continued his advocacy for social and economic justice. Like 

Johnson, Hughes published two contemporaneous accounts of his travels in Haiti: an 

essay for New Masses and another for Crisis. "People without Shoes" was published in 

the October 1931 issue of New Masses. In that essay, Hughes refuses Johnson's pastoral 

representation of Haitian peasants as quaint and traditional. Instead, Hughes begins the 

essay by depicting a landscape of economic and social inequality: 

Haiti is a land of people without shoes—^black people, whose bare feet 

tread the dusty roads to market in the early morning, or pat softly on the 

bare floors of hotels, serving foreign guests. These barefooted ones care 

for the rice and cane fields under the hot sun. They climb high mountains 

picking coffee beans, and wade through surf to fishing boats in the blue 

sea. All of the work that keeps Haiti alive, pays for the American 

Occupation, and enriches foreign traders—that vast and basic work—is 

done there by Negroes without shoes. (46-7) 
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Hughes repeats this description of Haiti, nearly verbatim, in I Wonder as I Wander (27). 

He portrays Haiti as an impoverished nation embedded in transnational circuits of capital 

and labor. Despite the revolution that freed enslaved Haitians and resuhed in the 

founding of the second independent republic in the Americas, black people still labor for 

long hours producing wealth for the domestic elite, foreign traders, and the American 

occupation. Further, Hughes argues that shoes and coats are symbols of the divisions 

between rich and poor. Those without shoes could not promenade on the Champs de 

Mars; "the police would drive them away" (49). The open gardens and public 

promenades of Port-au-Prince belong to the rich; they are privatized public spaces barred 

to poor workers without shoes. Haitians with shoes, Hughes charges, have been "living 

for years on under-paid peasant labor and lazy government jobs.. .writing flowery poetry 

in the manner of the French academicians" (48). If Johnson finds evidence of high 

culture in Haitian Francophilia, Hughes sees evidence of corruption and exploitation, 

leaving "a wide open way for the equally greedy Yankees of the North to step in" (48). 

Like Johnson, Hughes pitches his essays to specific audiences. In "White 

Shadows in a Black Land," pubhshed in the October 1932 issue of the Crisis, Hughes 

presents his readers with a picture of the racism of the U. S. occupying force. Like 

Johnson, he rehearses the story of Haitian independence alongside a criticism of the 

occupation and National City Bank of New York's control of Haiti's treasury. Hughes 

preserves the legacy of Christophe's pubhc works projects by locating Haiti's decline in 

the aftermath of Christophe's 1820 death, when "revolution after revolution kept the 

country in turmoil" (52). Yet, as he had written for New Masses readers, for Crisis 
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readers, Hughes argues that Haiti's decline began when "the mulattoes and the few blacks 

with money set themselves apart as an aristocracy, exploited the peasantry.. .[and] 

practical work became distasteful to them, physical labor undignified" (52, 53). Hughes 

attempts to preserve Haiti's symbolic value for blacks in the United States, while 

criticizing what he saw as a tendency towards elitism among blacks and mulattoes in both 

the United States and Haiti. In I Wonder as I Wander, Hughes recalls: 

Another thing which disturbed me and made me shy away from formal 

Haitian society was the color line between the mulattoes and the blacks. 

In this, and in the aloofness with which the "best people" held themselves 

away from the workers, I was reminded strongly of my years in 

Washington where Negro society, too, was stratified—the government 

workers, college professors and schoolteachers considering themselves 

much better than the usually darker (although not always poorer) people 

who work with their hands. (25) 

Hughes uses his autobiography to correct the record of his journey to Haiti, and to 

criticize the colored elite in both Haiti and the U.S. His upbraiding of Haiti's aristocracy 

was muted when Du Bois 'inadvertently' cut the last lines of "White Shadows in a Black 

Land." In an April 26, 1932 letter to Hughes, Du Bois apologized and promised to run a 

correction: "I find to my dismay that the last part of your article, and on the whole the 

most important part, was left out of the MAY CRISIS by my own error. I'm going to 

publish it later, if you will kindly forgive me."^ For the record, Hughes, who kept 

scrupulous records, annotated the letter with the "Note: It was an article about Haiti. The 
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end (which said the U. S. Marines and the Haitian mulatto upper classes should both be 

thrown out) was never published. L. H." Hughes locates himself among the people 

without shoes, the people with whom he had spent most of his time in Haiti. Yet, the 

NAACP had been working with Haiti's powerful mulatto aristocracy to end the U. S. 

occupation. Du Bois' "error" permitted the publication of the essay without putting the 

organization in an awkward position with respect to Haitian negotiators and the colored 

aristocracy in the United States. Hughes makes the point that despite the U. S. 

occupation, Haiti is a land where hard labor and poverty predominate. At best, the 

United States has done nothing to alleviate the impoverished conditions of the people in 

the countryside. 

Hughes, like Johnson, remembers Haiti more sentimentally in his autobiography 

than in his contemporaneous accounts. In I Wonder as I Wander, Hughes provides more 

details of the time he spent in Cap Haitian among the fishermen without shoes. Those 

fishermen introduce Hughes to the Congo dances, of which he recalls; "the black 

Haitians of the soil seem to remember Africa in their souls and far-off ancestral tribes 

where each man and each woman danced alone" (22). For Hughes, "the black Haitians 

of the soil" embody Africa in their souls and in the soles of their feet. Both Johnson and 

Hughes find fragments of the past in Haiti. Where the authors differ is the locus of that 

past. For Johnson, Haiti's epic past is located in the architectural remnants of a black 

king who had mimicked the icons of French civilization. In Haiti, Hughes finds survivals 

of the far-off ancestral tribes of Africa. For both, black Haiti is constructed as the locus 

of authentic traditions, the remains of a glorious past. Both constructions, paradoxically. 
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locate blackness in a past that could only be recovered through embodied encounters with 

Haiti and Haitians. The journey to Haiti became a journey to the site of modem black 

men's rupture from the traditions of their past. 

Zora Neale Hurston's "Visual Facts " of Possession 

Although Zora Neale Hurston, folklorist, anthropologist, novelist, did not travel to 

Haiti until September 1936, her quest for Haiti began in 1932. By early 1932, Hurston 

had been under an exclusive patronage agreement with Charlotte Osgood Mason since 

1927. The African American writer Alain Locke had introduced Hurston to Mason, and 

actively coached the former on the proper behavior and duties of a protege to her or his 

patron. In return for financial support from Mason, Locke, Hurston, and Hughes were 

indentured to the wealthy Mrs. Mason, widow of a Park Avenue surgeon. According to 

Hurston's letters. Mason was both a maternal figure, who fed and clothed Hurston, and a 

bit of a slave driver. Aware that she was expected to perform the role of an obedient and 

grateful primitive to Mason's role as generous colonial mother, in a February 29, 1932 

letter to Mason, Hurston boldly addressed her patron as "Dearest Mother of the 

Primitives" (Kaplan 244-5).'° As "Mother of the Primitives," Mason treated her protege 

as a primitive in the Freudian sense, that is, a child in need of care and supervision.'' In 

the same letter Hurston writes: "You smiled at me and I am very, very happy to be alive. 

The dresses fitted me perfectly and I shall where one the next time that you let me see 

you so that you can admire my blond beauty." Bom on January 7, 1891, Hurston was 

forty-one years old when she permed this letter, yet she was completely dependent on 
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Mason's patronage. Mason had arranged for dresses to be delivered to Hurston, then a 

struggling writer without any other means of financial support. Yet, as Hurston suggests 

by the words, "the next time you shall let me see you," she was not allowed to see her 

patron unless she was summoned to put in an appearance. Hurston acknowledges her 

valued difference as a black woman by satirically referring to herself as a "blond beauty." 

A blond she was not, as Mason was only too aware, but Hurston wore the mask of a witty, 

but subservient primitive. 

The letter is representative of Hurston's relationship with her patron. In return for 

financial support, Mason owned her protege's labor and the product of that labor; she 

demanded that Hurston sustain a high level of creative output. The level of production 

Mason demanded of her protege might be characterized as Fordist. Hurston was required 

to produce one performance, or one piece of written work, after another as if she were an 

employee on a Ford assembly line. Hurston's March 19,1932 letter to Mason provides a 

sense of the pressures under which Hurston worked: 

Darling, My Godmother, 

Your black gal has been stepping right along. Now I am bogged up in 

concert details and I'm rushing, writing notes, phoning, and scratching my 

nappy head. Rehearsal everyday at 4:00. 

Please let me know if you want any armouncements this time. I am 

working furiously to bring on a crowd. I want to make good in your eyes. 

This time I have a preacher that you will like. I am taking no chances. He 

must rehearse every day with me. ... 
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I went to Paul Robeson's concert and your predictions are coming true. 

He still has his voice, but he had to exert himself visibly more than once to 

get his effects. Also he is getting too white in his singing. But on two or 

three of his extra numbers he let himself go and was his old time 

self...(245-6) 

Again, Hurston begins her letter with a reminder of her subordinate position to Mason. 

The phrase, "your black gal," indicates Hurston's acknowledgment of Mason's 

proprietary interest in her simply because she is a "black gal." "Bogged down in concert 

details," Hurston worked frantically to produce an "authentically" black performance— 

with a well-rehearsed preacher—for her demanding patron. Hurston's tone suggests that 

all of her letters to Mason were skillfully crafted performances of the minstrel show 

'darky' "scratching [her] nappy head" as she rushed about "writing notes, phoning" in a 

frenzied effort to please the wealthy white boss lady. With a twist of irony, Hurston 

assures Mason that she has left nothing to chance; her preacher will be properly rehearsed 

to insure the authenticity of his performance. The writer's critique of Paul Robeson's 

singing as "getting too white" gestures towards the limitations Mason placed on her 

protege's performances. Mason demanded an authentic difference that would not reveal 

any degree of racial or cultural crossover. Hurston complied by donning the minstrel's 

mask of primitivism. 

I begin my discussion of Hurston's 1936 journey to Haiti with these two letters so 

as to provide background to Hurston's performances and ethnographic writing. Financial 

dependency forced Hurston to work at the crossroads of anthropological knowledge 
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production and the production of popular culture for mass consumption. In early 1932, 

Hurston sought a way out of the relentless schedule and Mason's demands. She searched 

for the financial support that would permit her to work seriously as an anthropologist, and 

to put an end to the minstrel act. Despite her exclusive arrangement with Mason, Hurston 

continued to work closely with Ruth Benedict, who, along with Franz Boas, had 

mentored Hurston while she was an anthropology undergraduate student at Barnard 

College from 1925 until her graduation in 1928.'^ In 1932, Benedict helped Hurston to 

edit her field notes for the latter's ethnography of southern blacks, eventually published 

in 1935 as Mules and Men. Benedict also assisted Hurston with the 1931 pubhcation of 

an earlier essay, "Hoodoo in America," in the Journal of American Folklore. While 

struggling to make financial ends meet, Hurston negotiated the demands of both 

academic anthropology and Mason's schedule for the production of popular black folk 

culture. 

Thus, when Hurston met Faustin Wirkus, a white ex-marine and author of The 

White King of La Gonave, she saw a way out of her space of confinement and petitioned 

Ruth Benedict for assistance in locating funding which would enable her research on 

black folklore in Haiti. On April 17, 1932, Hurston wrote to Benedict: 

Dear Dr. Benedict, 

Recently I have met Mr. Workus [sic], this ex-marine who was the "king" 

of La Gonave, one of the Haiti en [sic] Islands, and he has some motion-

picture films of dances and two conjure ceremonies that I know you want 

to see. He is also most eager to talk to you before his return. He wants to 
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do more of that kind of thing and needs directions as he has no formal 

preparation for the work. But he is an excellent photographer and an 

intelligent man. We talked about the Bahamas and Hayti and found that 

we had traces of the same thing and decided that we should do a 

comparative work on the West Indies and the U.S. on conjure. I wonder if 

the Dept. or any private individual could be induced to put up a little 

money for me to go to the Bahamas for a few months. Remember I 

scarcely scratched the surface there. I could do it very cheaply as living 

conditions there are easy if one goes native as I certainly would do. $500 

or less would be enough for transportation and six months work. 

Please let me know what you think about it and also when you can see Mr. 

Workus. My phone is temporarily disconnected. I can receive calls but 

can make none, hence the letter. ... 

[added by hand] I am applying for a Guggenheim. If I can get it, I shall do 

my "foreign" work in the West Indies, Bahamas, St. Martinique & perhaps 

a month or two of Haj^i. (Kaplan 252). 

Hurston's letter exposes the imbrication of U.S. imperialism, academic anthropology, and 

popular culture in the production of knowledge about Haiti. Wirkus, a former United 

States' marine, remained in Haiti to produce The White King of La Gonave, and some 

film clips of Haitian ritual practices. Those motion-picture images inspire Hurston's 

desire to return to the Bahamas and to travel to Haiti for the first time. Excited by the 

prospect of continuing her scholarship, Hurston proposes a joint venture with the former 
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marine. If she could secure funding, Hurston could enlarge upon Wirkus' work, return to 

academic anthropology, and escape her dependency on Mason. Unlike Johnson, 

Hurston would not lodge at fine hotels, but would save money by 'going native,' by 

living among the poor people in the villages. 

However Hurston did not receive a grant from the Guggenheim Foundation until 

1936. Her ethnography of southern black folklore, Mules and Men, had been published 

in 1935, with a preface by Franz Boas. On the strength of the manuscript of that book, in 

December 1934, the Rosenwald Foundation promised Hurston a two-year fellowship for 

doctoral study in anthropology. When the award was suddenly and inexplicably reduced 

to a renewable one-semester award, Hurston used the money to support herself while she 

wrote two plays and the first draft of her widely acclaimed novel. Their Eyes Were 

Watching God. She completed the novel while in Haiti; it was published in September 

1937. 

Pubhshed in 1938, Tell My Horse is Hurston's account of her fieldwork in 

Jamaica from April to September 1936, and in Haiti from September 1936 to March 1937 

and May to September 1937. The book consists of eighteen chapters divided into three 

sections. The first five chapters contain the Jamaica ethnography. The last thirteen 

chapters deal with Haiti and are divided into two parts: "Politics and Personalities of 

Haiti" and "Voodoo in Haiti." By the time Hurston made her journey, she had 

abandoned academic anthropology, and had not been Mason's protege since late 1932. 

Although no longer limited by Mason's demands, Hurston was not altogether free to tell 

her own story of her field experiences in Haiti and Jamaica. She set sail with instructions 
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from Henry Allen Moe of the Guggenheim Foundation and Harry Miller Lydenberg, of 

the New York Public Library, "to gather material with the eye to a good book, not 

necessarily a scientific one" (Kaplan 376). In her letter to Moe, Hurston, again, attempts 

to navigate the crossroads, to mediate between the demands of her funding source and 

those of her formal academic training, this time in the form of recommendations from 

anthropologist Melville Herskovits of Northwestern University.'"^ Herskovits had advised 

Hurston to skip Haiti and continue her research in the Bahamas since she had made a start 

there, and did not speak French or Haitian Creole. When crafting Tell My Horse, Hurston 

was guided by the editorial concerns of the Guggenheim Foundation and of Lippincott, 

her Philadelphia publishing house. 

Although the U. S. occupation of Haiti ended in 1934, by the time Tell My Horse 

went to press, popular culture industries still demanded a steady supply of Haitian culture 

Further, the United States government and its domestic supporters still sought vindication 

of its nineteen-year rule in Haiti, particularly in the wake of criticism of the authoritarian 

rule of the U.S. sanctioned Haitian President Stenio Vincent.'^ In Taking Haiti: Military 

Occupation & the Culture ofU. S. Imperialism, 1915-1940, Mary A. Renda examines 

cultural performances, books, and other artistic productions with Haitian themes 

produced through the six year period just after the end of the occupation. She situates 

Tell My Horse within the explosion of popular interest in Haiti in the United States. 

Renda's analysis of Hurston's book focuses on the author's attempts to negotiate various 

audience and editorial demands through a practice of narrative subterfuge. Although she 

points out that "Hurston's anthropological study of Haiti and Jamaica.. .also played right 
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into the prevailing themes of exotic primitivism evident in popular white discourse on 

Haiti over the previous decade," Renda argues that Hurston's title, Tell My Horse, reveals 

"a critical subversive voice in her text" (288, 290). The "horse" in the title refers to a Iwa, 

or spirit, who mounts and speaks through the common people of Haiti. Renda continues: 

"At the very least, Hurston's title suggests the complexity of her own utterance, for it 

raises the question: whose voice is it that follows the words 'Tell my horse'" (290). 

Similarly, in "Decolonizing Ethnography: Zora Neale Hurston in the Caribbean," Kevin 

Meehan argues: 

A major reason for this uneven reception [of Tell My Horse] is the . 

difficulty in situating Hurston's roving narrator and the comparative 

cultural commentary that issues forth from this first-person narrative voice. 

The problem is that the narrator is ambiguous about her position(s) within 

the social setting structured by imperialism. (248) 

While Renda and Meehan are interested in the ways Hurston undermines her own 

narrative authority as a strategy for negotiating conflicting demands of funding agencies, 

publisher, and audiences, I am interested in the way the ethnographic photographs 

exhibited in Tell My Horse articulate with, or work against, Hurston's attempts at 

narrative subversion. 

Following Fatimah Toring Rony's analysis of Hurston's visual anthropology of 

the southern United States in her conclusion to The Third Eye: Race, Cinema and 

Ethnographic Spectacle, I am interested in Lippincott's and Hurston's use of Tell My 

Horse as a vehicle for exhibiting ethnographic photographs of Haiti to tell a political 
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story, and as a spectacular ethnographic travel account of the primitive. Rony points out; 

"The Primitive was a stereotype consigned not only to black performers like [Josephine] 

Baker but also to scholars and artists of color" (203). She reminds us, "Hurston was 

perceived by [Charlotte Osgood] Mason as a sweet unspoiled primitive" (205). 

"Apparently believing that Hurston could be ruined by too much education," Mason 

refused to provide financial support so that Hurston could pursue graduate study (205). 

But Mason was not the only Hurston benefactor who required Hurston to produce herself 

and other black people as ethnographic displays of the primitive; Hurston's publisher 

knew the market value of the ethnographic travelogue, especially when combined with 

photographic displays of the primitive. Lippincott published both travel literature and 

gothic horror fiction. 

In Masks of Difference: Cultural Representations in Literature, Anthropology and 

Art, David Richards argues that images fulfill the desire to see and situate the primitive 

within modernity's frames of representation. Further, in "Objects of Ethnography," 

Barbara Kirshenblatt-Gimblett contends that ethnographic photographs are artifacts of 

anthropology's categories of analysis. As objects of ethnography, photographs are 

artifacts that "become ethnographic by virtue of being defined, segmented, detached, and 

carried away by ethnographers" (387). Ethnographic photography invokes a repertoire of 

images about the relationship between modem civilization and primitives. 

Photojoumalist Rex Hardy's stock images of Haiti, which had been exhibited 

previously in Life Magazine, constitute the bulk of the photographs displayed in Tell My 
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Horse. In his October 15, 1938 review of Hurston's book for the Saturday Review, Elmer 

Davis observes: 

The photographs are exceptionally good. It is unfortunate that it is so 

generally known that many of the 'rituals' portrayed in them were enacted 

in Port-au-Prince and accessible to the average run of tourists. This does 

not disqualify them as probably the best available pictorial record of 

Voodoo, but the pictures Miss Hurston took herself are more honest. (24) 

Davis' observations situate the photographic illustrations in Tell My Horse within a 

repertoire of touristic images and representations of Haiti. There are no photographs in 

Part I, the Jamaica section of the book. The Haiti ethnography in Parts II and III of Tell 

My Horse is a narrative but it is also an ethnographic exhibit that reaffirms viewers' 

expectations of Haiti. 

The publisher's promotion department advertised the book as a visual display of 

Haiti. Lippincott's initial advertising campaign for Tell My Horse, reproduced in Figure 

3.7, highlights the primitive, the exotic, the spectacular, and Hurston's role in producing 

images of Voodoo for a white audience. This half-page advertisement for Tell My Horse 

ran in the October 23, 1938 issue of The New York Times Book Review. The word 

"VOODOO" is printed in large white block lettering against a black background. The 

"V" in the word "voodoo" is placed just above the head of a wide-eyed black man, 

identified in the caption printed across his hand, as an "actual photograph of a Voodoo 

Priest." Both the word "VOODOO" and the photograph are printed against a black 

background. The image suggests, darkness, black magic, or the black arts, to which both 
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"voodoo" and black Haitians have been associated in the Haitian-horrors genre of travel 

writing. The image is of "an actual photograph" (read, copy) "of a Voodoo Priest," but it 

gestures towards a misreading, i.e., 'a photograph of an actual voodoo priest', to impute 

authenticity. The remainder of the copy is printed in black lettering over a white 

background. The headline in its entirety reads: "VOODOO as no WHITE PERSON ever 

saw it!" The headline, together with the white background, is designed to resemble a 

theatrical spot-light trained on dark and mysterious practices, brought to the light of day, 

and to white people, by Zora Neale Hurston. The small print promotes the authenticity of 

the book by reference to the racial authenticity of its writer: 

The amazing experiences of an actual initiate of Voodooism, whose race 

enabled her to witness secret ceremonies seemingly incredible in these 

modem times. Writes William Seabrook: I must tell you how terrifically 

excited I am by this new book of Zora Hurston's. Papa Legba opened 

wide the gate for her—and Zora has come through as no white ever 

could." Says George Stevens in his Book-of-the-Month Club 

Recommendation: "For general color, life and readability. Tell My Horse 

is hard to beat. She tells some hair-raising stories." 24 remarkable 

photographs. 

The text works to authenticate the voodoo priest by authenticating the writer as an "actual 

initiate of Voodooism." Because of her race, Hurston is able to witness and bring to light 

"secret ceremonies seemingly incredible" to the "modem" reader in these "modem 



132 

times." The advertising copy situates Hurston among the primitives, then opposes them 

to the modem white reader. William Seabrook, author of The Magic Island, validates the 

authenticity of Hurston's account by referring to the Haitian Iwa Papa Legba, Guardian of 

the Crossroads, who opened the gates wide for Hurston because of her race. The copy 

suggests that Hurston's account is authentic and that the writer is a trustworthy medium 

to transmit the truth of Haitian 'voodoo' to white readers. Operating at the crossroads, 

Hurston is valued as an authentic translator of culture because she is able to penetrate and 

demystify Haitian culture for a white audience. Further, according to George Stevens, 

the book is also entertaining; Hurston "tells some hair-raising stories." Finally, as proof 

of its authenticity, the publisher cites 24 remarkable photographs. Lippincott's 

promotions department pitched the book to an audience already familiar with the 

conventions of the Haitian-horror genre of travel writing. 

An analysis of all twenty-four photographs is beyond the scope of this chapter. 

Here I provide an analysis of two photographs to demonstrate the importance of reading 

both images and narrative in any attempt to interpret Tell My Horse. Of the twenty-four 

photographs mentioned in the advertisement, only two appear in Part II of the book, the 

section devoted to the "Politics and Personalities of Haiti." The publisher attributes both 

photographs to Rex Hardy, Jr.; both are exhibited in Chapter 7, "The Next Hundred 

Years," the second chapter of Part 11. Hardy is also the photographer of the image 

Lippincott used to advertise Tell My Horse. In order to demonstrate how Hardy's 

photographs articulate with the narrative, I provide an analysis of the first two chapters of 

Part II of the book. Hurston opens "Politics and Personalities of Haiti" with Chapter 6 
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"Rebirth of a Nation," an allusion to D. W. Griffith's 1915 film The Birth of a Nation. A 

playwright herself, Hurston narrates "Rebirth of a Nation" in the third-person, as in a 

voice over for a film script. (In letters Hurston referred to all of her manuscripts as 

"scripts," as if she always wrote with visual representations in mind.) In "Rebirth of a 

Nation," Hurston attempts to rewrite Griffith's celebration of the birth of the Ku Klux 

Klan as the rebirth of U. S. history, but as a Haitian epic culminating in the U.S. 

occupation. Hurston's casting of Haitian history as a series of unsuccessful revolutions 

resulting in a lasting peace delivered by the United States Marines is one of the more 

controversial aspects of the ethnography. She concludes the chapter with the following 

historical account and prophecy: 

L'Ouverture had beaten back the outside enemies of Haiti, but the bloody 

stump of Sam's body was to quell Haiti's internal foes, who had become 

more dangerous to Haiti than anyone else. The smoke from the funnels of 

the U.S.S. Washington was a black plume with a white hope. This was the 

last hour of the last day of the last year that ambitious and greedy 

demagogues could substitute bought Caco blades for voting power. It was 

the end of the revolution and the beginning of peace. (72) 

With its reference to the revolutionary leader Toussaint L'Ouverture and the 

assassination of Haitian President Jean Vilbrun Guillaume Sam (the event which was the 

pretext for the 1915 U. S. invasion of Haiti) in the same sentence, Hurston collapses more 

than a century of history suggesting that Haitians have never been capable of self-rule. 

According to Hurston's account, Haiti has more to fear from "internal foes" than from 
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French or U.S. imperialism. She erases more than a century of attempts by the United 

States, France, and England to recolonize Haiti. In the final paragraph, and in the chapter 

as a whole, Hurston overlooks the atrocities committed by U.S. marines during the 

occupation. Instead, she characterizes the Caco, a rural peasant labor movement whose 

leader, Charlemagne Peralte, was assassinated by the U.S. marines in November 1918, as 

foes of democratic processes, preferring "blades" to "voting power." Hurston legitimizes 

the occupation, the "black plume" of smoke "with a white hope," as a benevolent white 

patron and a deliverer of peace and democracy to Haiti. 

In "Decolonizing Ethnography," Kevin Meehan refers to Hurston's account of 

Haitian history as "a mj^ho-prophetic voice" employed to narrate "a troubling ambiguous 

account of the 1915 U.S. invasion" (247). Caribbeanist J. Michael Dash criticizes 

Hurston's account more directly in Haiti and the United States: National Stereotypes and 

the Literary Imagination. Dash writes; "Hurston has the dubious distinction of being the 

only black writer who actually approved of the American Occupation. .. .She consistently 

praised American intervention in Haiti and dwelled on the carnage and anarchy that 

preceded the landing of the Marines" (58-9). 

If the first chapter of the Haiti ethnography is a recitation of Haitian history as 

anarchy, in the second chapter, "The Next Hundred Years," Hurston places the blame for 

that anarchy on the shoulders of the mulatto elite. In this she shares the sentiments of 

Langston Hughes. Hardy's photograph of the white American Minister seated next to the 

mulatto Haitian president Stenio Vincent is exhibited in this chapter wherein Hurston is 

sharply critical of the misrule by Haiti's mulatto aristocracy. Reproduced in Figure 3.8 



Rex Hardy, Jr. American Minister and President Stenio Vincent (right) 

Figure 3.8 
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the image suggests the publisher's desire to use the book as a stage for depicting the 

United States' "good neighbor policy" towards Haiti. The white American minister is 

posed smiling, his head turned towards Vincent, while the Haitian president appears to be 

listening to the American minister; turns an ear towards the minister but diverts his eyes 

away. The two men are seated in identical ornate chairs of French-period design. A 

column of men in uniform suits stand to the rear of the two men, but the upper halves of 

their bodies are outside the photograph's frame. Only the one ungloved hand of each 

man indicate that they are black Haitians, probably members of President Vincent's 

palace guards. The photograph conveys an image of cooperation and friendship between 

the United States and Haiti, but also of blacks in their traditional role as servants of the 

ruling mulatto elite. Further, their faces have been cut from the frame. The photograph 

is a stock image. Like James Weldon Johnson's picture postcards, it is meant to 

standardize viewers' perceptions of Haiti. The use of Hardy's photographs in Tell My 

Horse assumed viewers' cultural competence with, and expectations about Haiti. Further, 

the photograph puts the official U.S. story of cooperation with Haiti's president at the 

disposal of Hurston's readers. However, the photograph illustrates a Haitian President 

who listens, while the U.S. Minister speaks. Hardy's image raises the question of who 

governs Haiti. The publisher displays the photograph on the pages of Hurston's book as 

a "visual fact" of the United States support of Stenio Vincent's governance of Haiti 

(Kirshenblatt-Gimblett 395).'^ 

But what do we make of the display of this photograph in a chapter wherein 

Hurston harshly criticizes Haiti's elite and Vincent in particular? Following the October 
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1937 massacre of from 10,000 to 20,000 Haitian migrant sugar cane workers by 

Dominican troops on the Dominican side of the border, Hurston criticized Vincent's 

failure to use the Haitian army to protect Haitian peasants: 

Does President Vincent think it better to allow the Dominicans to kill a 

few thousand Haitian peasants than to arm the peasants and risk being 

killed himself? Does he fear that if the stores of ammunition in the 

basement of the palace were issued to the army that his own days in the 

palace would be numbered.... But if the arms and the ammunition in the 

basement of the palace ever got out of his control in his attempt to avenge 

their massacre, he might find himself 'sailing for Jamaica' like many other 

Haitian ex-presidents have done? (88) 

Although Hardy's photograph suggests that Vincent has the support of the United States, 

Hurston points out that Vincent does not have the support of Haitian peasants. She 

blames him for allowing the Dominican massacre of Haitian peasants to go unpunished 

for fear that an armed peasantry would turn its desire for retribution onto the President. 

A well-armed peasantry would depose the mulatto president, sending him into exile in 

Jamaica, following the path of other deposed presidents. In this passage, Hurston tells a 

version of Haitian history that complicates the mythic version she related in the previous 

chapter. The "white hope" of the occupation has not brought peace to Haiti's peasants 

who have been traded to the Dominican Republic as cheap agricultural labor, then 

17 disposed of by Dominican troops in a massacre that has never been fully investigated. 

Further, Hurston's harsh criticism of the U. S. sanctioned president of Haiti may have 
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been a veiled criticism of the occupation, a criticism she may not have been free to voice 

more directly. Her criticism suggests that the chapter "Rebirth of a Nation," like 

Griffith's film The Birth of a Nation, is a mythic version of United States. "Rebirth of a 

Nation" and Hardy's photograph of the American Minister and Stenio Vincent are 

minstrel masks that keep hidden a more complex picture of Haiti's past and present. Just 

as Hurston had donned the minstrel mask of the primitive for her white patron, in 

"Rebirth of a Nation" she dons the mask again for her white readers. 

Nevertheless, Hurston did provide critics of her use of primitivism with enough 

ammunition. Twenty-one of the twenty-four photographs in Tell My Horse are exhibited 

in Part III, "Voodoo in Haiti." At the same time that the photographs brought Haiti into 

the homes of Hurston's readers, by displaying Haitians as radically different from readers, 

those photographs also kept Haiti at a safe difference from readers. Here, I am not 

interested in advancing another analysis of Hurston's narrative treatment of vodun; the 

subject has been more than adequately examined by several anthropologists and literary 

scholars.'^ I am interested in the way photographs convert Hurston's overall respectful 

treatment of Haitian ritual life into spectacle. In particular, I am concerned with the way 

her inclusion of an illustrated chapter on zombies in the section "Voodoo in Haiti" 

encourages the easy conflation of peasant ritual life with a readily available Haitian-

horrors narrative. 

Lippincott launched its advertising campaign for Tell My Horse to coincide with 

newspaper and magazine reviews of the book. Both The New York Times and The New 

York Herald ran reviews of the book alongside the advertisement in their October 23, 
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1938 issues. The anonymous reviewer for the Times echoes the publisher's celebration of 

Hurston's ability to reveal Haitian mysteries: 

.. .Zombies really exist in Haiti, too. And the dreadful creation of these 

"living dead" fastens on "with Haitian variations" to the "old European 

belief in selling one's self to the devil." Zora Hurston, was allowed to see, 

listen to, touch and photograph one of these tragic creatures in a hospital, 

and she discussed with government doctors the mysterious drugging 

which produces the temporary semblance of death and a permanent 

paralysis. The secret of the zombie "giving" has never been discovered. 

In an attempt to investigate it further Miss Hurston found herself brought 

close to the terrible organization—racketeers or cannibals or both—of the 

"Cochon Gris," which progressive Haitians are working hard to destroy. 

The reviewer, like the publisher, focuses on Hurston's ability to unearth and deliver the 

foreign and exotic. "Zombies really exist in Haiti," and Hurston's sensuous experiences 

of an actual zombie and one photograph must be read as proof of their existence. 

Hurston is the native guide leading readers through Haitian mysteries. According to the 

anonymous reviewer, Hurston affirms the existence of zombies both as biomedical fact 

and as mystery. The zombie is the pathological counterpoint to American modernity. 

Scientific curiosity notwithstanding, ethnographic photography cannot be divorced from 

popular entertainment. Tales and images of zombies were used to sell the book. The 

Times reviewer points to Hurston's infiltration of a league of "racketeers or cannibals or 

both," to substantiate the author's creditability. Elmer Davis, reviewer for the Saturday 
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Review, is also drawn to the chapter on Zombies, stating: "She has gone into the subject 

extensively and, in addition to collecting all the Zombie tales going the rounds in Port-au-

Prince, has even seen one and photographed her" (25). 

Although Hurston deploys a great deal of ambiguous language throughout Tell 

My Horse, in the chapter titled "Zombies," she resorts to the use of juridical metaphors 

and an exclusive photograph to support her claim of the existence of Zombies. Hurston 

begins the chapter by undermining her own authority as an expert on the truth about 

Zombies. "What is the whole truth and nothing else but the truth about Zombies? I do 

not know, but I know that I saw the broken remnant, relic, or refuse of Felicia Felix-

Mentor in a hospital yard" (179). Hurston poses the question as if she were a confused 

witness forced to appear before a legal tribunal. Hurston affirms that she does not know 

the truth, but she knows what she saw. Her statement suggests a confused witness forced 

to explain the inexplicable, or suddenly made aware that despite claims to racial authority, 

she is just as unable to reveal the truth as a white person. Therefore, she substitutes 

hearsay evidence, and visual clues, for knowledge. In The Ethnographer's Eye: Ways of 

Seeing in Anthropology, Anna Grimshaw points out that "anthropology .. .is marked by 

an ocularcentric bias. Vision, the noblest of the senses, has been traditionally accorded a 

privileged status as a source of knowledge about the world" (7). Hurston supplies 

photographic evidence as documentary proof of what she has seen to support what she 

does not know; 

But I had the good fortune to learn of several celebrated cases in the past 

and then in addition, I had the rare opportunity to see and touch an 
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authentic case. I listened to the broken noises in its throat, and then, I did 

what no one else had ever done, I photographed it. If I had not 

experienced all of this in the strong sunlight of a hospital yard, I might 

have come away from Haiti interested but doubtful. But I saw this case of 

Felicia Felix-Mentor, which was vouched for by the highest authority. So 

I know that there are Zombies in Haiti. People have been called back 

from the dead. (182) 

Hurston focuses a medical lens on Felicia Felix-Mentor; she "listened to the broken 

noises in its throat." In that one sentence she transforms a medical patient into an object, 

an "it" reduced to spectacle. She touched "an authentic case;" but then she herself 

photographed "it," a hospital patient, transformed into a spectacular display of a Haitian 

horror (see Figure 3.9). Commenting on Hurston's assertion on the existence of Zombies 

in Haiti, Davis states: "The reasoning sounds just a little like that of the lumberjack's 

explanation that Paul Bunyan's plow made the Grand Canyon: 'If you don't believe it, go 

and look for yourself" (25). Hurston's offer of proof is a logical fallacy, a case of 

mistaken causality; she offers a photograph of a patient in a hospital ward as proof of 

causality: zombification. "Vision," as Grimshaw demonstrates, "functions as a metaphor 

for knowledge for particular ways of knowing the world" (7). Readers were meant to 

witness, along with Hurston, the "visual fact" of the existence of Zombies, of the theft of 

souls "called back from the dead" (Kirshenblatt-Gimblett 395). Hurston fed a growing 

market for horror tales featuring Zombies. As Mimi Sheller points out in Consuming the 

Caribbean, "one of the first zombie movies, White Zombie (1932), starring Bela Lugosi, 
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was actually set in Haiti and concerned sugar workers who had been turned into zombies 

working as slaves for a greedy sugarmill owner" (146). The narrative of the zombie-as-

enslaved sugarcane worker had become the raw material for Hollywood horror 

filmmakers. 

If it is her intention to invite a resistant reading of the Haiti ethnography, then the 

play of complicity and resistance in Tell My Horse is a dangerous one in which Hurston 

loses. Hurston finds herself lost in her own maze of subterfuge and ambiguities, a 

confused traveler operating at the crossroads of seeing and understanding. The 

ethnographic photographs express a desire to fix and fix on the foreign, the exotic, and 

the primitive. Even though Hurston draws analogies between Haitian secret societies and 

"American gangsters," her photograph works to fix the image of the Zombie in the 

narrative of Haiti, and on viewers' images of Haiti (208). 

Black American travel and ethnographic photography of Haiti has never been 

more than a signifier of black American longing for place and belonging. For James 

Weldon Johnson, his collection of photographs was a sign of his patrimony, of his 

inheritance of a free black civilization. For Langston Hughes, images of Haiti signified 

personal freedom and escape from a civilization that constructed him as primitive. 

Hurston's Haitian exhibit became a sign of the primitive itself, but a primitive always in 

need of protection from a decaying and debased civilization. 

hnages collected by travelers continue to be a particularly rich, but under-

examined, arena for the study of nostalgia, notions of foreignness, or the allure of the 

exotic. I demonstrate that nostalgia, notions of foreignness and of the exotic are often 
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embedded in politics, and are situationally determined. As Michael Dash points out: "M 

the 1930s Black America clasped Haiti to its bosom. What was embraced was the 'magic 

island' of Haiti. What was valorized in the writing of the New Negro movement was 

Haiti's 'Otherness.''^ This mythification of Haiti was an important ingredient in Black 

American self-discovery in the pre-war years"(60). The symbolic dialectic by which an 

exotic 'magical' other serves to define a quotidian Self has played a unique role in 

Haitian history. It insures that Haiti remains the island of African traditions in the black 

American imaginary. However, in so imagining Haiti, Black Americans situate the "first 

black republic" in the past, a repository of an authentic blackness, one that has been lost 

in their quest for modernity. 



Felicia Felix-Mentor, the Zombie 

Figure 3.9 
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' When it's free, oh Haiti's going to be beautiful 
You'll hear, you'll be hearing about it 
When it's free, oh Haiti will be beautiful! 
You'll hear about that little land on the move, oh 
You'll hear. 

From "Haiti Tomorrow," by Koralen (Jean-Claude Martineau) reprinted and translated in Open Gate: An 
Anthology of Haitian Creole Poetry. Ed. Paul Laraque and Jack Hirschman. Trans. Jack Hirschman and 
Boadiba. Willimantic, CT: Curbstone, 2001. 
^See, Mary A. Renda, Taking Haiti: Military Occupation & the Culture of U.S. Imperialism, 1915-1940 
(Chapel Hill; University of North Carolina Press, 2001) 11,311 n.2. 
^ Since its inception in 1910, Crisis had kept count of the number of lynchings of black men and women in 
the United States. The passage of federal anti-lynching legislation became a central mission of the NAACP. 
1 am grateful to Mimi Sheller for sharing with me her exhaustive unpublished armotated bibliography of 

travel literature on Haiti from 1492 to 1992. The bibliography, along with her book. Consuming the 
Caribbean: From Arawaks to Zombies, informed much of my thinking on this chapter. 
' See, J. Michael Dash, Haiti and the United States: National Stereotypes and the Literary Imagination. 2"'' 
ed. (New York: St. Martin's Press, 1997. 
^ Because of the poor quality of the images of Northern Haiti, I have not reproduced those published 
photographs in this chapter. Photographs of The Citadel and Sans Souci are ubiquitous and can be found in 
any illustrated book of Haiti's landscape, as well as on postcards. 
^ I use nation here to refer to the imagined community or collectivity of a people; whereas, state refers to 
structure, institutional and administrative apparatus of governance. 
' I am alluding to Hughes' poem, "Montage of a Dream Deferred," a poem about racial discrimination in 
the United States. 
' Collection of American Literature, Beineke Rare Book and Manuscript Library, Yale University, James 
Weldon Johnson Collection, Langston Hughes Correspondence, box 57, folder 1073. 

This and all subsequent letters refer to Carla Kaplan's 2002 volume, Zora Neale Hurston: A Life in 
Letters. 
" See, Sigmund Freud, Totem and Taboo on the relationship of the child to "primitive man:" 

The relation of the child to animals has much in common with that of primitive man. The 
child does not yet show any trace of the pride which afterwards moves the adult civilized 
man to set a dividing line between his own nature and that of all other animals. (164) 

Gwendolyn Mikell has written several fine articles situating Hurston's work within the intellectual 
history of Boasian anthropology. See, "When Horse Talk: Reflections on Zora Neale Hurston's Haitian 
Anthropology." Phylon 43.3 (Sept 1982): 218-30; "The Anthropological Imagination of Zora Neale 
Hurston." Western Journal of Black Studies 7.1: 25-35; and "Zora Neale Hurston. Women Anthropologists: 
Selected Bibliographies. Ed. Ute Gacs, et. al. Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1989. 160-66. 
'^On April 27, 1932, ten days after writing to Ruth Benedict, Hurston wrote to Mason imploring her patron 
to make an exception to their agreement that limited Hurston to one pair of shoes per year. "My big toe is 
about to burst out of my right shoe and so I must do something about it. Otherwise I have clothes enough" 
(Kaplan 253). 

Herskovits was a well-known Africanist and Haitianist. His book, Life in Haitian Valley, is a widely 
acclaimed study of everyday life in a Haitian peasant community. Herskovits mentored the African 
American dancer, choreographer, and anthropologist Katherine Dunham during her fieldwork in Jamaica 
and Haiti in 1936 and 1937. Hurston thought of Dunham as a rival. 

Both Hurston and Langston Hughes were critics of Vincent. Their criticism was stepped up following 
the Dominican massacre of Haitian cane workers on the Dominican side of the border in October 1937. 
Practically overnight between 10,000 and 20,000 Haitians were murdered; Vincent's failure to respond to 
the increasing militarism on the border was widely criticized. 
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I could find no correspondence between Hurston and Lippincott, which would indicate Hurston was 
consulted on the use of Hardy's photographs in her book. 

Haitian-American writer Edwidge Danticat has written a historical novel, The Farming of Bones (New 
York; Soho, 1998), which revisits the massacre and memorializes its victims. 

See Gwendolyn Mikell, Mary A. Renda, and Kevin Meehan, op cit. See also, Leon-Fran9ois Hoffman, 
Essays in Haitian Literature (Washington, DC: Three Continents Press, 1984). Vodun is the accepted 
terminology for the Haitian religion popularly known as voodoo. 

The New Negro Movement is also known as the Negro Renaissance and the Harlem Renaissance. 



Chapter 4 

When West is East: Ethnographic Fantasy and Orientalist Fiction in 
Zora Neale Hurston's Tell My Horse 

.. .When my grandmother was a girl, 
paddle-boats crossed the river 
from the town. 
They brought all sorts of people 
looking for 
God only knows what. 
Unspeakable riches, I suppose. 
Instead, they found sugar-cane; 
sugar-cane and mosquitoes. 
They worked hard on large plots of land 
dem call plantation. 
Slaves worked the plantations originally 
and when slavery was abolished, 
freed slaves worked the plantations. 
And when they were decimated, 
we worked the plantations. 
We were called, 
indentured labourers. ... 

Meiling Jin, "Strangers in a hostile landscape." 

Poet and fiction writer Meiling Jin was bom in Guyana in 1956, a descendant of 

indentured Chinese workers brought to the Caribbean islands and mainlands in the 

nineteenth-century as replacement for slave laborers, hi "Strangers in a hostile 

landscape," Jin, now a resident of London, England, situates her birth in the "Southern 

Hemisphere," within the context of the global traffic in human beings as first slaves and 

then as indentured laborers. Sugar production generated "unspeakable riches" for 

wealthy planters, but only hard labor "on large plots of land/dem call plantation" for Jin's 

forebears. Although much has been written on the Indian indenture on Caribbean 

plantations following the abolition of slavery, comparatively little literature has been 
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produced on the Chinese indenture. When Zora Neale Hurston traveled to Jamaica in 

1936, the population of people of Chinese ancestry was estimated at 10,000.' Having 

moved from indenture to small traders, the Chinese presence in the Jamaican countryside 

complicated Hurston's understanding of the Caribbean, and Jamaica in particular, as a 

repository of African traditions. Hurston's deep ambivalence with respect to racial and 

cultural hybridity is reflected in Part I of Tell My Horse, particularly in those first two 

chapters. With the Jamaica ethnography, the writer reproduces an ethnographic fantasy, 

an orientalist fiction, told in the comic mode. This orientalist fantasy of domination and 

seduction surfaces as a mask behind which Hurston hid her ambivalent longing and 

desire. Further, the ethnographer's retreat into fantasy permitted her to remove Asian 

bodies (hidian and Chinese) from the social arena. 

Hurston's adoption of a comic tone masks the ethnographer's inability to digest 

configurations of race and sex not reducible to some admixture between black and white. 

If the opposition between black and white could not be resolved easily in the figure of the 

mulatto, Hurston retreats to the realm of fantasy when confronted with phenotypic 

evidence of Asia's presence in Jamaican bodies. A powerful iconographic tradition of 

writing Asian women comes into play when Hurston sets her pen to the task of situating 

Asia in Jamaica. As Sara Ahmed argues: 

Each time we are faced by an other whom we cannot recognize, we seek 

to find other ways of achieving recognition, not only by re-reading the 

body of this other who is faced, but by telling the difference between this 

other, and other others. The encounters we might yet have with other 
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others hence surprises the subject, but they also reopen the prior histories 

of encounter that violate and fix others in regimes of difference, (emphasis 

in original 8) 

For Hurston, ambivalence with respect to race-crossings, miscegenation, or the 

concatenation of discourse about race and sex, hide under the sign of 'oriental' women. 

In trying to make sense of what she saw, Hurston drew on a repertoire of imagery about 

Oriental excess. Thus, her Jamaican ethnography must be read within at least three 

cultural-historical contexts: first, anthropology's role in the production of the Caribbean 

as an exotic site for tourist consumption; secondly, debates within the United States and 

elsewhere on racial separatism, which were coterminous with the pseudo-science of 

phrenology and with the eugenics movement; and thirdly, a long literary tradition of 

grafting images of orientalism onto Caribbean bodies. 

Anthropology's Production of Tourism's Subject 

First, I read Tell My Horse within the historical-cultural context of the production 

of the Caribbean as a tourist commodity for consumption by metropolitan audiences in 

the United States. As Aisha Khan points out, travel narratives were an important 

element of "nineteenth-century expansionist consumerism" (97). Hurston's 

representational authority as a southern 'Negro' woman was a key factor in the 

promotion of her work by the culture industries of anthropology and book publishing. In 

the Preface to the author's 1935 Mules and Men, anthropologist and Hurston mentor, 

Franz Boas, wrote: 
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It is the great merit of Miss Hurston's work that she entered into the 

homely life of the southern Negro as one of them and was fully accepted 

as such by the companions of her childhood. Thus she has been able to 

penetrate through that affected demeanor by which the Negro excludes the 

White observer effectively from participating in his true inner 

life. .. .Added to all this is the charm of a loveable personality and of a 

revealing style which makes Miss Hurston's work an unusual contribution 

to our knowledge of the true inner life of the Negro (xiii). 

Anthropologists and publishers alike applauded Hurston's ability to penetrate the opacity 

of the "Negro," to render her or him transparent to a largely white audience. The author's 

position as a culture broker was buttressed by audience perceptions of her as an authentic 

spectator of her own folk. The original print advertising campaign for Tell My Horse, 

depicted in Figure 3.8 in the previous chapter, was typical of the way Hurston was sold as 

a natural medium through which white audiences could penetrate the "affected demeanor 

by which the Negro excludes the White observer." Just as Boas constructed 'the Negro' 

as a mystery only Hurston could decipher, Lippincott, the Philadelphia publisher of Tell 

My Horse, invited readers to consume the 'real Haiti' through the knowing and authentic 

gaze of another Negro. New academic disciplines of anthropology and folklore quenched 

consumers' thirsts for 'the real'. 

Hurston's field trip to Jamaica and Haiti was underwritten by a Guggenheim grant. 

Further, she had been under a multiple book contract with Lippincott for several years 

before her journey. In a letter posted from Jamaica to Guggenheim secretary, Henry 
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Allen Moe, Hurston reminds Moe of her assignment: "Now, both you and Dr. Lydenberg 

[of the New York Public Library] have advised me to gather material with the eye to a 

good book, not necessarily a scientific one" (Kaplan 376).^ After abandoning academic 

anthropology, Hurston collected folktales principally as raw material for her popular 

performances and fiction (Carby). The collective folk had become central to Hurston's 

development as an individualistic creative writer. Hurston operated on the margins of 

anthropology for as long as the discipline would support her creative output.'^ Her 

folklore and folk performances fed a mass consumer culture hungry for a steady diet of 

remnants of the vanishing folk. The National Folk Festival of 1934, as advertised in the 

handbill depicted in Figure 4.1, provided the stage for performances by Hurston's "real 

plantation Negroes," alongside of "real Indians." Hurston, like Ruth Benedict, Margaret 

Mead, Franz Boas, and Melville Herskovits (to name a few of the better placed 

anthropologists), profited from the marketing of ethnicity as authentic folk entertainment. 

Hurston's appearances at venues like the National Folk Festival, coupled with 

Lippincott's assurances of more lucrative sales of a book pitched to a popular audience, 

provided the author with material incentives to abandon academic anthropology for the 

more lucrative production of folk culture as mass culture. 

In letters and in the pages of Tell My Horse Hurston repeatedly asserts a 

proprietary claim to the ethnographic field as a means of asserting her representational 

authority. Referring to her encounter with Accompong Maroon leader Colonel Rowe, 

Hurston writes: 
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He told me how Dr. Herskovits had been there and passed a night with 

him; how much money they had spent in doing this. I kept on day by day 

saying nothing as to why I had come. He offered to stage a dance for me 

also. I thanked him, but declined. I did not tell him that I was too old a 

hand at collecting to fall for staged-dance affairs. If I do not see a dance 

or a ceremony in its natural setting and sequence, I do not bother. Self-

experience has taught me that those staged affairs are never the same as 

the real thing. (22) 

Hurston asserted her claim to representational authority by offering her experience as a 

collector of 'authentic' folk material in its 'natural' setting against the younger, 

'inexperienced' dancer from Chicago. She did not just challenge Katherine Dunham's 

competence; she did so in Dunham's own field of expertise—dance.^ The ethnographer's 

September 24, 1936 letter to Henry Allen Moe was an even more direct challenge to 

Dunham's qualifications as a collector of folk material. 

I went up to Accompong, the biggest Maroon settlement in the island and 

found that he [Herskovits] had been there for a night and later sent a Miss 

Catherine Dunham, [sic] a petty dancer of Chicago there to collect. She 

had been there for a month but had done nothing that anyone could take 

account of That is.. .the only place she visited in Jamaica because 

Herskovits didn't stay there long enough (8 days) to find out what was 

really going on. Then.. .she had proceeded to Haiti where he had stayed a 

month. She stayed there six months with infinitely less preparation than I 
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have for the work. .. .Charles S. Johnson and Herskovits have persuaded 

her that they can make a great woman out of her by suppressing me. 

(385f 

Even though Hurston set out to write a book for popular consumption, by dismissing 

Dunham's anthropological method, the author established herself as a scientist who has 

transgressed boundaries of gender, race and class to get to the heart of Jamaican culture 

and society. For her part and without directly referring to Hurston, Dunham challenged 

Hurston's ability to discern the 'authentic' from the 'staged' by pointing out the process 

by which Colonel Rowe constructed Maroon history. "The Colonel, with the aid of 

Stark's History of the Island of Jamaica and the Scotch visiting minister from Retirement, 

has been writing a speech on the Maroons which he plans to deliver on the big day at 

Kingston" {Journey to Accompong 82). In her 1946 pubhcation. Journey to Accompong, 

Dunham points out that during her visit to Accompong Colonel Rowe borrowed her copy 

of Stark's History and along with the help of a visiting Scottish minister, constructed an 

'authentic' performance for tourists in Kingston. By the time Hurston arrived the 

Colonel was already entwined in the production of authenticity for tourists and 

anthropologists. As an ethnographer, Hurston became both a producer and consumer of 

"staged authenticity" (MacCannell). Her perception of Katherine Dunham as a threat to 

her authority, in part, accounts for much of the excesses, even fabrications, in the Jamaica 

ethnography. 



Figure 4.1 Courtesy Beineke Rare Book and Manuscript Library, Yale University 
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Miscegenation's Double Bind 

Racial anxiety or concerns about racial hybridity and the loss of the authentic 

anthropological subject surfaces throughout Hurston's representations of Jamaican 

society and culture. Hurston begins Tell My Horse with a chapter titled, "The Rooster's 

Nest," an ironic commentary on both U. S. and Jamaican societies framed at the 

intersections of ideologies of race, sex, and class. As an ethnographic travel writer, under 

contract with the large Philadelphia publisher, Lippincott, Hurston sailed to Jamaica and 

Haiti to produce an entertaining and popular book for mass consumption. Hurston's 

enormous appeal as a writer is a testament to her audience's desire to deflect anxieties 

about racial mixing, or miscegenation, through the consumption of humorous anecdotal 

representations of 'racially mixed' subjects. The author made sense of Jamaica, and 

calmed audience anxieties, literally, through the progeny of mixed parentage. 

The first chapter of Tell My Horse, "The Rooster's Nest," announces the author's 

principal obsession with the subject of miscegenation. Although written for the non-

specialist, Hurston opens her travel book with an anecdotal treatment of the conventional 

anthropological subject of endogamy and exogamy in kinship studies. By foregrounding 

differences in the social construction of race in the United States and Jamaica, the writer 

highlights the impossibility of operationalizing kinship as an analytical category without 

considering how colonial ideologies of race overdetermine questions of heritage and 

lineage. As Raymond T. Smith points out, "kinship and the family are prime areas for 

the study of race, class, and gender, for it is here that all the forces that reproduce the 
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social order converge" (274). Hurston raises the specter of race-crossing in a non-

threatening, humorous manner designed to appease both northern and southern readers. 

Perhaps the Jamaican mixed bloods are logical and right, perhaps the only 

answer to the question of what is to become of the Negro in the Western 

world is that he must be absorbed by the whites. Frederick Douglass 

thought so. If he was right then the strategy of the American Negro is all 

wrong, that is, the attempt to achieve a position equal to the white 

population in every way but each race to maintain its separate identity. 

Perhaps we should strike our camps and make use of the cover of night 

and execute a masterly retreat under white skins. If that is what must be, 

then any way at all of getting more whiteness among us is a step in the 

right direction. (7) 

The author's comedic tone, designed to disarm critics of miscegenation, diverts her 

audience away from the explosive commingling of race and sex. Hurston used her 

ethnographic subjects as comic foils or as masks that permitted her to speak about the 

explosive issue of miscegenation. Hurston's comedic tone soothes the ire of critics of 

miscegenation, even while raising the specter of black men, like Douglass, making "use 

of the cover of night [to] execute a masterly retreat under white skin." In a self-

deprecating manner—"I do not pretend to know what is wise and best"—Hurston appears 

to step away from a direct confrontation with advocates of sexual amalgamation while 

ridiculing Jamaican mulatto society's celebration of the white grandfather from England, 

"the rooster's nest," at the expense of the black African grandmother. Hurston points out 
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that the creation of a mulatto society resulted in yet another opposition—^between black 

and mulatto men. 

Miscegenation threatened Hurston's sense of the racial order of things. She 

opposed 'liberal' proposals that cast miscegenation or inter-racial sexual unions as a 

'final solution' to the U.S. problem of racial injustice. Premised on an underlying 

ideology of white supremacy, such a solution would lead to the eventual obliteration of 

black people through sexual amalgamation. Moreover, the productive absorption of 

black people through sexual amalgamation depended upon the reproductive labor of 

black women, women erased in mulatto narratives of origin from a pure English 

grandfather. Ironically, Hurston's opposition to the northern 'liberal' plan for achieving 

national harmony and unity through what can only be understood as a eugenics scheme, 

allied her with segregationists who supported anti-miscegenation laws. At the time the 

ethnographer embarked upon her journey to Jamaica and Haiti, thirty-six states, including 

the author's home state of Florida, prohibited inter-racial marriage or cohabitation. 

Violation of Florida anti-miscegenation statutes was punishable by fine not exceeding 

o 

$500.00 or by imprisonment of no more than twelve months. Hurston found herself in a 

double-bind, entangled in "webs of meaning," law and power, not of her making (Geertz). 

An opponent of inter-racial unions, she asserted the equal value of African cultural forms 

against white segregationists' claims to racial and cultural superiority. Unfortunately, 

Hurston's understanding of culture, as the unique expression of a distinct people, was 

deeply embedded in an essentialist ideology of racial difference. Interpellated into this 

classificatory schema, Hurston read mulattoes as a class of people who were, at best. 
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crade imitators of a European culture. Even as she intervened in anthropological 

discourse, through the use of comedic language, Hurston aestheticized and commodified 

Creole bodies for popular consumption. 

In Women Travel Writers and the Language of Aesthetics, 1716-1818, Elizabeth 

Bohls explores "the textual symbiosis between aesthetics and colonialism.. .the vexed 

status of gender, and the conflicted position of the woman observer" (47). Her feminist 

analysis of the language of aesthetics in eighteenth- and early nineteenth-century travel 

narratives stresses the ways in which "both gender and 'race' are textually articulated 

with aesthetics." Aisha BChan extends Bohls' observations by focusing on the published 

travel memoirs of Ida Starr and Annie Brassey, two late Victorian era travelers to the 

Caribbean, Starr from the United States and Brassey from England. "The gendered voice 

identifiable in Brassey and Starr," Khan argues, "reaffirms the late Victorian racial and 

class ideology that in part underpinned the imperial projects of both Britain and the USA" 

(96). Both Bohls' and Khan's analysis must be extended in order to understand how 

gender, race, class, and sexuality are articulated through the language of aesthetics. My 

analysis of Hurston's Jamaica ethnographic travel account emphasizes the double-bind of 

the raciahzed woman observer of the raciahzed 'other' woman. Following Foucault, 

Stuart Hall reminds us that individuals make sense of the world through complex 

matrices of meanings, concepts, categories, and representations (1997 56). Several 

Caribbean women scholars and writers, including Carole Boyce Davies and Sandra 

Pouchet Paquet interrogate the power of black women from the States to represent 

Caribbean women. In her introduction to Black Women, Writing and Identity: Migrations 
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of the Subject, Davies asks: "How do African-Americans participate in this major re-

colonizing project and US imperialism" (26)? More to the point, in the keynote address 

to the 2003 conference of The Society for the Study of Multiethnic Literatures of the 

United States (MELUS), Paquet charged: 

Caribbean cultural difference is exotic and alienating in the case of 

Hurston and exotic and inviting as a point of spiritual and professional 

growth in the case of Dunham. But the cultural impasse is always evident 

in the insider/outsider constructions of their encounters, and in the 

seemingly unavoidable perception, evident in both the Hurston and 

Dunham texts, that they are custodians of mainland civilization and this 

self-positioning always neutralizes free and open dialogue with the 

Caribbean other. (8)^ 

In the ethnographic travel writing of Hurston and Dunham, the Caribbean is situated as 

either a place of dangerous hybridity or harmonious hybridity depending on the desiring 

eye of the writer. As Robert J. C. Young argues in Colonial Desire: Hybridity in Theory, 

Culture and Race, "[the] more racial theory proposed permanent racial differences, the 

more obsessed its upholders became with the question of hybridity and the prospect of 

inter-racial sex" (133). I examine Hurston's "conflicted position" within imperialism and 

her aestheticization of gendered relations of power through the bodies of "the Caribbean 

other." Hurston's orientalist representations of Jamaica, and of Jamaican women in 

particular, must be understood in the context of what Kobena Mercer and Isaac Julien 

have called the "hegemonic repertoire of images" about the East and the tropics. That 



161 

such a repertoire of images is productive of meanings and categories of difference is 

easily discemable in Hurston's representation of Jamaican women as exotic objects of 

sexual desire in the second chapter of Tell My Horse. 

When West is East 

The aestheticization and eroticisation of racialized bodies is a well-honed tradition 

of travel writing about the Caribbean. Christopher Columbus, who believed he had 

actually landed in Asia, set out on his initial journey with a dog-eared copy of The 

Travels of Marco Polo in tow. The explorer from Genoa became only the first of many 

European travelers to transplant a racial/sexual repertoire of narratives and images about 

the 'Orient' onto the bodies of Caribbean people. Nearly two centuries later, Aphra 

Behn's 1688 novel, Oroonoko; or The Royal Slave, "draws on the conventions of the 

Oriental romance.. .to give her African episodes a recognizable shape" (Gallagher 15). 

Harem intrigue was already a central trope of the Oriental romance, as was the figure of 

the older mistress-as-sexual mentor to a young protege entering the world of the harem. 

As Ann Laura Stoler points out in Race and the Education of Desire, "[to] be truly 

European was to cultivate a bourgeois self in which familial and national obligations 

were the priority and sex was held in check—not by silencing the discussion of sex, but 

by parceling out demonstrations of excess to different social groups and thereby 

gradually exorcising its primal effects" (182-3). Adopting the iconography of the oriental 

romance, Behn sets Oroonoko's love interest, Imoinda, within the confined space of the 

harem. There, Imoinda is subject to the tutelage and cruelty of an older mistress. 



162 

This Onahal, as I said, was one of the Cast-Mistresses of the old King; 

and 'twas these (now past their Beauty) that were made guardians, or 

Govemants to the new, and the young Ones; and whose Business it was, to 

teach them all those wanton Arts of Love, with which they prevail'd and 

charm'd heretofore in their Turn; and who now treated the triumphing 

happy One with all the Severity, as to Liberty and Freedom, that was 

possible, in revenge of those Honours they rob them of; envying them 

those Satisfactions, those Gallantries and Presents, that were once made to 

themselves, while Youth and Beauty lasted, and which they now saw pass 

were regardless by, and pay'd only to the Bloomings. (52) 

Behn projected voyeuristic sexual desire onto the East then grafted that repertoire of 

images onto her African royals Oroonoko and Imoinda. Already 'orientalized', Behn's 

Oroonoko and Imoinda transported Asia to Africa on their racially marked bodies. 

Behn's Oroonoko is enmeshed in the "hegemonic repertoire of images" about the 

erotically exotic East. The novelist imagined African sexuality through orientalist eyes. 

Traversing a route from Asia through Africa to the Caribbean, discourses of sexual 

excess were deployed in the construction of the Caribbean as a space of unrestrained 

passion and desire. 

Less than a century later, Edward Long complained of the wanton passions that 

ensnare Europeans in this part of "his majesty's dominions" {History of Jamaica II, 327). 

.. .in this small community, than in most other parts of his majesty's 

dominions, proportionately inhabited; but also, a vast addition of spurious 
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offsprings of different complexions: in a place where, by custom, so little 

restraint is laid on the passions, the Europeans.. .are too easily led aside to 

give a loose to every kind of sensual delight; on this account some blacks 

or yellow quasheba is sought for, by whom a tawney breed is produced. 

(II, 327-8) 

According to Long, sojourn in Jamaica could transform a European into an unrestrained 

Creole "too easily led aside to give a loose to every kind of sensual delight." 

Succumbing to the pull of the passions resulted in "a vast addition of spurious offspring 

of different complexions." The colonial discourse of race, so readily available to Long, 

operates at the intersection of protocols of power, fantasy, and sexual desire. Evidence of 

inter-racial sexual relations in offspring of different complexions was an affront to 

Long's sense of the "order of things." The mulatto/a body offered proof of social 

contamination and moral decay in this part of "his majesty's dominion." 

A little more than a century after Long expressed his fears about a growing 

population of a "tawney breed," the Anglo-Irish Greek American journalist Lafcadio 

Heam waxed exotically about "A population fantastic, astonishing,~a population of the 

Arabian Nights" (20). 

It is many-colored; but the general dominant tint is yellow, like that of the 

town itself—yellow in the interblending of all the hues characterizing 

muldtresse, capresse, griffe, quateronne, metisse, chabine,—a general 

effect of rich brownish yellow. You are among a people of half-breeds,— 

the finest mixed race of the West Indies. (20) 
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Heam's Two Years in the French West Indies, first serialized in Harper's Magazine in 

1889, was published in book form the following year. The travel narrative is a 

compendium of ideas about the East, read through the bodies of "the finest mixed race of 

the West Indies." Flesh and place are one, "yellow, like that of the town" of St. Pierre, 

Martinique. The lines between human and non-human landscape become blurred. Heam 

catalogs the different categories of 'mixed-raced' humans, but they all blend together to 

produce "a general effect of rich brownish yellow." Heam confesses to have been 

bewitched by Le Pays de Revenant [the country of the comers-back or the country of the 

spirits]. Collapsing everything into a landscape painting, the brownish yellow color 

provides Heam with a sense of harmonious hybridity. If Long found a society of racially 

indeterminate people an affront to his sense of social order and English codes of morality, 

Heam found the "interblending of all the hues" an intoxicating vision of natural and 

cultural harmony. For both travel writers, the aesthetics of 'mixed race', sex, and 

geography is decidedly oriental. For Heam, "a population of the Arabian Nights" 

paraded before his eyes, a fantastical display of the exotic East in the Lesser Antilles. 

That Heam, a U.S. immigrant of mixed Anglo-Irish and Greek ancestry, would celebrate 

an imagined racial harmony in the persons of "half-breeds" is not surprising. That he 

would imagine a racial collage of the finest half-breeds in a setting for the Arabian Nights 

speaks volumes about the existence of a hegemonic colonial order of hybridity that 

operated in a scriptural economy of sexual fantasies about 'oriental' women. In the 

French Antilles, in Martinique in particular, Heam conflates East and West to constmct a 

spectacular display of 'oriental' exoticism. The aesthetics of 'mixed-race' people in the 
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Caribbean relied upon a readership familiar with narrative tropes of orientalist discourse. 

As Edward W. Said argues in Orientalism, the orientalist's "doctrine was fashioned out 

of the experiences of many Europeans, all of them converging upon such essential 

aspects of the Orient as the Oriental character. Oriental despotism. Oriental sensuality, 

and the like" (203). Further, "the association between the Orient and sex is remarkably 

persistent" in English and French literature (309). In the Caribbean, orientalism became 

the vehicle through which European and Euro-American travel writers worked out 

anxieties about inter-racial sexual intercourse. In the Caribbean, orientalism must be read 

as futile efforts to contain the uncontainable. 

Tell My Horse follows closely on the heels of early twentieth-century travel 

Caribbean travel writing, which includes the accounts of Lafcadio Heam, Ida Starr, and 

others.Hurston's fascination with Pearl S. Buck's The Good Earth and Anatole 

France's Penguin Island also played an important role in the way she imagined 

Jamaica. The theme of women's virtue and sexual pleasure is a recurring theme in 

France's Penguin Island. As I demonstrate in the following pages, Hurston simply 

restates many of the questions raised by France when considering Jamaican women's 

sexuality. All of these writers share an inclination to use oriental eroticism as a vehicle 

for meditation on the erotics of race and power. For Hurston, harem intrigue was also the 

vehicle with which she worked through what Rhonda Cobham calls the "erotics of 

patronage" (127). Hurston's appropriation of the aesthetic language of the oriental 

romance should be read also as an extension of the author's exploration of the dynamics 

of love and passion in unequal relations of power. 
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Hurston began her meditation on the erotics of power, desire, and patronage in her 

early short fiction, "Sweat" (1926) and "The Gilded Six Bits" (1933), and continued to 

tease out the problematics of desire, reason, and power in Their Eyes Were Watching God 

(1937), a novel nearly completed before the author set sail for Jamaica and Haiti in 1936. 

In a March 1936 letter, Hurston outlined the plot for Their Eyes. 

My next book is to be a novel about a woman who was from childhood 

hungry for life and the earth, but because she had beautiful hair, was 

always being skotched upon a flag-pole by the men who loved her and 

forced to sit there. At forty she got her chance at mud. Mud, lush and 

fecund with a buck Negro called Teacake. He took her down into the 

Everglades where people worked and sweated and lived and died violently, 

1 0 
where no such thing as flag-poles for women existed. (Kaplan 366-7) 

This excerpt from Hurston's letter reveals the author's awareness that in the character of 

Teacake, she reproduces a stereotype of the hypersexual "buck Negro" for her largely 

white audience, and that she manages to romanticize poverty in the process. The letter 

also reveals the bourgeois fantasies of a woman anxious to escape codes of middle-class 

respectability. Both writer and reader could find sexual pleasure in the literary 

consumption of the erotic other. As Cobham argues in her analysis of Claude McKay's 

Banana Bottom, in unequal relations of power between patron and protege: 

The migration of the locus of sexual pleasure from the body to the mind 

has the effect of sublimating the physical and of eroticizing the intellectual 

elements in the exchange between mentor and protege: it blurs the 
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distinction between carnal knowledge and intellectual stimulation between 

physical penetration and discursive appropriation; between body and text; 

between action and utterance. (130) 

Cobham's thesis provides an anal)4ical tool for understanding the highly charged 

relationship between Hurston and her various patrons, or what she herself referred to as 

the "Niggerati" of the Harlem Renaissance. As with her imaginative literature, Hurston 

employed ethnographic writing as a vehicle through which she could examine the 

interplay between pleasure and power, specifically with respect to her own conflicted 

relationship with patron, Charlotte Osgood Mason, a source of both pleasure and pain. 

Hurston continues her extended study of the erotics of power with her Jamaica 

ethnography. If in Their Eyes Were Watching God Hurston appropriates a "repertoire of 

images" suggesting the dangers of hypersexual black men, with her representations of 

Jamaican women's sexuality, Hurston turned to representations of the orient for 

inspiration. 

In the Jamaica ethnography, Hurston jettisoned anthropology's scientific 

discourse only to embrace the narrative conventions of travel writing about the 'Orient', 

including the genre's stereotypes of the relationship among race, gender, and sexuality. 

As Jeffrey A. Geiger demonstrates in "Traveling Modernism: Mead, Benedict, and 

Literary Anthropology," this blurring of scientific and aesthetic tropes was a common 

feature of early twentieth-century American cultural anthropology. "The method of 

textual collage" utilized by Hurston was a feature of Ruth Benedict's and Margaret 

Mead's writings; both were students of Boas (Geiger). Although Hurston's education in 
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the field of anthropology was of a piece with Boas' commitment to the training of 

'native' anthropologists, her travel writing must be understood within the context of a 

much older tradition of grafting discourses of orientalism onto the bodies of Caribbean 

people, whether indigenous, African or Asian. The ethnographer's first-hand experiences 

of 'the real' is imagined and filtered through complex matrices of signifying practices. 

hi "Curry Goat," the second chapter of the book, Hurston becomes the 

quintessential travel narrator, depicting a Jamaica that might best be understood as 

'camivalesque'. Stallybrass and White, extending Bakhtin's observations, argue: "The 

'camivalesque' mediates between a classical/classificatory body and its negation, its 

Others, what it excludes to create its identity as such.. .These low domains, apparently 

expelled as 'Other', return as the object of nostalgia, longing, and fascination" (26, 191). 

It is within the camivalized space of a curry goat feast that Hurston's attempt to repel the 

racially-mixed body returns as an orientalist fantasy of erotic desire, longing and 

fascination. Reconstructing an arrival scene that rivals any traveler's imagery of paradise, 

Hurston constructs an idyllic Caribbean that counters her representation of Haitian 

cannibalism in the final section of the book. 

The very best place to be in all the world is St. Mary's parish, Jamaica. 

And the best spot in St. Mary's is Port Maria, though all of St. Mary's is 

fine. Old Maker put himself to a lot of trouble to make that part of the 

island of Jamaica, for everything there is perfect. The sea is the one true 

celestial blue, and the shore, the promontories, the rocks and the grass are 

the models for the rest of the world to take pattern after. If Jamaica is the 
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first island of the West Indies in culture, then St. Mary's is the first parish 

of Jamaica. The people there are alert, keen well-read and hospitable. (11) 

The representation of the Caribbean as a literal and metaphorical paradise has a long 

history in travel literature. Through the representational grammar of travel writing, 

Hurston invokes images of paradise: "Everything there is perfect." "The sea is a 

celestial blue." Everything there is a model "for the rest of the world." This way of 

imagining the Caribbean as natural emporium constitutes a powerful epistemology—or 

regime of truth—despite the colonial production of impoverished landscapes. The 

characterization of the people as welcoming and hospitable recalls colonial narratives of 

abundant resources freely given to conquering agents of empire. Yet, Hurston's 

description of the curry goat feast, apparently staged in the ethnographer's honor, bears 

all the markings of an exotic narrative of adventure and pleasure among society's elites, 

complete with celebrity sightings. The "bachelor quarters" of C. I. Magnus "sat upon a 

hill that overlooked his large banana plantation" (11). Diane Austin-Broos demonstrates 

that the creation of 'gay nights' (meaning festive nights) in Kingston began around the 

turn of the twentieth-century: "Conspicuous consumption in the early twentieth-century, 

along with conspicuous revelry, were the practices on which a tourist trade could draw in 

painting Kingston and Jamaica as exotic haven of the metropohtan world." (155) 

Hurston's object of study is not only witnessed: it is staged and reproduced as an 

exotic and erotic Other for her metropolitan readers. Entering a world of Creole 

pleasures, Hurston's narrates a world of material and sexual excess, of oriental longing 

and desire. The chapter could have been excised from any travel account of the 
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"erotically exotic East." The camivalesque setting for "Curry Goat" is decidedly Eastern, 

complete with "Hindoo" cooks, "about thirty guest in all including some very pretty half-

Chinese girls," and "there is some barbaric dancing to magnificent music" (13, 14). "All 

strong and raw, but magnificent music and dancing," Hurston continues. "It is to be 

remembered that curry goat is a strong feed, so they could not have femalish music 

around there" (14). Hurston's gender binaries are immediately apparent in her 

description of the curry goat feed; strong, raw, and barbaric dancing all index a primitive 

masculinity. Yet, the gratuitous appearance of "Hindoo" cooks and "very pretty half-

Chinese girls" in the mis-en-scene, followed by their sudden and complete disappearance 

from the narrative, marks Hurston's retreat from raw masculine reality to a feminized 

fantasy. Those half-Chinese girls remain hidden, an ethnographic mystery. That is, 

Hurston makes no attempt to reveal their ethnic other halves. Instead, their presence 

provides evidence of racial hybridity and a challenge to Hurston's discourse of mulatto 

inauthenticity comically narrated in "The Rooster's Nest." If the mulatto elite of the first 

chapter represents a problem, Asia is represented as erotic mystery in the second chapter. 

Readers of "Curry Goat" must attend to the relationship among narrativity, 

emplotment, and voice in order to tease out Hurston's staging of an orientalist scene of 

sexual seduction. In a chapter widely celebrated by some feminist scholars for the 

manner in which the ethnographer exposes the ritualized sexualization of young Jamaican 

women, Hurston, to the contrary, narrates an ethnographic fantasy, an imagined harem 

scene of ritual initiation of a young girl to a life of bestowing and receiving sexual 

pleasure. The Active nature of the narrative is signaled by Hurston's shift from a first-
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person narrative voice, in which the ethnographer is a participant-observer of a feast, to 

the third-person narrative voice of the distanced scientific observer. The author hides 

behind the veil of science, deploying the objective anthropological or fictive eye to 

legitimate her own fantasies of oriental passion and desire, and to fulfill audience 

expectations of a good travel book. 

hi the build-up to the harem scene, Hurston reports that on the morning after the 

curry goat, she was "lounging about [Claude Bell's] summer house and looking at the sea 

when a young man of St. Mary's dropped in" (16). Although she goes to great pains to 

drop the names of her male hosts of the previous night's festivities, the ethnographer's 

young man remains anon^/mous; he is a phantom, an alibi for Hurston's construction of 

an elaborate ethnographic fiction of Jamaica as an oriental island where women are 

taught the secrets of sexual pleasure. "I do not remember how we got around to it, but 

the subject of love came up somehow," Hurston reveals. The drawing room conversation 

seemed always to "turn upon love" in France's Penguin Island as well (104). The 

similarities between the drawing room conversations in Penguin Island and Hurston's 

representation of her conversation on the porch of Claude Bell's summer house is 

striking.'^ Hurston shares with France an obsession with the question of women's 

sexuality. Hurston, like France, projects her obsession onto a fictive interlocutor. "He 

said we insulted God's intentions so grossly that it was a wonder that western women had 

not given up the idea of mating and marriage altogether" (17). Hurston continues: "I 

wanted to know how it was that these Jamaicans had been blessed beyond all others on 

this side of the big waters, and he replied that there were oriental influences in Jamaica 
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that had been at work for generations, so that Jamaica was prepared to teach continental 

America something about love" (17). This masculinist and orientalist comparison of 

Jamaican and American attitudes about love serves as an alibi for Hurston's 

imaginatively voyeuristic journey inside the harem. Her ventriloquist act constructs 

Jamaican women as oriental, as the moral opposite of the American, i.e., Western woman. 

The author imagines an essential difference between Jamaica and continental America 

(U.S.) as a difference between East and West. Under oriental influences for centuries, 

Jamaica could teach the America something about love. Like the "Hindoo" cooks and 

"pretty half-Chines girls," Hurston's mysterious informant vanishes behind a veil of 

ethnographic anonymity. Yet, there elusive presence takes on the signification of oriental 

education to submission coupled with unrestrained passion and love. Before Hurston's 

phantom informant drove away "he had told [her] about the specialists who prepare 

young girls for love" (17-18). Coincidentally, H. T. Tsiang's And China Has Hands was 

published in New York in 1937. One of the first works of fiction by a Chinese American 

writer, the social realist narrative features a romantic encounter between a striving 

Chinese American business man, Wong Wan-Lee and Pearl Chang, a southerner who is 

half Chinese and half African American.'"^ Hurston's representations of Asia in Tell My 

Horse must be read also in the context of China's appearance in U. S. urban and cultural 

spaces.'^ 

In representing the relationship between an older specialist and young initiate in 

her ethnography, Hurston stages a performance of psycho-sexual pleasure and of the 

erotics (and violence) of patronage. Specialists and initiates are effectively mythical 
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characters combed from the pages of works like Aphra Behn's Oroonoko and translations 

of The Arabian Nights. It is here that Hurston plays Shahrazad/^ shifting to the third-

person narrative voice to weave a tropical tale of oriental seduction and desire. 

The young girl who is to be married shortly or about to become the 

mistress of an influential man is turned over to the old woman for 

preparation. The wish is to bring complete innocence and complete 

competence together in the same girl. She is being educated for her life 

work under experts. (18) 

Hurston narrates the young girl's education for her "life work" as if witnessed from her 

hiding place behind a screen. Immediately after informing her readers that she spent two 

weeks observing an old woman who knows "the secret of which herbs to use to steep a 

virgin for marriage," Hurston removes her body from the ethnographic field (19). After 

this moment of disengagement, so as to penetrate and deliver the mysterious to her 

readers, Hurston gives the narrative over to disembodied eyes and ears to witness the 

ritual. The narrator reveals the process of "steeping a virgin" in pornographic detail. 

Now the subtleties begin. Jamaica has a grass called Khus Khus. The 

sweet scent from its roots is the very odor of seduction. Days before the 

old woman has prepared an extract from these roots in oil and it is at hand 

in a bowl. She begins and massages the girl from head to foot with this 

fragrant unction. The toes, the fingers, the thighs, and there is a special 

motional treatment for every part of the body. It seemed to me that the 

breasts alone were ignored. But when the body massage is over, she 
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returns to the breasts. These are bathed several times in warm water in 

which something special has been steeped. After that they are massaged 

ever so lightly with the very tips of the fingers dipped in Khus Khus. This 

fingertip motion is circular and moves ever towards the nipple. Arriving 

there, it begins over and over again. Finally the breasts are cupped and the 

nipples are flicked with a warm feather back and forth, back and forth 

until there was a reaction to stimulation. The breasts stiffened and pouted, 

while the rest of the body relaxed. 

But the old woman is not through. She carries this same light-fingered 

manipulation down the body and the girl swoons. She is revived by a 

mere sip of rum in which a single leaf of ganga has been steeped. Ganga 

is that "wisdom weed" which has been brought from the banks of the 

sacred Ganges to Jamaica. The girl revives and the massage continues. 

She swoons again and is revived. (19) 

Hurston and her readers are engaged in an elaborate game of seduction. The 

ethnographer pretends to produce an ethnography of a marriage ritual performed by an 

exotic cult in Jamaica; her readers pretend they are reading a scientific study, and not an 

ethnographic fantasy involving sex between two women, a slow seduction and sensuous 

foreplay culminating in multiple orgasms for the young innocent girl. Aided by signifiers 

of oriental exoticism such as ganga "brought from the banks of the sacred Ganges," this 

scene of seduction produces an aesthetic of Eastern mysticism and eroticism for the 

vicarious pleasure of metropolitan readers. The "Khus Khus" Hurston refers to in the 
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passage appears to be a linguistic play on the Caribbean dish "Cou Cou" or "Cous Cous," 

a dish similar to hominy grits. As Veronica Gregg points out in ""Yuh Know Bout Coo-

Coo" Where Yuh KJIOW Bout Coo?" Language and Representation, Creolisation and 

Confusion in 'Indian Cuisine'," the dish, transported with the hidian indenture, is a 

signifier of pan-Caribbean contests over meaning and cultural authenticity. Coo Coo, 

the dish, marks Caribbean creolisation; but coo coo also refers to the sex act. The term is 

multivariant, raising the specter of racial hybridity through sexual amalgamation. 

Hurston's readers in the United States may not have understood the double entendre, but 

Caribbean readers certainly would have understood the double play of the term. In 

Postnationalism Prefigured: Caribbean Borderlands, Charles V. Carnegie reminds us 

that narratives of hybridity" treat women ambivalently" (32). On the one hand, women's 

bodies guard the threshold of racial purity; on the other, they allow that threshold to be 

penetrated. I find Robert G. Lee's analysis of the intersection of race and sex in his 

Orientals useful to the process of understanding Hurston's orientalist fiction; he notes 

that "sexualized and racialized difference is reified in the persistence of the sign of the 

oriental body—the inscrutable eye" (97). 

Hurston's orientalist fiction about Jamaican women operates at the crossroads of 

race, gender and sex, and reveals a gender bias in the writing of this ethnography. 

Whereas the ethnographer's fictive informant is a speaking male subject, the silent 

subjects of Hurston's gaze are all women. They do not speak to the ethnographer; the 

reported speech of the older woman is not directed at Hurston, but is part of a dialogue 

between specialist and initiate performed for the benefit of Hurston's audience. Neither 
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of the two women talk back to Hurston, nor do they contradict Hurston as did her 

anonymous male informant. In "Defining Feminist Ethnography," Kamala Visweswaran 

points out that "in tenns of a feminist contribution to the study of colonialism, it is the 

relationship between women of the colonizer and women of the colonized that demands 

attention" (29). In choosing to shift to the third-person narrative voice to represent 

women's sexuality, Hurston aligns herself with a colonial mode of representing women 

as silent 'other'. As racial subordinate objects of desire, the two women have no agency 

or voice. The older woman's voice is constrained by Hurston's voice-over, a scripted 

narrative where the author delivers tidbits of overheard utterances to her anxiously 

awaiting readers. Like her readers, Hurston is a voyeur, present but removed from this 

drama of sexual seduction. 

If, as Mary Louise Pratt argues, the "monarch of all I survey scene" is a trope of 

travel writing of the nineteenth-century, in "a rhetoric of presence" that creates a "relation 

of mastery between seer and seen," then Hurston's location behind the metaphorical 

screen, or off-stage, utilizes this colonial mode of representation (emphasis in original 

204-205). Barbara Kirshenblatt-Gimblett argues in "Objects of Ethnography" that the 

'panoptic mode' of ethnographic representation "offers the chance to see without being 

seen, to penetrate interior recesses, to violate intimacy. In its more problematic 

manifestations, the panoptic mode has the quality of peep show and surveillance—the 

viewer is in control" (413). 

Hurston's utilization of the fictive third-person narrative voice suggests that she is 

at a distance, apart from the scene that unfolds before her eyes. Yet, her detailed 
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description of the young girl's body that she lays out before her readers indicates that the 

author is close enough to witness the breasts as they "stiffened and pouted" in "reaction 

to the stimulation." Hurston creates, rather than merely describes, an ethnographic 

fantasy of a young Jamaican girl as a submissive, pliable, yet disciplined body. The 

ethnographer's penetrating gaze invites her readers to penetrate the scene, to invade that 

young girl's body in an act of voyeuristic pleasure. If one were to read Hurston's 

ethnographic fantasy as ethnographic fact, such a reading suggests that the older 

"specialist" and the young female initiate perform as if the ethnographer has not intruded 

on the intimacy of their space. Such a reading suggests that either the ethnographer is an 

efficient and expert spy, or that the couple's performance is just that, an erotic spectacle 

the author has staged for her metropolitan readers. Through the utilization of the 

voyeuristic voice of the third-person narrative, Hurston interpellates the reader into the 

scene of sexual intrigue. The reader only enters the narrative as a third-party observer; 

the two women are not sufficiently developed to permit readers to identify with their 

positions. Hurston and her readers remain clothed behind the screens of science and 

bourgeois respectability. The third-person narrative voice is the voice of representational 

and scientific authority. It is also Hurston's fictive voice, the narrative voice she utilizes 

for all of her imaginative literature. To avoid implicating herself in a scene of sexual 

excess, Hurston slides into the authoritative voice of the distanced third-person narrator 

of erotica. 
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Hurston concludes the chapter with a paragraph that, more than anything else, 

expresses the author's ambivalent longing and desire for sexual freedom, love, and 

creative autonomy. 

They began to put her wedding clothes upon the girl. The old woman was 

almost whispering to her that she was the most important part of all 

creation, and that she must accept her role gladly. She must not make war 

on her destiny and creation. The impatient girl was finally robed for her 

wedding and she was led out of the room to face the public and her man. 

But here went no frightened, shaking figure under a veil. No nerve-racked 

female behaving as if she approached her doom. This young, young thing 

went forth with the assurance of infinity. And she had such eagerness in 

her as she went! (20) 

The exclamation point at the end of the paragraph, which concludes the chapter, leaves 

the reader pondering whether Hurston envies or pities the young thing's "eagerness." 

The ambiguity of that last sentence also gestures towards the ethnographer's own 

conflicted relationship with her former patron and mentor, an older woman who produced 

Hurston as both creator and creation. Hurston utilizes the word "creation" twice in that 

final paragraph, both to indicate the young girl's role and destiny as a creation of her 

mentor, and a creator. "She was the most important part of all creation." Again the 

slippage allows Hurston to continue to occupy the margins; she is both a powerfiil creator 

of literary representations and a confined creation of patrons and mentors, who "must not 

make war on her destiny and creation." "This young, young thing" comes to embody 
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Hurston's own ambivalence marked by a simultaneous longing for submission to an all-

consuming love and passion, coupled with the desire for absolute autonomy. 

Hurston completed most of her work under the aegis of one patron or another. In 

her ethnographic fantasy, the mentor appears as an aging figure of desire seeking 

fulfillment through the seduction of her young charge. By narrating a scene of harem 

initiation and seduction, Hurston explores the dynamics of power that structured her 

relationship with her mentors. During her patronage of Hurston between 1927 and 1932, 

Charlotte Osgood Mason exercised creative control over the author's work. In her 

glossary appended to Zora Neale Hurston: A Life in Letters, Carla Kaplan relates: 

"According to some stories. Mason had constructed a throne and footstools in her 

apartment and would sit on her throne with her proteges at her feet, at times she would 

have them dance for her at home" (802). Hurston's letters to Mason continue 

performances of the exotic, subservient black Other Mason demanded of Hurston in 

person. I am not arguing that Hurston and Mason engaged in sexual relations; rather, I 

argue that Mason's control of her proteges was erotically charged. As Dean MacCannell 

argues in his review essay of the ethnographic film Cannibal Tours: "A mythology of 

modernity.. .includes the primitive as a veil for our cannibal and other homoerotic desires. 

The primitive modality in the new cultural subject is already contained, or almost 

contained, in a touristic frame" (110). Hurston's fictive rendering of the sexual initiation 

of a young girl allowed her to work through the "erotics of patronage" while representing 

an erotically charged scene of homoerotic desire for armchair travelers back home 

(Cobham 127). As Slavoj Zizek points out in The Sublime Object of Ideology, social 
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fantasy may be understood as a screen for the desire for the other, that is, the desire to 

occupy the position of the other (188-24). In Hurston's case social fantasy operates as a 

screen masking the desire to occupy the position of the dominant woman, the desire to 

create a subject. 

The paradoxical position of woman, as both an important creator and an object of 

someone else's creation, becomes even more troubling for Hurston, dependent as she was 

on the essentialism of romantic naturalism. As Duncan and Gregory point out in Writes 

of Passage, "central to romantic travel was a passion for the wildness of nature" and the 

desire to read the local as a creation of nature, as native other (6). It is that essentialism 

which undergirds much of the racial politics of Tell My Horse. The trope of oriental 

luxury and eroticism provides a narrative by which Hurston makes sense of Caribbean 

hybridity. Hurston's ethnographic fantasy of desire and power operates as a metaphor for 

occidental fantasies of the erotically exotic East, but also as a sjoiecdoche for a dangerous 

hybridity. That Hurston's meditation on miscegenation in the first chapter of the book 

should conclude with an ambiguous statement about women's sexuality at the end of the 

second chapter is not surprising since questions of miscegenation invoke ideologies of 

both race and sex. Hurston found herself trapped within a Creole labyrinth of 

entanglement, at the crossroads of sexual and racial fantasies of purity and desire. For 

Hurston, the pretty-half Chinese girls embodied transgressive sexual interaction among 

European, African, and Asian subjects. The trope of the harem as a space of sexual 

initiation of young girls fulfilled Hurston's need for an available narrative within which 

to embed the untidiness of creolization, or hybridity. 
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As Caribbean historian and poet E. Kamau Brathwaite points out in his 

groundbreaking 1971 study of Caribbean hybridity, creolisation has everything to do with 

sex, sexuality, gender, and race. "It was in the intimate area of sexual relationships 

where the most significant (and lasting) inter-cultural creolisation took place" (303). 

Mimi Sheller argues: "as one of the foremost sites for the sexual meeting of once distant 

populations, the Caribbean has served as a laboratory for European theorization of 'race' 

and 'miscegenation'" (111). In Tell My Horse, Hurston joins that hst of theorists, but she 

approaches her subject at an angle, she tells it slant. Still she situates Jamaica as both a 

place of dangerous and harmonious hybridity. Like Lafcadio Heam, Hurston drew on a 

repertoire of romantic imagery about the East to produce a harmonized Caribbean 

hybridity; but like Edward Long, she read the mulatto presence as a dangerous hybridity 

that disrupted the natural order of things. Hurston's narration of the rites of initiation of a 

young girl into the world of the harem is the clearest enunciation of Creole sexual fantasy 

and anxiety. The allure of the orient embodies both the dream fantasy and the nightmare 

of hybridity. 

Hurston's encounters, and responses to those encounters, were already scripted by 

existing accounts and expectations, and by powerful fictions of race and sex. An entire 

archive of travel writing informed Hurston's experience of and writing about the 

Caribbean. The region had been mapped onto the author's consciousness before she set 

foot on the United Fruit steamship that would speed her to her tropical destination. 

Hurston summoned visual representations that depended on the iconic power of 

orientalist aesthetic discourse of Eastern despotism, luxury, and sexual excess. 
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Descriptions of the curry goat feast and of the ritual "steep[ing]" of "a virgin for 

marriage" yoked together in one chapter, indulge fantasies of luxurious tropical 

abundance, homoerotic consumption, and oriental excess (Hurston 19). Hurston invites 

her audience to join in the feast, where the main course is a young girl lavishly basted in 

Khus Khus and steeped for voyeuristic consumption by metropolitan primitives. In 

blurring the line between categories of consumable goods, food and the young girl are 

merged to produce a smorgasbord of earthly delights. Hurston and her readers linger in 

the soft repose of carnal pleasure in their flights from civilization, but with social 

privileges intact. 
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' See, Walton Look Lai, The Chinese in the West Indies, 1806-1995: A Documentary History. (Barbados, 
Jamaica, Trinidad and Tobago: The Press University of the West Indies, 1998). Contemporary imaginative 
literature includes the work of Meiling Jin, Jamaican poet Easton Lee, and Trinidadian short fiction writer 
Willi Chen, among others. 
^ Mary A. Renda has explored cultural consumption of Haiti in the context of the 1915-1934 U.S. military 
occupation of that country in Taking Haiti: Military Occupation & the Culture of U.S. Imperialism 1915-
1940. 1 discuss Renda's analysis of Tell My Horse in Chapter 3. 
^ Zora Neale Hurston letter to Henry Allen Moe received at the Guggenheim on May 5, 1936. This and all 
subsequent letters refer to Carla Kaplan's 2002 volume, Zora Neale Hurston: A Life in Letters. After 
reading Faustin Wirkus' sensationalist treatment of Haiti in The White King of La Gonave, Hurston 
petitioned anthropologist Ruth Benedict for assistance in obtaining a Rosenwald or Guggenheim grant to 
travel to Haiti (Kaplan 248, 252). In an April 17, 1932 letter to Benedict, Hurston initially proposed a 
collaborative endeavor with Wirkus (252). While still in Jamaica in 1936, Hurston received a letter from 
anthropologist Melville Herskovits advising her to skip Haiti and go on to the Bahamas, where she had 
previous experience collecting folklore and where she had the requisite linguistic competence. In the letter 
to Moe, Hurston objected to Herskovits' assumptions about her linguistic competence (she admitted to a 
little classroom French and no Haitian Kreyol) and traveled to Haiti as planned. 
'* Hurston used a one-term Rosenwald fellowship for graduate study in anthropology to support her while 
she wrote two plays and a draft of a novel. The author objected to Rosenwald's withdrawal of a promised 
two-year fellowship and its replacement with a fellowship renewable upon application. 
^ Katherine Dunham, dancer, choreographer, and anthropologist, was an undergraduate student at the 
University of Chicago when she went to Jamaica and Haiti in 1936. Noted Africanist Melville Herskovits 
supervised Dunham's work in Haiti. Although Dxinham completed work towards a Master Degree in 
Anthropology, she eventually abandoned anthropology for a career in dance. Dunham made repeated trips 
to the Caribbean, eventually purchasing a large estate in Haiti, reportedly the former residence of Paulina 
Bonaparte LeClerc. Hurston considered Dunham a rival. 
^ As the 'Negro Renaissance' moved west to Chicago from New York, Hurston feared, with some 
justification, that her position as representative of the folk would be usurped by the Chicagoan. Moreover, 
the Rosenwald Foundation, located in Chicago, became a major source of funding for Chicago's scholars 
engaged in the investigation of the relationship between rural poverty and racism in the South and Northern 
urban poverty. Hurston had no interest in pursuing social issues. 
' Zora Neale Hurston Clippings, JWJ 2 H946. 
^ My interpretation of the statutory and case law on miscegenation is based upon more than twenty years 
experience as an attorney and legal scholar. For a review of the relevant Florida law, see the case of 
McLaughlin v. Florida 379 U.S. 184 (1964); wherein, the United States Supreme Court upheld the 
constitutionality of Section 741.11 of Florida Statutes prohibiting interracial marriages, and Section 798.05 
prohibiting interracial cohabitation. State anti-miscegenation statutes were held unconstitutional in the 
1967 case of Loving v. Virginia 388 U.S. 1 (1967). Under Section 20.59 of the Virginia Code, violation of 
the anti-miscegenation law was a felony punishable by confinement in the state penitentiary for not less 
than one, nor more than five years. 
At one time or another forty-one states enacted anti-miscegenation statutes. Massachusetts, Pennsylvania 
and the plantation states prohibited miscegenation by statutory law. As a consequence, miscegenation 
produced illegitimate offspring where legal marriages were unavailable. 
^ Paquet's reference is to Dunham's Island Possessed (1969). 

Starr's two volume Gardens of the Caribbees: Sketches of a Cruise to the West Indies and the Spanish 
Main was published in Boston by L.C. Page & Co. in 1903. 
" In a May 12, 1934 letter to Lewis Gannett critic for the New York Herald-Tribune, Hurston identified the 
1909 English translation of France's Penguin Island and Buck's 1931 novel. The Good Earth, among her 
six favorite books (Kaplan 303-4). 
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Although some Hurston scholars contend that Hurston's experience in Haiti provided the inspiration for 
Their Eyes Were Watching God and that she wrote the novel in seven days while in Haiti, Hurston's March 
7, 1936 letter to William Stanley Hoole reveals that she had mapped out the plot of the novel carefully 
before she set sail for Haiti (Kaplan 366-7). 
" "The obligation imposed on a girl that she should bring her virginity to her husband comes from the 
times when girls were married immediately they were of a marriageable age. It is ridiculous that a girl who 
marries at twenty-five or thirty should be subject to that obligation. You will, perhaps, say that it is a 
present with which her husband, if she gets one at last, will be gratified; but every moment we see men 
wooing married women and showing themselves perfectly satisfied to take them as they find them." 
(France 104) 
'"Chang migrates to New York to escape the white supremacist south and to 'pass' for Chinese. In contrast 
to Hurston's ethnography, Tsiang's characters, ultimately, jettison the search for racial and cultural 
authenticity in favor of progressive labor solidarity across racial differences. 
" See, David Palumbo-Liu's Asian/American: Historical Crossings of a Racial Frontier (Stanford, CA: 
Stanford UP, 1999) 49-58 for an insightful analysis of Tsiang's narratives as social realist fables. 

I rely on Husain Haddaw^'s translation of The Arabian Nights, which is based on the text by Muhsin 
Mahdi. (New York: Norton, 1990). 



PART THREE 

AFRICAN AMERICAN TOURISTS IN THE CARIBBEAN 



Chapter 5 

Mapping Imperialist Nostalgia/Interrogating Tourism 

I am the sugar at the bottom of the EngUsh cup of tea. I am the 
sweet tooth, the sugar plantations that rotted generations of English 
children's teeth. There are thousands of others beside me that are, 
you know, the cup of tea itself 

Stuart Hall, "Old and New Identities, Old and New Ethnicities." 

One is mislead when one looks at the sails and majesty of tall ships 
instead of their cargo. 

Dionne Brand, A Map to the Door of No Return. 

Renato Rosaldo's concept of "imperialist nostalgia" informs my reading of writers June 

Jordan's and Paule Marshall's critical and creative interrogations of the limited 

iconographic and representational grammar of late twentieth-century Caribbean tourism. 

In Culture & Truth: The Remaking of Social Analysis, anthropologist Renato Rosaldo 

argues: 

Imperialist nostalgia revolves around a paradox: A person kills somebody, 

and then mourns the victim. In more attenuated form, someone 

deliberately alters a form of life, and then regrets that things have not 

remained as they were prior to the intervention. At one more remove, 

people destroy their environment, and then they worship nature. In any of 

its versions, imperialist nostalgia uses a pose of "innocent yearning" both 

to capture people's imaginations and to conceal its complicity with often 

brutal domination. (69-70) 
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In this chapter, I argue that the tourism industry actively engages in the production of 

imperialist nostalgia by encouraging its potential clientele to adopt a pose of "innocent 

yearning" for a romanticized colonial and imperial past, and by concealing the industry's 

complicity in the reproduction of colonial relations of power and domination. Following 

Edward Said's articulation of colonialism and imperialism in Culture and Imperialism, I 

understand imperialism as "the practice, the theory, and the attitudes of a dominating 

metropolitan center ruling a distant territory" (9). Said distinguishes colonialism from 

imperialism, arguing that colonialism, "almost always a consequence of imperialism, is 

the implanting of settlements on distant territory" (9). hi my analysis of June Jordan's 

essay "Report From the Bahamas (1982)," and "A Poem About Vieques, Puerto Rico," 

and Paule Marshall's novel Praisesongfor the Widow, I argue that both writers map 

imperialist nostalgia through their interrogations of the representational grammar and 

iconography of Caribbean tourism. Both Marshall and Jordan attend to the politics of 

location in African American's Caribbean travel. 

Tourism industries in the Caribbean, and elsewhere, produce imperialist nostalgia 

by activating the representational grammar and analytical categories that anthropologists 

working in the last two decades of the twentieth-century have all but abandoned. As part 

of "the crisis of representation" and in "the face of global creolization processes," 

anthropologist George E. Marcus maintains that ethnography in, or of, the world system 

engages in various "mapping strategies" for following "connections, associations, and 

putative relationships" (59, 80-81). In their quests to produce desires or longings for a 

mythical paradise where middle-class workers can escape the social, economic, and 
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political realities of their societies, tourism industries reproduce anthropological 

discourses about the Other, which have been abandoned by contemporary anthropology. 

In his 1989 analysis of imperialist nostalgia, Rosaldo points out: "By now most 

anthropologists probably find such notions as the "vanishing primitive" or "mourning the 

passing of traditional society" more conventional than insightful" (81). Nevertheless, 

those rhetorical 'conventions' have been successively activated in the service of tourism 

industries. "Nostalgia at play with domination," as Rosaldo puts it, "uses compelling 

tenderness to draw attention away from.. .fundamental inequality" (87). With its 

emphasis on nostalgia for a vanishing time, place, and people, tourism advertising adopts 

much of the iconography and many of the narrative conventions of late nineteenth- and 

early twentieth-century salvage ethnography. As Elizabeth Edwards argues: "The tourist 

industry basis its relentless placement of images on a concept of culture, long superceded 

within anthropology itself, as a perennial legacy of habits and understanding accumulated 

from the past, and constituted within a small-scale, wholly integrated group" (61). In 

tourist advertising and practices, nostalgia and play come together to reproduce structures 

of domination and fundamental inequality. 

In The Tourist: A New Theory of the Leisure Class, Dean MacCannell defines 

tourists as sightseers, "mainly middle-class, who are at this moment deployed throughout 

the entire world in search of experience" (1). Further, MacCannell argues that the 

"ideological expansion of modem society [is] intimately linked in diverse ways to 

modem mass leisure, especially international tourism and sightseeing" (3). If, as 

MacCannell argues, middle-class sightseers are deployed throughout the world in search 
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of experience, which he understands as authenticity, what tourism produces is a "staged 

authenticity" (91-107). Tourism stages imperiahsm for middle-class sightseers; it 

produces signs of imperial majesty, while hiding its structures of domination "backstage" 

(91-107). As Trinidadian-Canadian writer Dionne Brand puts it in her memoir, A Map to 

the Door of No Return: "One is mislead when one looks at the sails and majesty of tall 

ships instead of their cargo" (85). Brand refers to the African men and women captured 

and transported in the hulls of those ships as the cargo that underwrote empire. Paule 

Marshall endows cruise ships with all the symbolism of imperial power and domination, 

but its meanings are hidden and must be unearthed by Marshall's heroine and readers. 

In their Caribbean travel writing June Jordan and Paule Marshall interrogate the 

intersection of ideologies of race and imperiahsm, and the effect of those ideologies on 

the Caribbean. But Jordan and Marshall take their critical and creative interrogations a 

step further by examining the ways that tourism's representational practices invoke a 

pose of innocent yearning for paradise by middle-class African American tourist from the 

United States. Both writers attend to relations between the local and the global, and to 

gendered, sexualized, racialized spaces of social, economic, and cultural production and 

reproduction. In Praisesong for the Widow, Marshall activates the genre of the novel to 

narrate the richly storied landscapes of places abandoned and ruined by colonialism, 

slavery, neo-colonialism, and global tourism. Deploying many of the tropes of romantic 

nature writing, Marshall effectively launches a critique of the culture of consumerism by 

articulating that culture as the handmaiden of imperialism. Jordan's essay, "Report from 

the Bahamas" and poem, "A Poem About Vieques, Puerto Rico," are critical responses to 
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the naturalization of imperial relations of power in contemporary representations of the 

Caribbean by the tourism industry, hi the poem, Jordan takes a hard look at the 

despoilation of the environment brought about by U. S. militarism. She maps landscapes 

of imperial domination by engaging in a poetics and politics of resistance to imperial 

domination. Both Marshall and Jordan understand that resistance to the pull of 

imperialist nostalgia requires foregoing what Slavoj Zizek refers to as a "social fantasy," 

the desire for the other, that is, to stand in the place of the dominant other. 

June Jordan was bom in Harlem in 1936 to Jamaican immigrant parents. She is 

the author of eleven books of poetry, five children's books, a novel, three plays, a 

memoir, and five volumes of political essays. For more than ten years, she wrote a 

political column for The Progressive. A recipient of a Special United States 

Congressional Recognition for outstanding contributions to literature, the civil rights 

movement, and in recognition of outstanding and invaluable service to the community, 

Jordan's political and poetic voice was forged within the context of the Civil Rights, 

Black Power, and Women's Liberation movements of the 1960's and 1970's. In 1979, 

Jordan was awarded the Prix de Rome for Environmental Design. She was a professor of 

African American Studies and the founder of Poetry for the People at the University of 

California, Berkeley. June Jordan died of breast cancer in Berkeley on June 14, 2002. 

"Report from the Bahamas (1982)," first pubhshed by South End Press of Boston 

in Jordan's 1985 collection, On Call: Political Essays, was reprinted and published in 

London by Virago, in the author's 1989 collection. Moving Towards Home: Political 

Essays J hi the essay, Jordan reflects on the continuation of imperial structures of 
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domination in the Bahamian postcolonial state's economic dependence on tourism. She 

begins the essay by noting the use of the grammar of colonialism in the very naming of 

tourist hotels. Jordan writes: "I am staying in a hotel that calls itself The Sheraton British 

Colonial" (137). In the very act of naming, the hotel's owner has yoked a trademark (a 

signifier) of transnational corporate capital, "The Sheraton," to a vestige of the past; 

British colonialism. The hotel's name unites colonialism, a nineteenth-century mode of 

accumulating capital, dominating space, and regulating people as cheap labor, with its 

late twentieth-century successor, transnational tourism. 

In Paradise and Plantation: Tourism and Culture in the Anglophone Caribbean, 

Ian Gregory Strachan provides a brief history of the Bahamian hotel industry. Strachan 

points out that in 1859 the Bahamian colonial government began construction on its first 

tourist hotel. The Royal Victoria Hotel, completed in 1861 (95). The name indexes all 

the power of the English monarchy. In 1899 the American transportation industrialist 

and so-called "Father of Miami," Robert Flagler (owner of the Florida East Coast 

Railway), purchased the Royal Victoria (95). Flagler completed construction of a new 

hotel in 1900: The Colonial (95). Thus, by the beginning of the twentieth-century. 

United States transportation and leisure capital had penetrated the Bahamian tourism 

industry, adopting the signifiers of colonial power, luxury, and leisure. 

Jordan continues her essay with a formal analysis of one of the photographs used 

in the hotel's promotional campaign: 

One of the photographs advertising the place displays a middle-aged Black 

man in a waiter's tuxedo, smiling. What intrigues me most about the 



192 

picture is just this: while the Black man bears a tray full of 'colorful' 

drinks above his left shoulder, both of his feet, shoes and trouserlegs, up to 

ten inches above his ankles, stand in the also 'colorful' Caribbean salt 

water. He is so delighted to serve you he will wade into the water to bring 

you Banana Daquiris while you float! More precisely, he will wade into 

the water, fully clothed, oblivious to the ruin of his shoes, his trousers, his 

health, and he will do it with a smile. (137) 

In her analysis of the tourist hotel's advertisement, Jordan intervenes in conversations 

about what it means to be a worker in a country dependent on a tourist economy. Decked 

out in a black waiter's tuxedo, the "middle-aged Black man" is a portrait of elegant 

servility. For Jordan, the image disconcertingly recalls the spatial relations of plantation 

societies: the Black man wades through water to serve his reclining patrons, who simply 

"float" atop the water. Jordan is enraged by the hotel's unabashed marketing of itself as 

paradise, with 'colorful' drinks coordinated to match the equally 'colorful' Caribbean sea, 

and the ubiquitous figure of the black man-as-etemal smiling servant. In its depiction of 

a seemingly content and happy black man serving reclining masters, the photograph 

invokes the iconography of the master-servant relationship of colonial slavery. The 

floating tourists are metaphors for new relations of mastery and servitude. 

In his Nobel lecture, the St. Lucian poet and playwright Derek Walcott described 

touristic representations of the Caribbean: 

But in our tourist brochures the Caribbean is a blue pool into which the 

republic dangles the extended foot of Florida as inflated rubber islands 
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bob and drinks with umbrellas float towards her on a raft. This is how the 

islands from the shame of necessity sell themselves; this is the seasonal 

erosion of their identity, the high-pitched repetition of the same images of 

service that cannot distinguish one island from the other, with a future of 

polluted marinas, land deals negotiated by ministers, and all of this 

conducted to the music of Happy Hour and the rictus of a smile. What is 

the earthly paradise for our visitors? (81) 

For Jordan, the Harlem-bom daughter of Jamaican immigrants, "the earthly paradise" of 

the Bahamas is a place where the servants are still the darker residents, but the new 

masters are more diffused, a floating tourist class that changes faces in accordance with 

the tourism industry's scheduled vacation packages. "The irony of Bahamian economic 

history," Strachan argues, "is that although Caribbean tourism is the offspring of the 

plantation economy, the plantation economy never flourished in the Bahamas until 

tourism" (94). Strachan points out that "the thin topsoil of the limestone and coral 

islands" of the Bahamas prevented the implantation of an agricultural-based slave society 

(94). Instead, "sponge fishing was the most stable and long lasting of the industries" the 

English attempted in the Bahamas (94). Ironically, the "middle-aged Black man" in the 

photograph Jordan examines still wades through water in the service of new masters. 

Upon entering her room at The Sheraton British Colonial, Jordan discovers that 

the hotel has left a 'WELCOME' message; it bears a page titled: 'A PAGE OF 

HISTORY' (137). The 'page of history' reproduces the Bahamas as a product of 

imperial and settler ventures; 
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"New World History begins on the same day that modem Bahamian 

history begins—October 12, 1492. That's when Columbus stepped 

ashore—British influence came first with the Eleutherian Adventurers of 

1647—After the Revolutions, American Loyalists fled from the newly 

independent states and settled in the Bahamas. Confederate blockade-

runners used the island as a haven during the War between the States, and 

after the War, a number of Southerners moved to the Bahamas..." (137) 

The hotel's nostalgic version of Bahamian history renders the beginning of that history as 

contiguous with the Spanish conquest, but without invoking the genocide and plunder 

that use of the word 'conquest' might conjure up. The word is deleted from the hotel's 

version of history; Columbus simply "stepped ashore." The writer of the page of history 

does not mention the Taino people Columbus encountered on those shores. Further, the 

writer inserts the "British influence" as if "the Eleutherian Adventurers" were a shipload 

of ecotourists and not gangs of pirates, buccaneers, and mercenaries sent by the British 

Crown to loot and pillage the "New World." By simple omission of a period of 150 years 

of plunder and slaughter, the writer creates the illusion of the Bahamas as an eternally 

placid chain of islands, thus encouraging "a pose of innocent yearning" for a 

romanticized past. After the British influence, the Bahamas becomes a refuge for a series 

of conservative royalists, imperialists, and slave owners fleeing democratic revolutions 

and wars to end the institution of slavery. The Bahamas, according to The Sheraton 

British Colonial Hotel, has long been the British Empire's open house for conservative 

refugees in flight from disruptive social change, hi the eighteenth- and nineteenth-
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centuries, the Bahamas is the place to go to escape revolutionary social reform; it is the 

place where various people have come to settle, in what they perceive as unchanging 

world. Although situated in historical time, various settlers have valued the Bahamas as a 

space of refuge from change. 

The hotel's sentimentalized version of history is the subject of Jordan's outrage. 

"Something proclaims itself a legitimate history," Jordan cries, "and all it does is track 

white Mr. Columbus to the British Eleutherians through the Confederate Southerners as 

they barge into New World surf, land on New World turf, and nobody saying one word 

about the Bahamian people, the Black people, to whom the only thing new in their island 

world was this weird succession of crude invaders and its colonial consequences" (137-8). 

For Jordan, the Bahamas is a place where the natives are black and disenfranchised. She 

also excludes the Taino people, the indigenous people of the Bahamas, from her 

correction to The Sheraton's history lesson. Jordan articulates her "consciousness of 

race" using the representational grammar of racial binaries: "the Black people" who 

witness the succession of crude white intruders (138). She, like the hotel, has forgotten 

the genocide of the indigenous people, which took place before the forced transplanting 

of enslaved Africans in the Bahamas. Jordan also erases postcolonial government 

ministers who broker the land deals that Walcott writes about in his insightful analysis of 

Caribbean tourism. Even as a dissident writer, Jordan participates in a nationally 

mediated regime of representation; her racial categories of analysis are those of the 

United States: binaries of black and white. 
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Nevertheless, Jordan's consciousness of racial injustice is crosscut by her 

"consciousness of class" (138). Compared to the middle-aged black man represented in 

the photograph, Jordan observes, "I am a rich woman" (138). She continues: "Compared 

to most of the Black Americans arriving for this Easter weekend on a three nights four 

days deal of bargain rates, the middle-aged waiter is a poor Black man" (138). Jordan 

comes to her "consciousness of class" within the context of transnational tourist flows. 

As a middle-class African American tourist from the United States, she can only afford 

travel to the Bahamas as a consumer of the "three nights four days deal of bargain rates" 

made possible because of the proximity of the Bahamas to Florida. But she is a 

consumer nonetheless, a tourist who is, in comparison to the poor black middle-aged 

waiter, "a rich woman." As Stuart Hall and other social theorists points out, identity can 

be "re-thought and re-lived, in and through difference" ("Old and New Identities" 41). In 

the Bahamas, Jordan underscores race, class, and location as primary indicia of social 

position. "We are not white, after all," the writer complains in response to vendors' sale 

prices (138). "The budget is limited," she continues, suggesting that only white tourists 

have unlimited budgets. Despite her temporary residence in The Sheraton British 

Colonial Hotel, Jordan endeavors to hold onto blackness as a marker of solidarity across 

differences of national location. Yet, in the Bahamas she is not among the 

disenfranchised black workers; she is on holiday, a woman of leisure, like all the white 

men and women on holiday. 

Travel to the Bahamas dislodges and reconfigures stable identities and affiliations. 

In "Report from the Bahamas," Jordan narrates her coming into consciousness of the 
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ways markets structure her relationships with black Bahamian tourism industry workers. 

In coming into "consciousness of race and class and gender identity," Jordan must also 

consider the power and privilege that accrues to her national location (138). "I notice the 

fixed relations between these other Black women and myself," Jordan writes. "They sell 

and I buy or I don't. They risk not eating. I risk going broke on my first vacation 

afternoon" (138). Although Jordan has no trouble resisting the imperialist nostalgia for 

paradise invoked by The Sheraton British Colonial Hotel, she struggles to resist the 

yearning for another kind of paradise, one where all "Black women" unite to form a 

whole. By examining her relationship to Bahamian women trading in the tourist markets, 

and by designating those women as other black women, Jordan acknowledges her own 

privileged self, a black vv^oman tourist from the United States. She is not the Other in the 

Bahamas. Instead she is an empowered consumer who buys and, therefore, has some 

power to determine whether "other Black women" eat. Jordan constructs "Report from 

the Bahamas" in the form of a contemplative essay allowing her an extended meditation 

on identities, identifications, and relations of power. 

Ultimately, Jordan must interrogate her own reasons for choosing to spend the 

long Easter weekend at The Sheraton British Colonial Hotel in the Bahamas. Deploying 

the rhetorical strategy of the confessional, she admits that aside from the bargain rates, 

the hotel offers a sense of safety and security for a Black woman traveling alone. "I did 

not want to be raped by anybody (white or Black) at all," Jordan admits, "and I calculated 

that my safety as a Black woman alone would best be assured by a multinational hotel 

corporation" (139). Aware of the irony of her rationale, she continues, "a Black woman 
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seeking refuge in a multinational corporation may seem like a contradiction to some, but 

there you are. In this case it's a coincidence of entirely different self-interests: 

Sheraton/cash=June Jordan's short run safety" (139). Like those travelers from previous 

centuries featured in The Sheraton's history, Jordan has taken refuge in the Bahamas and 

although the islands are no longer an outpost of the British Empire, The Sheraton British 

Colonial is a multinational corporation. 

In the postcolonial state, it is the large multinational leisure companies that 

structure the lives of local residents. Jordan's meditation on her relationship to the black 

people who depend on the tourism industry, Bahamian women in particular, animates the 

interior monologues in the essay. Jordan examines her complicity with powerful 

corporate entities like The Sheraton multinational conglomerate. She attempts to see 

herself through the eyes of the Bahamian workers in the hotel. Jordan imagines the hotel 

maid Olive's interrogation of her motives for traveling to the Bahamas alone, without a 

husband. "I cannot imagine how I would begin to answer her," Jordan concludes, as she 

contemplate what her rights and values might mean to someone in Olive's position (139). 

My 'rights' and my 'freedom' and my 'desire' and a slew of other New 

World values; what would they sound like to this Black woman described 

on the card atop my hotel bureau as 'Olive the Maid'? 'Ohve' is older 

than I am and I may smoke a cigarette while she changes the sheets on my 

bed. Whose rights? Whose freedom? Whose desire? 

And why should she give a shit about mine unless I do something, for real, 

about hers? (139) 
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What do New World rights, freedom, and desire mean to "Olive the Maid," whose 

concerns are housing, food, and survival? Jordan measures her 'First World' notion of 

rights against Olive's 'Third World' need for basic subsistence. As a bisexual black 

woman, Jordan includes her sexual freedom and desire among those New World rights, 

the fulfillment of which must be measured against Olive's needs for food and shelter. 

Although Olive is black, like Jordan, Jordan is now the pampered mistress who has the 

luxury of smoking a cigarette while the older Other black woman cleans her room. 

Jordan's essay strikes at the central paradox the dissident tourist encounters: her tourist 

dollars enable Olive to provide some level of subsistence for herself and her family, even 

though the tourist-worker structure reproduces relations of mastery and servitude. 

Jordan crafts the essay as an interior monologue to demonstrate the analytical 

process we must undertake if we are going to move from identity politics to 

transformative political action. Her narrative strategy demonstrates the self-reflexive 

process that must be engaged by activists for social change. "Report from the Bahamas" 

is a vehicle by which Jordan intervenes in theoretical debates about race, class, gender, 

and power. She concludes her self-analysis with the following observation: "So far as I 

can see, the usual race and class concepts of connection, or gender assumptions of unity, 

do not apply very well" (143). The essay challenges readers to move beyond 

assumptions of unity through identity by attempting to see the world from the perspective 

of the Other. Travel to the place of the Other can aid in the process of extending our 

visions, but only if we engage with the Other as a strategy for dissolving binaries between 

Self and Other, Us and Them. Jordan concludes her essay with a prophetic vision for the 
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future, should we continue to ignore the conditions of people like 'Olive': "I know that 

someday soon other clouds may erupt to kill us all.... I must make the connection real 

between me and these strangers everywhere before those other clouds unify this ragged 

bunch of us, too late" (146). In the final lines of "Report fi-om the Bahamas," Jordan 

clarifies her goal to make "real connection[s]" in the name of peaceful solutions to 

inequality before those violent clouds unify and erupt to kill us all. 

The critical interrogation of tourism's capacity to facilitate real connections and 

dialogue across differences is one of the unifying themes of both "Report from the 

Bahamas" and Jordan's "A Poem About Vieques, Puerto Rico." Jordan sets both works 

in a tourist hotel; in both, she examines the continuation of imperial structures of power 

and domination in a market-driven tourist economy. Her overarching concern with issues 

of social justice for people living in the Caribbean, a region the United States treats as its 

own private lake, drives both essay and poem. In the poem, Jordan grapples with issues 

of environmental justice in the context of the United States' transformation of the Puerto 

Rican island of Vieques into a military stage for testing weapons. Following sociologist 

Robert D. Bullard, I understand environmental racism as "any policy, practice, or 

directive that differentially affects or disadvantages (whether intended or unintended) 

individuals, groups or communities based on race or color" (90-1). "Environmental 

racism," Bullard continues, "combines with public policies and industry practices to 

provide benefits for whites while shifting costs to people of color" (91). Cultural theorist 

T. V. Reed broadens the definition of environmental racism to distinguish the concept of 

environmental justice as inclusive of poor people disadvantaged by policies and industry 
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practices. Taking account of the indeterminacy of concepts of race across geographical 

and temporal borders and Jordan's overall commitment to inclusion and the interrogation 

of fixed categories of identity, I use the term environmental justice in my analysis of the 

poem. 

"A Poem About Vieques, Puerto Rico" was published in 1980 in Jordan's 

collection, Passion: New Poems, 1977-1980. The collection is now out of print and not 

widely available. Although other poems from Passion have been reprinted in Jordan's 

1989 anthology, Naming Our Destiny: New and Selected Poems, "A Poem About 

Vieques, Puerto Rico" was not included in that or any other anthology. Within the 

poem's structure, Jordan reveals her own processes of composition within the historical 

context and social ecology of a particular place. Since the poem is unavailable and since 

its structure is central to my analysis, I quote the poem in its entirety: 

In Vieques 
"The Ocean is Closed on Mondays" 

Frank the Bartender is full of information: 
"So this guy, a guest, here at the hotel, 
says to me, there aren't any face cloths." [5]^ 

So I said to him, "Sit down." 

He sat down. Then I said to him, "If 
you were in Paradise 
would you expect to find a face 
cloth?" [10] 

If you were in Paradise 
would you expect to find the U.S. Navy 
and the Marines bombing the hell 
out of the land/mining the waters 
and throwing indigenous birds indigenous 
trees into extinction? [16] 



Where sugarcane and pineapples 
and locust trees and mango and 
where soursop/acacia palm 
and lusciously 
gardenias/amaropa/bougainvillea 
grew so beautiful 
in Paradise would 
you expect to find the river gulleys 
dried down to the dustbone of the earth/ 
and all the grass turned into tinderstuff? 

At the hotel 
Frank the Bartender says: "Jamaica? 

No. I never had the time!" 

Helen and her husband Tom tell me: 
Isn't it interesting how 
the Haitians are 
compared to the other islander peoples 
so incredibly artistic! 
But you know the story how that happened? 
It was a Swede. A man named 
—what was his name? Olafson 
I'm sure: yes: Olafson. 
He came, this Swede, to Haiti 
and he saw the possibilities 
for artistic expression among the natives 
there. So he encouraged, he taught them 
to do it. 
That's the story!" 

In Vieques there are these words painted white 
on the night road 

Vieques Si 
Navy NO 

Navy FUERA 
(NAVY OUT) 

y 

Radame Fidel Castro 



At the Hotel 
Frank the Bartender says: 

"So I'm with this girl down on the beach 
one night 
and I'm giving it to her 
I'm going for broke 
I'm working myself out 
pumping away 
up and down 
up and down 
and I say to her 
Is it in? 
And she says 
NO 
Put it in! I yell 
So, I'm going on like crazy 
Is it in? I ask her again 
Yeah, she says 
Oh, for crissakes, I tell her; 
In that case, put it back 
put it back in the sand." 

I am lying on the sand 
trying to relax under the spectacular sky 
the Hollywood clouds looking quite superlative 
in blue 
y 
los hombres me llaman asi 
Hey, honey 
Hey, darling 
ssswssssw ssswsssw! 
(Entonces) 
Hey, Black Gurrl! 

Last night a horse followed me home 
I kept feeling there was something behind me 
And there was; 
A horse 

His ribs glittering silver 
under the tight soft colored skin 
of his body, and there 
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wasn't any drinkable water in sight 
or sound 
and I noticed the hills around us dry 
to the point where even higmar Bergman 
couldn't eke out sensuality 
from that ground 
from the figure of that animal 
standing hungry on that ground 
no sensuality 

and you may get the idea that the United States' 
military establishment is Humphrey Bogart 
cracking up all over the screen or Henry 
Fonda sorry or Burt Lancaster screwing 
whatshemame 
in the klieglit surf [ 106] 

[93] 

[100] 

but last night 
this horse followed me home 
in Vieques 
in Paradise 

and he was starved out [HI] 

and as a matter of fact 
this movie: the horse and the children and the flowers and 
the fish and the coconuts and 
the sea itself in Vieques [115] 

Jesus Christ! 
Put it back! 
Put it back! 
In the sand! [119] 

The point of this movie 
is 
a pretty rough fuck. [122] 

Jordan composed this long poem in free verse, meaning it is a poem in which the lines are 

of different widths, and which does not have a regular rhyme scheme. The poem unfolds 

in several dramatic voices and a series of interior monologues spoken or thought by the 
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poet as an anonymous narrator. The references to "Hollywood," the actors Humphrey 

Bogart, Henry Fonda, and Burt Lancaster, along with director Ingmar Bergman, suggest 

that the poem doubles as a dramatic sketch for a film. This doubling allows the poet to 

use the film technique of the jump cut to move the reader from one frame, or scene, to 

another. Jordan invites readers to visualize the poem's dramatic unfolding. The poem is 

set at a hotel bar and a beach in Vieques, Puerto Rico. Jordan peoples the set with a cast 

of characters one might expect to find at any beachside hotel bar in Puerto Rico: Frank 

the Bartender, Helen and her husband Tom, as hotel guests, and an anonymous speaker 

whose interior monologues keep the reader informed as the drama unfolds on the tourist 

stage. 

Since poets who write in free verse do not rely on counted verse for structure, the 

poem's meaning justifies the line-breaks; form follows function in free verse. For 

example, the first line of the poem, "In Vieques," establishes the setting. The line-break 

functions to highlight the second line in quotation marks: "The Ocean is Closed on 

Mondays." The poet's use of upper case letters suggests that the line is a quote from a 

caption, notice, or posted sign. The stanza break after the quotation allows the reader to 

pause in order to contemplate the meaning of the quoted line. "The Ocean," not the 

Beach, "is [regularly] Closed on Mondays." The notice is an ominous warning of danger; 

its message defies common sense understandings of the ocean as a vast and open body of 

water. The regular and systematic closing of the ocean signals a dangerous disordering 

of the 'natural' world. 
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For Puerto Ricans and informed readers, the poem's setting in Vieques clarifies 

the second line. They know that U. S. Navy controls two-thirds of Vieques, an island 

east of the main island of Puerto Rico. Until 2003, the Defense Department used Vieques 

to test ordinances (conventional and unconventional weapons) and train soldiers and 

sailors. On Mondays, the ocean is restricted military space. The fact that the 1983 U. S. 

invasion of Grenada was staged from Vieques suggests that the island is used as a 

strategic command center for policing the circum-Caribbean region, which includes the 

islands and mainland Caribbean countries. 

The open spaces on the page signal the spatial movements in the poem's narrative. 

The speaker's announcement follows the stanza break: "Frank the Bartender is full of 

information" (3). Vieques is a militarized space as well as a gendered public space where 

leisure activity masks the dangers signaled by the warning sign in the poem's second line. 

At the hotel bar, Frank the Bartender holds court; the bar is his domain even though it is a 

gathering place for hotel guests. For Frank, the bar is a fa9ade that allows him to assert 

his discursive power. His local knowledge, experience dealing with guests, and his 

ability to discourse on an array of topics, all allow him to dominate this tourist landscape. 

Frank the Bartender deploys stories as a tool to deflect and contain tourists' demands. 

His repetition of a story about a hotel guest is a subversive speech act designed to disrupt 

the illusion of Vieques as Paradise. Jordan sets off the Bartender's reported speech in 

quotation marks: 

"So this guy, a guest, here at the hotel, 
says to me, there aren't any face cloths." 

So I said to him, "Sit down." 



207 

He sat down. Then I said to him, "If 
you were in Paradise 
would you expect to find a face 
cloth?" (4-10) 

Jordan's creation of a character that critically intervenes in tourists' perception of the 

Caribbean through wit cannot be understated. Frank the Bartender dispenses with the 

complaints of a male guest by ordering him to sit down, and the guest obeys by sitting, 

hi creating the character of Frank the Bartender, Jordan has destroyed the image of the 

smiling middle-aged black man who would wade through water to serve hotel guests. 

Although a bartender, Frank is not the image of servitude portrayed in The Sheraton 

British Colonial's photograph. Rather he is a commanding presence who dismantles his 

patron's expectations of Paradise. "If you were in Paradise," Frank's question suggests 

that there would be no face cloths. Frank the Bartender explodes the idea of Paradise as a 

casualty of uncritical tourist reception of images produced to invoke nostalgia for a lost 

paradise. The response, "would you expect to find a face/cloth" in Paradise, exposes 

tourists' contradictory expectations of luxury accommodations, complete with maid 

service, bar service, and an unspoiled Paradise. Their visions of Paradise include a full 

complement of servants. The tourist hotel only appears to be a paradise because workers 

are rendered invisible; face cloths appear as if by magic. But Frank the Bartender, who is 

always identified by his work, destroys the illusion of Paradise where people continue to 

live in a state of nature and where the unspoiled natural fecundity of the earth obviates 

the need for labor. There would be no face cloths in Paradise because the production of 

face cloths requires that someone work. The Bartender knows that romantic visions of a 
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happy, carefree occlude the productive labor of service workers employed by the 

hospitality industry. Through the story, Frank the Bartender informs his guest and 

Jordan's readers that the Caribbean ease promised in tourism advertisements is 

unavailable to workers in Vieques. Caribbean nature must be staged to perform as 

Paradise. Frank the Bartender's performance begins to disrupt the staged performance. 

His question is a cue for the next frame featuring the anonymous observer's assessment 

of the military's desecration of the environment. 

Jordan's anonymous performer completely shatters the illusion of Paradise with a 

question that begins with an echo of the Bartender's question. Through the interior 

monologue of the anonymous performer in the scene, readers leam that the unspoiled 

natural environment touted in advertising images is also a myth: 

If you were in Paradise 
would you expect to find the U. S. Navy 
and the Marines bombing the hell 
out of the land/mining the waters 
and throwing indigenous birds indigenous 
trees into extinction? (11-16) 

The absence of quotation marks here indicates that the narrator is not a party to a 

conversation with the Bartender or hotel guests; rather she is a thinking observer and 

interrogator of her surroundings. She observes the consequences of U. S. "bombing the 

hell out of the land [and ] mining the waters." Vieques is a militarized space that has 

produced a ravaged landscape and massive species extinction. The narrator explodes the 

myth of the island-as-Paradise by exposing the environmental devastation wrought by the 

U. S. military, which has thrown indigenous birds and trees into extinction. Jordan uses 

the words "bombing," "mining," and "throwing" to create an image of birds and trees 
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blasted into mid-air. The narrator's breathless tone, as indicated by the six lines 

unbroken by commas, suggests a pent up rage that has reached a boiling point. She rails 

against the military bombardments that have dispossessed the people of their homelands 

and destroyed the environment. 

In the following stanza Jordan catalogues the plants destroyed in repeated shelling 

of Vieques, but it is a visitor's vision of Vieques before the U. S. mihtary's conquest of 

Puerto Rico. Who else but an outsider would include sugarcane, an imported plantation 

crop worked by slave labor, among the plants that "grew so beautiful/ in Paradise" (22-3)? 

Nevertheless, the narrator's catalog of destruction makes the point that Vieques, like 

Puerto Rico's main island, was once a densely forested island. The military 

establishment, institutionalized and entrenched, has destroyed all of the island's 

vegetation leaving "river gulleys dried down to the dustbone of the earth/and all the grass 

turned into tinderstuff' (25-6). Life is destroyed, not by 'naturally' occurring explosive 

events such as the earthquakes, hurricanes, and volcanic eruptions typical of the 

Caribbean, but by the United States' destructive quest for complete domination of the 

earth. Jordan identifies this unchallenged quest for domination of the planet as the chief 

threat to environmental health and the freedom and autonomy of Caribbean people. 

The military's imprisonment of the land is mirrored in Frank the Bartender's 

confinement behind the counter of the hotel's bar. Despite Frank the Bartender's 

assertion of authority behind the bar, his authority only extends to the bar and he is 

always behind the bar. Known only as Frank the Bartender, the bar may be his domain, 

but it is also a space of confinement. Frank's curt response, followed by an exclamation 
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point, suggests that he has been asked questions about his travels before. The poem cuts 

to the hotel bar just as Frank responds to a question posed by a guests: "Jamaica?/ No. I 

never had the time" (28-9)! Jordan repeatedly contrasts the inequality in the worker-

tourist relationship. Frank is a by-product of the shift to a tourist economy that manages 

to survive despite, or because of the presence of the U. S. Navy on Vieques. He is 

defined by the work that he does; the bartender does not travel. All of Frank's stories are 

stories about home. He listens to stories of other people's travels. 

The story related by Helen and her husband Tom is a familiar narrative of 

discovery and cultivation of raw nature found in many tourist brochures. "Compared to 

the other islander peoples" Haitians are "so incredibly artistic" (31-4). According to this 

popular narrative of discovery, "Olafson.. .this Swede... saw the possibihties/for artistic 

expression among the natives/there. So he encouraged, he taught them/to do it/ That's 

the story" (37-44)! Helen and Tom relate a confused and sentimental version of 

Olafson's commercial enterprises in Port-au-Prince. A Norwegian, not a Swede, Olafson 

purchased a hotel in Haiti, transforming it into a tourist destination for celebrities. The 

Hotel Olafson became a site for public performances of Haitian music and dance.^ Helen 

and Tom's story situates Olafson as a discoverer and cultivator of raw native artistic 

talent. In this sentimental tale, Haitians are imagined as unimproved nature, awaiting 

cultivation by a benign and benevolent patron. Olafson sets nature in motion, turning art 

into product. Haitian art is now wealth; it is a commodity for sale and it is profit for 

Olafson. Yet, in Helen and Tom's version of the story, Olafson taught Haitians to make 
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art. Like the history told by The Sheraton British Colonial Hotel in the Bahamas, this 

story is another myth of a white man discovering the Caribbean. 

While Jordan deplores the insatiable exploitation of the land, she understands that 

exploitation within a wider social and political order, one that excludes the people of 

Vieques from access to decision-makers. Their lack of political access is a function of 

both Puerto Rico's colonial relationship to the United States and Vieques' marginal status 

with respect to the Puerto Rican mainland. As a colonized people, Puerto Ricans are 

governed as native others. Jordan's narrator guides us through the poem as if we are 

moving through the scarred landscape of Vieques, where people cast their votes on the 

land itself: 

Vieques SI 
Navy NO 

Navy FUERA 
(NAVY OUT) 

y 

Radame Fidel Castro (47-52)'' 

The large white spaces between the lines mimic the physical appearance of the lines on 

the road. Ironically, as the poem shifts to the narrator's thoughts, the message of 

resistance "painted white/on the night road" suggests the urgent necessity for a shift from 

thought to action. This bilingual statement of resistance indicates the presence of a 

Puerto Rican sovereignty movement of people fighting for control of militarized space. 

In the deployment of the landscape as a billboard and a ballot, Jordan suggests that the 

movement to reclaim the land is visibly active. The reference to Fidel Castro 
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demonstrates Puerto Rican understanding that they are situated on a political and military 

stage upon which the continuous confrontation between the U. S. and Cuba is played out. 

The white words on the night road represent a revolutionary narrative voice in this 

multivocal poem. 

Jordan sets an ironic tone throughout the poem, not by endowing her narrator with 

an ironic poetic voice, but by using the techniques of documentary filmmaking. She 

shifts between scenes, juxtaposing contrasting images and narratives of tourist 

performances and environmental desecration to produce ironic scenarios. Tourist leisure 

pleasure is shot against environmental degradation; evidence of a popular uprising 

against military occupation is framed against Frank the Bartender's staging of a racy joke 

for tourist consumption. In the shift back to the hotel, Jordan moves readers from a 

pohtical space of resistance to a touristic stage of leisurely performances. Deploying the 

jump cut, Jordan allows the juxtaposition of visual images to fill in for the rhetorical and 

critical silences. By using starkly contrasting images of devastation, Jordan exposes the 

triviality of tourist culture. 

However military and tourist stages are not wholly unrelated. As Cynthia Enloe 

points out in Bananas, Beaches, and Bases: Making Feminist Sense of International 

Politics: "Bases are artificial societies created out of unequal relations between men and 

women of different races and classes" (2). Both military and tourist stages rely on, and 

exploit those unequal relations of power. Thus, Frank the Bartender's sexist joke is a 

performance that prostitutes women for military and tourist audiences. His joke about a 

failed sexual encounter on the beach foreshadows the narrator's experiences of sexual 
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harassment in the next stanza (54-84). Tourist spaces and militarized spaces are both 

gendered spaces where men use jokes, catcalls, and sexually suggestive language, such as 

"Hey, Honey/Hey, darling/ssswssssw ssswssssw," to mark their territories and limit 

women's use and enjoyment of those spaces (80-82). 

hi the final scene shift, Jordan brings together both narratives: that of her 

anonymous narrator and that of Frank the Bartender. The stark simplicity of the language 

masks the complex movements of the poem. The scene opens with the narrator's 

recitation of the events of the previous night: "Last night a horse followed me home/I 

kept feeling there was something behind me/And there was:/A horse" (85-88). The 

narrator awakens to the realization that the devastated island of Vieques cannot produce 

sustenance necessary for life. With sharply drawn minimal images, Jordan produces an 

outraged catalogue of crimes against life: "His ribs glittering silver/under the light soft 

colored skin/of his body, and there/wasn't any drinkable water in sight/or sound/and I 

noticed the hills around us dry" (89-94). The hills are dry "to the point where even 

Ingmar Bergman/couldn't eke out sensuality/fi-om that ground/from the figure of that 

animal/standing hungry on that ground/no sensuality" (94-100). Jordan refuses to turn a 

desecrated landscape into a sensuous backdrop for a film. The poet's narrator moves 

readers from the reality of a land desolated by the United States' war machine to a 

critique of Ingmar Bergman's stylized representations of war-torn European villages. 

An astute observer of film and cinematic techniques, Jordan critically interrogates 

media representational practices, and the role Hollywood plays in the reproduction of 

spaces of social and environmental injustices. Vieques is so desolate, so utterly and 
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completely ravaged by war games and bombing exercises that not even Bergman could 

force that barren ground to produce sensuality. More to the point, no filmmaker has 

dared to produce a film about the reality of the United States' military occupation of 

Vieques. Listead, Hollywood has produced a continuous stream of romantic war heroes: 

and you may get the idea that the United States' 
mihtary estabhshment is Humphrey Bogart 
cracking up all over the screen or Henry 
Fonda sorry or Burt Lancaster screwing 
whatshemame 
in the klieglit surf (101-6)^ 

Jordan exposes the erotics of conquest and military occupation in Hollywood's casting of 

war heroes in the guise of sexualized images of masculinity. She refuses those images of 

"Burt Lancaster screwing/whatshemame," played by Deborah Kerr in From Here to 

Eternity. In the film, military power, masculine strength and prowess, and male sexuality 

are all imbricated in the reproduction of the U.S. military establishment. In this stanza, 

Jordan demonstrates the complicity of the media in reproducing an ideological state 

apparatus and the military's investment in gendered and sexualized relations of power to 

sell itself (Althusser). 

Throughout the narrator's tour of the ecological damage wrought by deadly U. S. 

Navy and Marines missile fire, Frank the Bartender has been entertaining hotel guests 

(oblivious to the destruction around them) with ribald jokes involving sexual misfires. As 

Frank's joke about a couple's failed sexual encounter "in Paradise" attests, no one could 

eke out sensuality from that ground. The explosive four lines before the last stanza, each 

followed by an exclamation point, suggests that someone has pulled something out of the 

sand more dangerous than a penis: "Jesus Christ!/ Put it back!/Put it back!/In the sand!" 



215 

(116-9). The four lines allude to 'accidental' deaths caused by the discovery of unspent 

missiles buried in the sand. "The point of this movie," Jordan writes, concluding the 

poem by bringing together both narrative lines: 

The point of this movie 
is 
a pretty rough fuck. 

War games in Vieques are deadly play resulting in the deaths of civilian residents. 

Military performances render both land and the people impotent, unproductive, and 

subjugated bodies of United States imperialism. Jordan counters imperialist nostalgia 

with stark images of imperialism's destructive consequences for both the environment 

and the human inhabitants. 

Paule Marshall's Aesthetics of Tourist Consumption and Relinquishment 

Bom in New York, of Barbadian immigrant parents, Paule Marshall completed 

her first novel. Brown Girl, Brownstones (1959) at the age of 30. Her next work was a 

collection of novellas Soul Clap Hands and Sing (1961). Marshall's second novel. The 

Chosen Place, The Timeless People was written in Grenada, New York, and Yaddo, and 

published in 1969. While working on that novel she also published three short stories. 

Marshall's short stories have been collected in Reena and Other Stories. In 1982, 

Marshall completed her third novel, Praisesong for the Widow, it was published in 1983. 

Praisesong was followed by Daughters, published in 1991, and The Fisher King in 2000. 

Marshall has spent much of her adult life in the United States as well as the Caribbean. 
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Writing in the Afterword to Brown Girl, Brownstones, Mary Helen Washington 

reminds readers that Marshall's ethical vision was forged in the freedom struggles and 

Civil Rights movements of the 1960's; "she was a founding member of the Association 

of Artists for Freedom, a protest organization formed after the bombing of a Birmingham 

church in which four little girls were killed" (323). In Black Feminist Criticism: 

Perspectives on Black Women Writers, Barbara Christian characterizes Marshall's 

Praisesong for the Widow as a novel that "penetrates society's structures through the 

illumination of a black woman's experience while extending her protagonist's discovered 

truths to an entire community" (149). With Praisesong for the Widow, Marshall 

continues her ethical critique of the values of consumerist citizenship that have 

supplanted a more activist democratic model of citizenship. 

Praisesong for the Widow is the first of Marshall's novels where the plot is not 

developed through the consciousness of a Caribbean heroine. Nevertheless, Marshall sets 

her aging middle-class African American widow, Avey (Avatara) Johnson, on a luxury 

cruise ship in the Caribbean. In Praisesong, Marshall's omniscient third-person narrator 

guides readers on several actual and metaphorical journeys undertaken by the heroine. 

Avey's journeys are voyages out, as well as voyages in. The heroine's story is narrated 

in a series of flashbacks and dream sequences. While traveling aboard the Bianca Pride, 

with her two female traveling companions, Avey is suddenly overcome by an 

overwhelming visceral urge to abandon the cruise and her two traveling companions. 

Avey falls ill, with a persistent stomach ache and a bloating feeling as the luxury liner 

makes the long overnight journey between the Colombian island oflsla de San Andres, 
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off the coast of Nicaragua, and the small Eastern Caribbean island-nation of Grenada. 

Praisesong for the Widow is the vehicle through which Marshall develops an aesthetic of 

relinquishment as an alternative and corrective to an aesthetic of consumerism. Her 

aesthetics of relinquishment centers the bloated human body as a symbol of both 

capitalist accumulation strategies and of resistance to those accumulation strategies. 

Through Avey Johnson, Marshall embodies, emplaces, and emplots an aesthetic of 

relinquishment aimed at middle-class African American consumers of the Caribbean. 

Marshall develops Avey's illness as a critique of touristic consumption and as an 

extended metaphor for a bloated, over-indulged American society. The appearance of a 

rich dessert as the final course of a five-course meal is the catalyst that sets Avey in 

motion: 

Peach Parfait a la Versailles was the name given it on the menu. And it 

had been done to perfection in keeping with its name, with layers of sliced 

and sweetened peaches alternating with syrup, whipped cream and peach 

sherbet up the length of the large fluted glass. A large dollop of cream 

shaped like a spiraling dome covered with chocolate sprinkles provided 

the finishing touch. (49) 

The dessert is an edible monument to imperial consumption; its name conjures up the 

emblem of the vast French empire, The Palace of Versailles. The layering of sugared 

peaches and cream topped with chocolate sprinkles invokes the products (sugar and 

cocoa) of Caribbean plantation economies. Those products account for the wealth and 

power of the very European empires responsible for the oppression of Caribbean peoples. 
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Further, the dessert's layering gestures towards the process by which European colonial 

powers carved up and consumed the rest of the world, hi a moment of clarity, Avey 

recalls her daughter Marion's shock upon reading the description of her mother's planned 

cruise: ''Versailles...Doyou know how many treaties were signed there, in that infamous 

Hall of Mirrors, divvying up India, the West Indies, the World! Versailles (46 emphasis 

in original)! Just as sugar sweetened the violence of colonial slavery and imperialism, it 

sweetens the lure of tourism. The dessert's name literally invites tourists to consume the 

Caribbean in their nostalgia for an imperial past. Despite her daughter's outrage, Avey 

embarks on her journey only to fall ill, her body in revolt. 

Marshall activates the trope of bloated bodies, Avey's and the cruise ship Bianca 

Pride, to animate relationships among colonial and imperial expansion, slavery, and 

modem consumerism. Avey's coming into consciousness of those relations of power 

begins when she is forced to pay attention to her body, the black body she has masked in 

her rise to the middle-class. Sitting in the ship's dining room, Avey's body has taken 

control of her: "without her having anything to do with it, her hand suddenly came alive 

again with a jerk, and she found herself firmly placing the spoon back on the table. Her 

heart was beating thickly. Her stomach, her entire midsection felt odd" (50). Although 

Avey hardly ate anything during the meal, the narrator informs us, she is overtaken by a 

"peculiar sensation" (51). Feeling herself out of control, Avey makes the decision to 

abandon the cruise. As she walks around barefoot emptying the wall-to-wall closet into 

her six Pullman suitcases, the hat box and shoe rack, preparation for her leave taking, 

Avey pauses to remember when she had last walked around her house barefoot. 
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Preparing to leave, she begins the process of relinquishing control of her body: "The 

determined look on her face had brought her underlip jutting forward, exposing the 

spillover of raw pink across the top which she always kept hidden" (10). The raw pink 

underlip Avey kept hidden is metonymic for the black body she has kept hidden in her 

climb out of Brooklyn to the suburbs of North White Plains. Although Avey ignores her 

underlip as she packs to leave, her flight from the luxurious cruise liner is a desperate 

attempt to regain some semblance of control. Avey is at the crossroads, a place of 

negotiation with her conscience and with higher powers. 

The Bianca Pride, translated as White Pride, looms large as an emblem of 

technological power and regional dominance. Resembling a floating luxury hotel, the 

ship dominates New York Harbor and the skyline. Upon first sighting, Avey gapes in 

awe at her powerful lines: 

Whatever doubts Marion had managed to sow in Avey Johnson's mind 

vanished the moment she saw the Bianca Pride that first time in her berth 

at West Fortieth Street and the river, with the flags and pennants flying 

from all her stations, her high bow canted toward the sun. All that 

dazzling white steel! Her hull appeared to sweep clear across to New 

Jersey. The precision and power of her lines! The ship's turbines, she had 

read in the brochure they had sent her before sailing, produced enough 

heat and light to run a city the size of Albany! And on a group tour of the 

bridge that first trip she had seen the huge Ferranti computer that 

monitored all operations on board. Her group had stood awestruck and 
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reverent before the console with its array of keyboards, switches and 

closed-circuit television screens. 

There had been no resisting it! (15) 

Marshall's description of the Bianca Pride invokes symbols of a raw destructive power 

masquerading as creative power. The brochure deceives by stating that the powerful 

turbine engines produce "enough heat and light to run a city the size of Albany," but 

engines are consumers of energy, not producers. The ship with its "high bow canted 

towards the sun," competes with the sun for dominance of the skyline. Its technological 

marvels capture by seduction; Avey and her group stand "awestruck and reverent," 

powerless to resist the pull of all that "dazzling white steel." 

Geta LeSeur demonstrates in "Monster-Machine and the White Mausoleum: 

Paule Marshall's Metaphors for Western Materialism," that resistance to the glow of 

technology is the underlying message of Marshall's novel. LeSeur argues that Marshall 

employs "vivid imagery and precise use of words as a statement to black people to reject 

the gods of technology that some hold dearer than the lives of people, and to realize that 

the rewards of servitude to those gods are transitory at best" (49). But the Bianca Pride's 

display of "flags and pennants flying from all her stations" also mimics imperial mastery, 

the capturing of flags of all nations. I argue that Marshall's imagery is also a statement to 

black people to resist nostalgia for an imperial past seductively encouraged by tourism. 

For Marshall, cruise ships and the tourism industry are the new masters of the Caribbean. 

In Praisesong for the Widow the ship is a floating signifier, first of the dangers of 

conspicuous tourist consumption, which now fuels the continued power of former 
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colonial states, of the United States, and of multinational corporations. The forces of 

capitalist domination have masked themselves as vehicles of pleasure, encouraging "a 

pose of innocent yearning" to occupy the place of the dominant class (Rosaldo 69). 

Secondly, the ship signifies past colonial consumption of enslaved African bodies in the 

process of producing colonial wealth and power. Marshall's heroine must be made to 

remember those enslaved Afncans if she is to resist the lure of conspicuous consumption. 

Avey's dream of her great-aunt Cuney during her last night aboard the Bianca Pride links 

both images of the ship, as pleasure craft and as slaver. Recalling the dream, Avey also 

recalls the summers she spent with her great-aunt in Tatem, in the South Carolina 

tidewater region. The legend of Ibo Landing has become a sacred narrative nurtured and 

passed down through generations of women. Avey recalls that the story was so inscribed 

in her aunt's memory that she appeared possessed with each telling: "It was here that 

they brought 'em. They taken 'em out of the boats right here where we's standing. 

Nobody remembers how many of 'em it was, but they was a good few 'cording to my 

gran' who was a little girl no bigger than you when it happened" (37). Ibo Landing is 

named in honor of the Africans, the Ibo people, who were enslaved and transported by 

ship to Tatem. The story of their landing and escape across the waters was witnessed by 

Cuney's grandmother and passed on to Cuney as history. Marshall introduces the 

character of great-aunt Cuney as a source of ancestral memory. 

As the keeper and transmitter of oral history Cuney's story of the Africans at Ibo 

Landing in Tatem demystifies the consequences of obsession with consumerism and the 

adoption of mainstream cultural values of capital accumulation over human rights. 
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Although Avey's reason for abandoning the cruise sits on the edge of her consciousness, 

at the crossroads of ancestral memory, Marshall's omniscient narrator knows that Avey's 

memory of Cuney's story has set her in motion: 

"They just turned, my gran' said, all of 'em—.. "and walked on back 

down to the edge of the river here. Every las' man, woman and chile. 

And they wasn't taking they time no more. They had seen what they had 

seen and those Ibos was stepping! And they didn't bother getting back 

into the small boats drawed up here—boats take too much time. They just 

kept walking right on out over the river. Now you wouldna thought they'd 

of got very far seeing as it was water they was walking on. Besides they 

had all that iron on 'em. h"on on they ankles and they wrists and fastened 

'round they necks like a dog collar. 'Nuff iron to sink an army. And 

chains hooking up the irons. But chains didn't stop the Ibos none. Neither 

iron. The way my gran' tol' it... 'cording to her they just kept on walking 

like the water was solid ground. Left the white folks standin' back here 

with they mouth hung open and they taken off down the river on foot. 

Stepping. And when they got to where the ship was they didn't so much 

as give it a look. Just walked on past it. Didn't want nothing to do with 

that ol' ship. They feets was gonna take 'em wherever they was going that 

day. .. .They sounded like they was having such a good time my gran' 

declared she just picked herself up and took off after 'em. hi her mind. 
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Her body she always usta say might be in Tatem but her mind, her mind 

was  long  gone  wi th  the  Ibos . . (38 -9 )  

Marshall uses this story to juxtapose two visions of shipping technology and its role in 

capital accumulation. Here, the evil designs of slave ships are clear from the condition of 

the Ibos who disembarked in Tatem. They are shackled in iron: "Nuff iron to sink an 

army." The ship is an actual prison; human beings are confined by force, shackled in iron 

and chains; whereas, the Bianca Pride captures its leisure passengers by seductive 

promise of pleasure. 

Marshall uses this prophetic dream and visions as a narrative strategy to challenge 

her heroine and her readers to interrogate their commitment to an ethos of consumerism, 

and to bring them to an understanding of the relationship between consumerism and 

support for capitalist agents of domination and subjugation. Just as the Ibo people 

understood that they had to walk away from those ships in order to liberate themselves, 

Avey has a gut sense that she must walk away from the cruise. She must get off the boat. 

In Praisesong for the Widow, abandoning the boat becomes a metaphor for resistance to 

capitalist schemes to enslave the body. Although Avey's body may not be in chains, 

Avey has not been in her "right mind" for a long time, as her daughter suggested when 

she saw the six Pullman suitcases Avey had packed for the cruise (13). Avey has 

inverted the morale of the story told to Cuney by her grandmother then passed onto to 

Avey. "Gran' declared she just picked herself up and took off after 'em. In her mind." 

Gran's body may have been enslaved, but she had liberated her mind. "Her body she 

always usta say might be in Tatem but her mind, her mind was long gone with the Ibos" 
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(39). Marshall suggests that resistance to complicity with imperial capitalist forces 

requires freeing the mind by becoming conscious of the relationship between the past and 

the present, by regaining a sense of the true meaning of freedom. Avey's voyage in is a 

journey to liberate the mind. 

For Marshall, freedom is a visionary practice requiring active acknowledgment of 

the interconnections of historical processes with present social conditions, and of the 

interdependence of all life. As Angelita Reyes points out in "Politics and Metaphors of 

Materialism in Paule Marshall's Praisesongfor the Widow and Toni Morrison's Tar 

Baby," Marshall writes "against the indiscriminate acquisition of Euro-American cultural 

values which allow African-Americans to forget their African heritage" (180). Reyes 

specifically defines Euro-American values as "the quest for happiness through the 

attainment of things" (181). Consumerism, Reyes argues, is the new quest for El Dorado: 

"El Dorado now translates into a modem quest for owning things even if it continues to 

mean the preemption of place, property, and people" (181). Extending Reyes' analysis, I 

argue that Ibo Landing is a morality tale that demands that Avey relinquish the ethos of 

capitalist and consumerist accumulation. Its morale requires a resistance to enslavement 

to material possessions and to the desire to occupy the place of the dominant other. 

Although ships are Marshall's principal symbols of destructive power, domination, 

and infectious greed, ships are not the only symbols of conspicuous consumption in the 

novel. When Avey leaves the cruise in Grenada, contrary to her friend Thomasina 

Moore's warnings that she would be ''stuck for days in some place that won't have a 

decent hotel to its name" Avey discovers that Grenada is overrun by tourists and luxury 
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hotels (74 emphasis in original). Her taxi driver points out that Grenada, too, is a captive 

of the global tourism industry: 

"A hotel?" the man laughed. "Plenty hotels, oui. That's all we got in 

Grenada now. And only the best..." Looking up into the mirror he 

appeared to take a quick inventory of her from behind the shiny, blacked-

out lenses of the sunglasses. Then: "I gon' take you to one to suit." (75) 

Installing Avey in a hotel "to suit" entails a long drive across the island to the luxurious 

Miramar Royale, posh enough to accommodate a woman with half a dozen Pullman 

suitcases. "I brought you to the best," the driver tells Avey (81). "Only white people 

mostly stays here" (81). By this time, the suggestion that Avey's rightful place is among 

the white tourists is no longer a source of pride for the heroine. The beleaguered widow 

has traded one white mausoleum for another—the Bianca Pride for Miramar Royale. 

The name itself conjures up images of imperial power where royalty can gaze at, or see 

{mira) the sea (mar) from the heights of their luxuriously appointed suites. The Miramar 

Royale, sleek and modem, appears as seductive as the Bianca Pride, but Avey gazes at 

her new surroundings with different eyes: 

Now she took in the sleek veneered furniture which, along with the 

draperies, mirrors, lamps and abstract prints on the walls, filled the large 

room—filled it, yet at the same time, as with the deluxe cabin back on the 

ship, somehow left it feeling empty. A sliding glass door in a wall of glass 

directly opposite opened onto the balcony, whose enclosed railing cut off a 

view of the beach eight stories below. From where she stood nothing was 
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visible beyond it but the distant sea, so that she felt as if she were back on 

the Bianca Pride's upper decks, searching futilely for a quiet comer to 

herself. (82) 

Like the Bianca Pride, the Miramar Royale dominates the landscape, rendering the beach 

below invisible, and imprisoning Avey in another mausoleum, this one of glass and stone. 

Once again, Avey's stomach rebels against this space of conspicuous consumption and 

imperialist nostalgia. "And suddenly there it was again: the mysterious welling up in her 

stomach and under her heart which had plagued her off and on ever since the parfait" (82) 

Marshall's heroine possesses an embodied understanding of the all-consuming nature of 

capital accumulation and the difficulty in finding a space of safe retreat. "She felt like 

someone in a bad dream who discovers that the street along which they are fleeing is not 

straight as they had believed, but circular, and that it has been leading them all the while 

back to the place they were seeking to escape" (82-3). No longer seduced by the opulent 

display of wealth and waste, Avey like the Ibos, longs to escape, to relinquish everything, 

only to find that escaping the confines of late capitalism is more difficult than walking on 

water. 

Yet, to remain in her lofty tower of glass and stone is to subject herself to physical 

and psychic pain. Sleep only brings on dreams of Avey's past, of hers and Jay's 

relentless climb out of poverty. As Avey revisits their hard struggle to escape poverty, 

she also relives and regrets the loss of the good times of music, dance, and love. 

Awakening from the dream, Avey concludes that she had relinquished the wrong things, 

swapping love and companionship for material goods; it was ''Too much! Too much! 
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Too much! " (145 emphasis in original). The dream brings about a gradual epiphany as 

Avey begins to understand that their attachment to material objects has rendered them 

vassals to capital's domination. Their genuine feelings have been mastered and 

conquered by cold, calculating capitalist and consumerist desire. The narrator's 

description of Avey's walk along the beach, away from oppressive civilization vividly 

illustrates Marshall's rejection of the promise of civilization. 

Two hours after the dream, Avey has descended from the lofty heights of the 

Miramar Royale, stripped of all the things that had shielded her from human connections 

with the world: 

She was wearing flat-heeled shoes and a pink linen shirtdress which she 

had chosen haphazardly from the first bag she opened and put on without 

even bothering to iron out the creases. Her hair was half combed. She 

was without even a little face powder. Her watch, which she never failed 

to put on after showering in the mornings, had been left on the vanity in 

the bedroom. (152) 

By leaving her hotel room disheveled, without following her normal grooming routine, 

Avey rejects mastery. She leaves behind all the accoutrements of civilization; even the 

watch, which had brought a sense of order to her life, is discarded. Avey literally moves 

outside of instrumental time—the regulating clock of capital production—as she moves 

away from the Grenadian centers of capital accumulation. By rejecting time's mastery, 

Avey opens herself to experience her environment anew, as if seeing the world for the 

first time. Further, by leaving the towering heights of her luxury hotel, the heroine 
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refuses the "monarch-of-all-I-survey" stance of the exploring gazing down upon her 

dominion (Pratt 213). She refuses to occupy the place of the dominant other. 

Instead, she relinquishes possessive mastery in favor of a new experience of her 

environment with her feet planted firmly on the ground. 

Aside from her shoes, she was ill-prepared to go on a walk. Her head was 

uncovered and she had not even brought along her sunglasses to protect 

her from the glare. They were in the pocketbook which she had retrieved, 

along with its contents, from the balcony and then tossed carelessly on the 

bed. (153) 

By appearing in public without her mask of social propriety and middle-class 

respectability, Avey relinquishes her status as the "well-dressed black woman with the 

half-dozen suitcases who had arrived the day before" (153). By abandoning both the 

Bianca Pride and the Miramar Royale, Avey relinquishes her claim to a share in the 

spoils of capital's domination. 

Venturing out without money or protective clothing, Marshall's heroine 

establishes connections with people and a land that has been overshadowed by the 

artifices of capital: 

On setting out she had turned without being conscious of it toward that 

section of the beach where there were no hotels as yet, and the magnificent 

shoreline which called to mind a huge stage stood intact. It was 

completely deserted as far up as the eye could reach. .. .Not a footprint can 

be seen. (153) 
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Marshall allows her heroine a brief moment of contemplative repose within the warm 

embrace of nature's bosom as if no other human inhabited the island. The author's ironic 

allusion to Daniel Defoe's Robinson Crusoe in the line "not a footprint can be seen" is a 

reversal of civilization's impulse to mastery and dominance of the landscape. The hotels 

disappear from view as Avey walks along the beach, revealing the natural wonders of 

Grenada. "Above this rose the hills, and with no hotels to dwarf them in this length of 

beach, they stood in command of the landscape. Highest of all was the sunlit bandshell 

of the sky" (153-4). Beyond the capital's architectural wonders, the land, sea, and regain 

their natural mastery of the island. No longer dwarfed by the "long column of hotels that 

had overrun the southern half of the beach" the hills stood majestic "in command of the 

landscape" (154). Not quite a mile from the hotel zone, the imperial structures "had not 

only shrunk dramatically, they had become, for all their solid concrete, stone and glass, as 

insubstantial as mirages created by tremulous light and air and the distant haze" (154). 

The artifices of capital, as the narrator points out, are illusions, mere mirages created by 

tricks of smoke and mirrors. As the dominance of the hotels waned, Avey, too undergoes 

a transformation; "slowly she felt the caul over her mind lifting and she began looking 

around her" (154). 

Marshall's aesthetic of relinquishment promises a fuller and richer life if lived in 

harmony with nature. Her aesthetic of relinquishment reverses capital's civilizing 

mission, a mission that brutally devastates land and subjugates people to merciless 

poverty and demoralizing labor. No longer blind to the magnificence of nature, Avey 
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experiences her surroundings of "sand, sea, trees, and overarching sky—as if she were 

seeing their like for the first time" (154). 

She was unaware of the blazing sun, so absorbed did she become in the 

small marine life and non-life to be found near the water. The sandcrabs 

scuttling in and out of their holes, the shells and coral scattered about, the 

occasional sandpiper goosestepping quickly out of the way as a wave 

broke, all came in for a close examination, repeatedly evoking the look of 

wonder and awe as she steadily, without realizing it, drifted farther and 

farther up the beach. (155) 

The similarity between this scene of Avey walking away from the large hotels—symbols 

of capital accumulation and hedonistic consumption—and the Ibos walking on water, 

away from plantations, slave ports, and ships, as if possessed by a higher knowledge, 

cannot be overstated. Avey drifts as if possessed, walking farther away from late 

capitalism's sites of domination and power. In the process her sense of "wonder and 

awe" is redirected away from the white mausoleums and towards the richly colored 

natural world. By relinquishing her attachment to material goods, Avey walks towards 

spaces of freedom—the seemingly uninhabited beach where there are no hotels, yet. 

Marshall articulates the process of liberation from the confined spaces of consumerism as 

a embodied engagement with the land. The widow's walk also recalls her ritual 

childhood walks with her great-aunt Cuney to the richly storied place of Ibo Landing. 

This walk away from the hotel is a metaphor for an escape from the alienating effects of a 

manufactured civilization divorced from 'natural' human feeling. 
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In Grenada, Avey walks aimlessly; she is a tourist without a map, who finds 

herself seeking refuge from the sun in Lebert Joseph's old and battered rum shop. Lebert 

Joseph is the personification of the Haitian Iwa, Papa Legba. A guide, messenger, 

trickster figure, and guardian of the crossroads. Papa Legba is endowed with second sight. 

Yusef Komunyakaa argues in "Crossroads": "The crossroads is a real place between 

imaginary places—points of departure and arrival... In the West African and Haitian 

traditions of Legba, it is a sanctified place of reflection..." (5). In Haitian literature, as 

well as some literature from the Anglophone Caribbean, Papa Legba is immediately 

recognizable by a limp. Marshall's narrator describes Lebert as "a stoop-shouldered old 

man with one leg shorter than the other" (160). He "limped from behind the screen of 

leaves.. .and stood there peering" at Avey (160). Like Papa Legba, Lebert Joseph has a 

"penetrating look" that "marked him as someone who possessed ways of seeing that went 

beyond mere sight and ways of knowing that outstripped ordinary intelligence" (172). 

Avey found herself talking freely with Lebert, unburdening herself; 

You see I haven't been feeling myself the past few days. I don't know 

what it is. Everything was going along fine, I was enjoying the cruise as 

usual, and then for no reason, two, three days ago. I began feeling strange. 

Not sick or anything, just 'off,' not myself And then all kinds of odd 

things started happening. (170) 

Understanding that Avey had become alienated from herself, her heritage, and her 

community, Lebert convinces Avey that what she needs is to take the annual excursion to 
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Carriacou, a small island south of the mainland of Grenada, for the Big Drum ceremonial 

gathering. 

Although Lebert runs a rum shop outside of the hotel zone in Grenada, he is from 

Carriacou. Like others from Carriacou, the "out-islanders," he must travel to the center 

of capital in Grenada to try to earn a living from the tourist trade (187). The excursion to 

Carriacou is a journey of renewal, a journey to remember the ancestors and heritage. The 

Big Drum is a ritual of remembrance, a call to honor the African nations and the 

ancestors who were enslaved in the Caribbean. Lebert recites one of the nation songs of 

the ritual, "The Bongo"; 

They took and sold the husband—the chains on him, oui—to Trinidad and 

later the same day they put the wife on a schooner to Haiti to sell her 

separate. Their two children the people that owned them kept behind in 

Carriacou. Is a true thing, happen during slave time. (176) 

Through the performances of the descendants of that slave family torn apart and scattered 

throughout the Caribbean by colonial slavery and capital's trade in human beings, the Big 

Drum ceremony enacts ritual reconnections of families: the living, the dead, and the not-

yet bom. 

By putting Avey aboard the schooner, "The Emanuel C," "a relic," with a 

"scarred and battered look and exhausted air," Marshall forces her heroine to relive the 

horrors of the Middle Passage (193). 

.. .as her mind came unburdened she began to float down through the 

gaping hole, floating, looking, searching for whatever memories were to 
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be found there. While her body remained anchored between the old 

women who were one and the same with the presiding mothers of Mount 

Olivet in their pews up front, her other self floated down. And the deeper 

it went, the smaller everything became. (197) 

While Avey's "mind came unburdened" as she floated "down through the gaping hole," 

like the Ibos transported to Tatem, her body has been immobilized, "anchored between 

the old women." Marshall situates her heroine in the tight spaces of the Emanuel C, 

giving Avey an embodied experience of the tight spaces of the slave ship. The presence 

of the old women takes her back to memories of "the presiding mothers" of great-aunt 

Cuney's church in Tatem, Mount Olivet. Her unburdened mind takes her down into the 

hole of the ship. The gaping hole is transformed into the cargo hold of a slave ship 

crammed with moaning, suffering human cargo. 

While Avey's mind is in that black hole she hallucinates that "the inflammatory 

voice from the pulpit" of Mount Olivet summons sinners to relinquish their enslavement 

to false values (197). "There's the shameful stone of false values, of gimme gimme 

gimme and more more more," the voice from the pulpit shouts (201). There is also the 

heavy stone of "indifference to the suffering of others" (201). In that black hole, Avey 

experiences the second sight characteristic of Legba, guardian of the crossroads. She sits 

at a junction, occupying two temporal and spatial places at once. It is within the context 

of the heroine's double consciousness and her resurrected childhood memory of an Easter 

sermon of rebirth and ascent when Avey's body issues its final revolt, relinquishing a 

life-time of over-consumption. "She vomited in long loud agonizing gushes... The 
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paroxysms repeated themselves with almost no time in between for her to breathe" (204-

5). As the expulsions of the remains of her extravagance continued, Avey "was only 

aware of the continuing upheaval inside her which had grown worse with the empty 

retching" (207). Suddenly, not only is her stomach in revolt, but now "her bowels [are] 

in revolt" as well (208). 

With the sudden shift in direction, the bloated mass that couldn't be— 

whatever was left of it—^was being propelled down also.. .Until to her 

disbelief, there it was the familiar irresistible pressure, followed by the 

clenched muscles easing, relinquishing their hold under the pressure; and 

then, quickly, the helpless, almost pleasurable giving way. (207 emphasis 

added) 

In this final act of relinquishing the impulse to mastery, of an "almost pleasurable giving 

way," Avey relaxes, as if the heavy stone of "gimme gimme gimme and more more 

more," has been rolled away (201). No longer "indifferent to the suffering of others," in 

the final scene aboard the Emanuel C, one that conjures up images of the middle passage, 

Avey comprehends and experiences kinesthetically the suffering of enslaved Africans. 

.. .she had the impressions as her mind flickered on briefly of their bodies 

lying crowded in with her in the hot, airless dark. A multitude it felt like 

lay packed around her in the filth and stench of themselves, just as she was. 

Their moans, rising and falling with each rise and plunge of the schooner, 

enlarged upon the one filling her head. Their suffering—the depth of it, 

the weight of it in the cramped space—made hers no consequence. (209) 
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Resurrecting memories of the suffering of her ancestors, Avey understands how trivial 

her life has become. What she perceived as problems are of "no consequence" when 

compared with the suffering endured by men, women, and children captured and 

transported through the Middle Passage. At the end of the journey and of Avey's 

participation in the Big Drum ceremony, Marshall returns her heroine to Tatem, her 

family's ancestral home. There Avey uses her education and economic privilege to help 

educate the children of the community. She undertakes the duties her great-aunt Cuney 

bestowed upon her, to pass along the story of Ibo Landing. 

In returning Avey Johnson to Tatem, South Carolina, Marshall does not suggest 

that African Americans remain impoverished. Rather, she urges all of us to resist the 

temptations of conspicuous consumption, to remember our historical relation to capital, 

as property possessed, consumed, then discarded, and to share the stories (both written 

and oral) with the next generation. As Praisesongfor the Widow concludes, Avey learns 

that it is only through the relinquishment of the desire to possess and consume things that 

she can empathize with the suffering of others and become an agent for social change. 

Marshall's aesthetics of tourist consumption and relinquishment specifically 

demonstrates the entanglements of capital accumulation with, the exploitation of people 

as disposable labor, tourism, and the domination of the physical environment. 

Few novels published in the early 1980s focused on the symbiotic relationship 

between African American consumerism and capital accumulation. Like June Jordan, 

Paule Marshall understands tourism as the latest, and most seductive strategy of capital 

accumulation. The tourism industry seduces through appeals to imperialist nostalgia, by 
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romanticizing the past, and by encouraging members of the middle-class to imagine 

themselves in the place of the dominant ruling class. Tourism, masquerading as innocent 

play, invites a pose of innocent indifference to the suffering of others. 
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'All references are to the 1989 collection. Moving Towards Home includes all of the essays published in 
On Call and adds two essays not previously published in book form; "The Mountain and the Man Who 
Was Not God" and "America in Confrontation with Democracy or The Meaning of the Jesse Jackson 
Campaign." 
^ To aid in ray analysis, I have numbered the lines of the poem. In my discussion of the poem, the numbers 
in parenthesis refer to line numbers. 
^ Graham Greene wrote his 1966 novel of Haiti, The Comedians, while residing at the Hotel Olafson. 
Ironically, my information about the hotel was obtained during the summer of 2000 when I visited the hotel 
during a tour of Haiti undertaken through a study abroad language program. 
" Radame is a proper male name in Latin America. Jordan may also be alluding to the character of 
Radames for Verdi's opera Aida. The Egyptian general Radames unwittingly betrays his country for the 
love of an Ethiopian slave girl, Ai'da, the daughter of Ethiopia's king. 
^ The reference to Humphrey Bogart cracking up is a reference to a role he played as a mad captain in the 
movie, The Caine Mutiny Court Martial. Henry Fonda sorry refers to his title role in Mr. Roberts. The 
reference to Burt Lancaster screwing in the surf refers to the scene in From Here to Eternity in which 
Lancaster makes love to Deborah Kerr on a Hawaiian beach. I am grateful to Annette Kolodny for pointing 
out the allusions to The Caine Mutiny Court Martial and to Mr. Roberts. 



Chapter 6 

The Leisurely Consumption of Laboring Bodies, or African American Women at 
Play in the Garden of Earthly Delights 

And just when I thought 
I could rest 
pour my own 
—something soothing 
Uke fever-grass and lemon— 
cut my ten 
in the kitchen 
take five 

a new set of people 
arrive 
to lie bare-assed in the sun 
wanting gold on their bodies 
cane-rows in their hair 
with beads—even bells 

So I serving them 
coffee 
tea 
cock-soup 
rum 
Red Stripe beer 
sensimilla 
I cane-rowing their hair 
with my beads 

But still they want more 
want it strong 
want it long 
want it black 
want it green 
want it dread 

Olive Senior, fi-om "Meditation on Yellow," Gardening in 
the Tropics. 
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In the first poem in Gardening in the Tropics, Olive Senior maps global relations of power 

from fifteenth-century 'discovery' through the proliferation of the spirit of conquest in 

twentieth-century tourist expectations, hi the epigraph from the second part of the poem. 

Senior yokes the consumption of Caribbean agricultural and cultural products to the 

consumption of laboring bodies, including the sexualized bodies of Jamaican men. 

"Consumer culture," according to sociologist Don Slater, "denotes a social arrangement in 

which the relation between lived culture and social resources, between meaningful ways of 

life and the symbolic and material resources on which they depend is mediated through 

markets" (8). The poet reads tourist consumption as an unrestrained cannibalism 

devouring "coffee/tea/cock-soup/rum/Red Stripe beer/Sensimilla" but still wanting more. 

Not sated by imbibing the luxury stimulants too costly for the narrator, only the bodies of 

Jamaican men can satisfy tourists' rapacious appetites. They "want it strong... long... 

black... green... [and] dread," an allusion to Jamaica's vibrant rent-a-dread sex trade 

ubiquitous to Negril's exclusive resort zones. In Negril sex tourists are women, sex 

workers, men. Senior maps twentieth-century consumer cultures following centuries-old 

routes of conquest, consumption and desire. 

In Culture and Imperialism, Edward E. Said offers a compelling demonstration of 

the bond between "power and pleasure in consumerist leisure" and eroticism in imperial 

Europe (Said 111). In this chapter, I extend Said's observations to an examination of the 

play of power and pleasure in late twentieth-century African American (U.S.) women's 

travel writing about the Caribbean. With the title, "the leisurely consumption of laboring 

bodies," I claim an intimate connection between the production of laboring bodies as 



natural bodies and the erotic consumption of those bodies as commodities. Hedonistic 

tourism is all about the pursuit of pleasure for its own sake rather than the fulfillment of 

basic needs, while the majority of bodies who must sell their labor in the service-intensive 

tourist industry do so to fulfill basic needs of food, shelter, and clothing. Thus, grappling 

with the political economy of tourism, of "the vocabulary of material interests," is as 

equally important as understanding "the language of romance" used to promote Caribbean 

tourism. This chapter examines the production and consumption of the Caribbean as a 

romantic travel destination by and for African American women from the United States. 

As such, it looks at how the interplay among Caribbean discourse, local Caribbean 

societies, tourism, and anthropology has invented the Caribbean as a natural history 

museum of African Americana and as key sites for the continual reinvention of Caribbean 

masculinity within certain textual tropes and practices. In my "contrapuntal reading" of 

African American women's travel writing, I take into account the dominant touristic 

discourse, as it appears in those writings, and resistance to that discourse by women 

occluded in all of those texts, that is, Caribbean women (Said). 

Following Michel de Certeau, I argue that these textual tropes constitute a 

"scriptural economy" that describes and explains the invention and reinvention of the 

Caribbean. By arguing that the Caribbean is invented and reinvented, I do not mean that 

the Caribbean is not real or does not exist. Caribbean cultures are very real, but they have 

been framed within political economies of colonialism, slavery, neocolonialism, and most 

recently, tourism, yet another technology of deterritorialization. This scriptural economy 

is a master trope, a "regime of truth" in which we all are actors (Foucault). As de Certeau 
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puts it, "normative discourse 'operates' only if it has already become a story, a text 

articulated on something real and speaking in its name, i.e., a law made into a story and 

historicized... recounted by bodies. Its being made into a story is the presupposition of its 

producing further stories and thereby making itself believed" (149). African American 

women writer-travelers operate within this regime of truth and facilitate the continual 

reinvention of the Caribbean, specifically Jamaica, but the English-speaking Caribbean in 

general, as the embodiment of a hypersexual natural Black male body, who knows the 

language of love. In the selling of the Caribbean, cultural/heritage tourism, romance/sex 

tourism, and ecotouiism all trade on the same metaphors of loss and redemption of the 

innocence and purity found in a state of nature. The nostalgic longing for the body made 

flesh is the stock and trade of Caribbean tourism. 

I analyze two travel essays collected in the travel guidebook. Go Girl! The Black 

Woman's Book of Travel and Adventure, one by Rosalind Cummings Yeates the other by 

Marianne Haw, and Terry McMillan's novel How Stella Got Her Groove Back as "sight 

markers" within the scriptural economy of tourism (MacCannell). The goal of any 

guidebook is to lead readers through an identifiable set of landmarks. In his 1976 treatise. 

The Tourist: A New Theory of the Leisure Class, sociologist Dean MacCannell links the 

ideological expansion of modem society to international tourism and sightseeing. 

Moreover, the concerns of modems for 'naturalness' are "components of the conquering 

spirit of modemity" (3). Modemist notions of naturalness are landmarks (sight markers) in 

the scriptural economy of tourism. The writings I examine in this chapter make clear that 



the quest for naturalness is a central concern of the so-called postmodern age of travel as 

well. 

Published in 1997 and edited by San Francisco attorney Elaine Lee, the travel 

guidebook, Go Girl! The Black Woman's Book of Travel and Adventure was marketed as 

"a travel book for the sisters," as the blurb on the back cover attests. The title, "Go Girl," 

borrowed from hip-hop culture, is meant to convey the hipness of the writers and their 

audiences. That the text is deeply embedded in the promotion of tourism is made explicit 

by the appendices which list Black-owned travel agencies, travel clubs, hotels, guest 

houses, and other travel industry products and services. Published by The Eighth 

Mountain Press of Portland, Oregon and selling for $17.95 in paperback, the book 

promises "sister-to-sister advice on everything from destinations for your first trip alone to 

saving money on airfare." Go Girl! is a travel guidebook, similar to guidebooks produced 

under the label "Fodor's" or "Fielding." The difference here is that Go Girl! has targeted a 

niche market: Black Women. Inclusive of the editor's introduction, the book contains 

fifty-three essays on the order of sketches of places and people, rather than fully fleshed out 

essays. Those sketches, offering "information, advice, encouragement," are divided into 

three discrete categories of travel adventures: "Back to Africa," "Sistren Traveling the 

Diaspora" (focusing on the Diaspora in the Americas), and "Trippin' All Over the World." 

An analysis of the entire book is beyond the scope of this study. Although many of the 

contributors to the volume identify themselves as freelance writers, they also maintain 

careers in the professional and managerial classes, and in educational institutions. They 

are direct beneficiaries of the Civil Rights and Women's Movements of the 1960's and 



1970's. The contributors are also products of the rise of a culture of consumerism, which is 

readily apparent in the ways the writers construct themselves and their relationships to the 

people and places they visit. I have chosen to focus closely on two of the contributions to 

the guidebook. My choice of Rosalind Cummings-Yeates' "Journey to Yard: A Jamaican 

Cultural Experience" and Marianne Ilaw's "Oh, Oh, Those West Indian Men!" for their 

thematic continuity with Terry McMillan's How Stella Got Her Groove Back. For the 

purposes of this chapter, my texts are McMillan's novel and the two contributions to the 

guidebook Go Girl!. I deploy the chapters by Cummnigs-Yeates and Haw as introductions 

to my fuller analysis of McMillan's novel because guidebooks are just that: introductions. 

Guidebooks merely provide thumbnail sketches of people and places that should be seen 

and experienced by a potential tourist. As readers, we scan them for specific information 

on the particular place we intend the visit. The guidebook is the sightseer's encyclopedic 

source to commercially marked tourist destinations. 

Cummings-Yeates, Haw, and McMillan regard travel to the Caribbean as a visit to 

distant kinfolk. hi this late twentieth-century travel writing, little distinction is made 

between middle- and upper middle-class African Americans from the United States and 

lower-class Caribbean people of African ancestry, who have less mobility. If, as Benedict 

Anderson argues in Imagined Communities, the spread of the ideology of nationalism owes 

much of its success to print-capitalism, principally to novels and newspapers, then the 

ideological expansion of transnationalism, as manifested in tourist consumption, owes its 

success to both print and electronic media. Transnationalism, "regardless of the actual 

inequality and exploitation," uneven development and stratified production and 



reproduction, allows people to imagine themselves as part of "a deep horizontal 

comradeship" across national boundaries based, in part, on an ethic of cultural 

consumerism (Anderson 7). For the U.S. writer, tourist consumption of the Caribbean 

becomes a central focus of social life, where freedom is defined as a private lifestyle choice 

equally accessible to all. 

Editor Elaine Lee introduces Go Girl with a discussion of her extensive travel 

experience offering reasons Black women should travel in general, and to the Caribbean in 

particular. "When I travel," Lee writes, "I have the fi-eedom to take risks, follow my 

hunches, and trust my intuition" (12). For attorney Lee, the freedom to travel is a freedom 

to act outside of the personal and social constraints of home. Like many travel writers, Lee 

associates travel with the taking of risks, with escape from the rational mechanized modem 

world. The tourist landscape offers the illusion of relief from institutional structures of 

discipline and order. It is "a landscape of consumption," that both releases and contains 

surplus desire unnecessary in everyday landscapes of capitalist production (Zukin 35). As 

such the tourist landscape is a container for behavior deemed inappropriate at home. 

Tourists and the tourism industry are complicit in the process of imagining the Caribbean 

as other—a natural, sometimes savage, garden of earthly delights. "As a traveler," Lee 

continues, "I'm viewed as a free spirit who is less judgmental than the people in their daily 

Hves" (13). Travel offers escape fi"om the everyday codes of morality. As many theorists 

of leisure culture have noted, much of leisure activity involves testing the limits of escapist 

fantasies. Not only does Lee feel freer when traveling, she is seen by others as a "free 

spirit." Travel transforms the person in the eyes of others; Lee offers those observations as 



proof of her transformation. Moreover, the tourist dollar imbues the African American 

female tourist with power unavailable at home. In the Caribbean, Lee writes, "it is an asset 

to be a black woman, unlike in North America, where it is often a liability" (13). 

One of the primary factors shaping late twentieth-century African American 

experiences of the Caribbean is early twentieth-century African American discourse about 

race in the Caribbean analyzed in the first two sections of this book. Like those travelers of 

the early twentieth-century, Lee conceives of travel as a vehicle for escaping the gendered 

racism at home. Abroad a black woman is valued and appreciated; at home she is a social 

liability. Perhaps, naively, or maybe strategically, Lee ignores the possibility that the 

respect she gamers while abroad is owed more to her position as a relatively well-to-do 

American consumer of travel experiences than to the absence of racial hierarchies outside 

of North America. This landscape of consumption engenders an "imagined community" of 

traveler and 'native' who meet across hierarchies of race and class. Like many of her 

African American predecessors discussed in the previous chapters, Lee focuses on racial 

distinctions to the exclu sion of transnational gendered divisions of labor. The editor 

imagines the tourist landscape as a "liminal space" outside of all social structure (Turner).' 

In this imagined liminal space, tourism creates the illusion of transcending national 

boundaries to unite Black women from the United States with distant relatives in the 

Caribbean. 

While travel, in general, offers freedom for African American women, according to 

Lee, travel to the Caribbean, in particular, provides opportunities to journey to places 

where "our ancestors were taken as slaves" (15). Lee juxtaposes the twentieth-century 
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freedom to travel within the African Diaspora in the Americas with the forced migrations 

of the middle passage. Thus, this spatial journey is a temporal journey back in time. 

History is a tourism product to be consumed by African American tourists in search of lost 

origins. "Jamaica, Haiti, the United States, the Bahamas, Guyana, and other places in the 

Caribbean are wonderful travel destinations for black women not only for escape and 

relaxation but also for the immersion in African-infused cultures" (15). The movement 

through space, geographer Sharon Zukin reminds us, "stimulates both memory and desire" 

(268). For Lee and other contributors to the guidebook, "the past is a foreign country," a 

bit of Africa preserved and commodified in the Americas (Lowenthal). Lee longs for the 

mythic past of Africa before the Fall, untarnished by slavery, colonialism, and postcolonial 

globalization, hi the poetics of the African Diaspora, all states and imperial relations are 

subverted to the longing for a return to an Edenic order, an age before the rupture with 

Africa, articulated as the site of a primordial community. This "structural nostalgia" for 

the romantic reconstruction of common origins is repeated in many of the essays in Go 

(Herzfeld 109).^ 

In a historical account of Jamaican tourism titled To Hell with Paradise: A History 

of the Jamaican Tourist Industry, Frank Fonda Taylor documents the transformation of 

Jamaican tourism from an exclusive destination for wealthy Euro-Americans and 

Europeans in the nineteenth-century to a destination for mass tourism in the post-World 

War II era. Taylor points out that broadening the racial base of Jamaica's vacation 

clientele by capturing a large slice of the African American travel market was a piece of 

Michael Manley's economic growth plan of 1975. The plan would better integrate tourism 
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into the fabric of Jamaican society and economy (181). Integration meant harmonizing 

tourism with the local culture by hiring Jamaican musicians and cultural performers 

instead of importing foreign entertainment. Hotel rooms were to be decorated with local 

art rather than prints of paintings from Europe, and craft markets, stalls, and production 

centers were to be established in principal tourist areas (181). The culture of the Caribbean 

is made to conform to tourism market values and African American tourists' desires for "a 

deep, horizontal kinship" (Anderson 7). However, as I demonstrated in chapters 3 and 4, 

African American writers have been embedded in the consumer culture of tourism in the 

Caribbean at least since the 1930's. Further, in the 1940's Langston Hughes's readings in 

the Caribbean, and editorship of anthologies featuring Caribbean writers, drew not only 

poets and fiction writers, but also entrepreneurs attempting to sell the Caribbean as a site 

for romantic holiday adventures. 

The advertisement depicted in Figure 6.1 is a reproduction of a sample copy of two 

hundred folders mailed to Langston Hughes in October 1947 by "Ogilvie".^ hi the 

accompanying letter Ogilvie guarantees accommodations for two hundred people, now, 

and a thousand people in three months. The brochure invites tourists to "enjoy Jamaica's 

delights," which include both "charm and witchery." Further, holiday seekers are urged to 

"Uve like a Lord in Jamaica." The Jamaican tourist landscape is a palimpsest where a 

"plantation home" is reinvented as a gorgeous hideaway where "glamorous moving picture 

stars have come, to lose for a while the harsh cares of the workaday." The advertisement 

yokes images of luxurious splendor and 'primitive' Africa as suggested by the use of 

"witchery" to sell a distinct project "That's JAMAICA!" From the 1940's through the late 



twentieth-century, Jamaica has sold itself to African Americans as a vacation destination 

offering romance, luxury, and a bit of Africa. 

The appeal to the perdurability of a common African ancestry drives freelance 

writer, Rosalind Cummings-Yeates's essay, "Journey to Yard; Jamaican Cultural 

Experience." Cummings-Yeates explains that she is in Jamaica writing a travel article on 

Jamaica "beyond the beaches and resorts" (127). As a frequent contributor of travel 

articles to dailies such as the Chicago Tribune and the Chicago Sun-Times and to the 

monthly magazine. Bride, Cummings-Yeates is deeply implicated in the construction and 

education of tourist desire. 

There's a lot to be said for a Black person visiting a Black country. There's 

something that touches the spirit and reconnects what has been lost, stolen, 

and forgotten. It outlasts photos and souvenirs, burrowing deep within. 

Jamaica possesses this power; it can weave an unbreakable spell on the 

most cynical tourist, but it's true essence can only be absorbed by touching 

the culture—the people, the dialect, the food, the hfestyle. (127) 

Race unites tourist, "a Black person" with tourist site, "a Black country." Travel to the 

ostensibly 'Black' country of Jamaica reconnects the 'Black' tourist with the lost, stolen, or 

forgotten past. In the process, Cummings-Yeates wipes the slate clean of history and 

uneven economic development. Moreover, her reconnection with the past is deep and 

spiritual, not shallow or superficial. The essence of this deep spiritual connection can only 

be absorbed by moving off the beaten track to touch the culture physically. In this 

rhetorical war of position against the superficiality of mass tourism, Cummings-Yeates 
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imagines Jamaica as an African community without a history of coloniahsm, 

neo-coloniaUsm, or of being a postcolonial state nor of having class divisions. Jamaica is a 

free space, whose true essence requires absorption—actual corporeal consumption— by 

the tourist. For Cummings-Yeates, Jamaica's "aura" is a result of the combination of the 

fast-pace of the tourist landscape and the "conservative strongly Christian yet frankly 

sexual Jamaican sensibility" (128 emphasis added). The author imagines an egalitarian 

heterosexual romance with Jamaica, involving an active female traveler and an equally 

active male 'native'. According to Cummings-Yeates' construction, the Jamaican sexual 

aura is very masculine and "aggressively intense" (128). Although the author's essay is 

titled, "Journey to Yard," referring to the feminized space of home and community in 

Kingston, on the margins of touristic Jamaica, it is the sexuality of Jamaican men that 

accounts for Jamaica's special aura. Although rendered invisible in Cummings-Yeates 

gendered construction of the tourist landscape, Jamaican women stand on the sidelines, 

spectators to the romantic play between women tourists and Jamaican men. 

Cummings-Yeates relates that prior to departure she had been forewarned by 

friends "who make annual pilgrimages to Negril that there is a 'rent-a-dread' market, 

where single women pay the way for male companions who may incidentally sport 

dreadlocks" (128). The author interprets the rent-a-dread as a commodified version of the 

authentically 'naturally sexual' Jamaican male. Dreadlocks are props or costumes to assist 

the hustler in his performance. To avoid the advances of the inauthentic hustler while 

searching for the authentic, 'natural' Jamaican, Cummings-Yeates advises dressing in " 

'roots' fashion: long dresses, flowing African garb, and headrags" (128). This traveler 



from the United States, traversing a well-worn commercial route, assures her Caribbean 

host that she, like they, are rooted in the African soil, and therefore, deserving of the 

respect she, in fact, receives. She assures readers that her choice of dress is not a 

performance, but "a style [she] favors anyway" (128). The donning of 'African garb' is not 

a cultural performance, but a natural index of her essential being. Moreover, since the 

writer is not engaged in a performance, she does not have a sense of herself as a spectacular 

display of United States wealth, even while making purchases in Jamaican markets. 

Instead, when appearing in public in 'African garb' she detects a level of respect and, as a 

consequence, is able to absorb Jamaica on its own 'natural' terms. A temporal and spatial 

return to a natural, primordial state propels much of this travel writing about Jamaica and 

the Caribbean. It is a Caribbean where 'culture' is commodified and produced, but made to 

appear 'natural' in order to satisfy African American touristic desire. 

While visiting a dancehall, Cummings-Yeates is introduced to the urban and class 

specific youth culture of Jamaica: 

Sometimes the music slows down for a show by partially covered strippers, 

who tend to be plump, in accordance with the taste for "mampy" (extremely 

voluptuous) women, but they don't do much more than the wining the 

patrons do themselves. Both men and women performed, and I didn't feel 

any of the lasciviousness that I would have expected. The spectacle was 

treated the way most Jamaicans treat sex—as something natural. (130) 

Cummings-Yeates reads 'wining' (a highly sexualized way of dancing perfected by young, 

lower-class, urban Jamaican women) as a natural "spectacle" treated the "way most 



Jamaicans treat sex" (130). By naturalizing what is, in fact, an erotic dance performed for 

money by celebrities and aspiring celebrities, Cummings-Yeates convinces herself that the 

spectacle she witnesses is not lasciviousness. Dancehall wining, thus, is severed from its 

gender and class origins, then naturalized as a manifestation of the essence of Jamaican 

sexuality.'' Far from a manifestation of a naturally sexual Jamaican essence, the "wining" 

Cummings-Yeates witnesses during her visit to the dancehall is an embodied political 

response to a history of racial, gender, and economic injustice that continues in present-day 

Jamaica. The writer's juxtaposition of dancehall culture with the culture of the country 

club she visits soon after signals her awakening to the reality of class divisions within 

Jamaican society. Still, she fails to read dancehall culture as a form of resistance to 

contemporary injustices. Like Zora Neale Hurston, Cummings-Yeates endeavors to 

naturalize sexually explicit performances by Jamaican women while insisting that her own 

performance as a tourist is that of a distanced observer free of sexual desire. The rhetorical 

strategy permits her to position herself as the cultivated traveler who stumbles upon a 

naturally sexual spectacle at every turn. 

Dancehall wining must be understood as a popular cultural form that subverts 

codes of propriety demanded by powerful Jamaican elites, hi "Slackness Hiding from 

Culture: Erotic Play in the Dancehall" a chapter from Carolyn Cooper's Noises in the 

Blood: Orality, Gender and the "Vulgar" Body of Jamaican Popular Culture, the 

Jamaican scholar points out that the slackness of dancehall "can be seen to represent, in 

part, a radical, underground confrontation with the patriarchal gender ideology and the 

pious morality of fundamentalist Jamaican society" (141). In essence, slackness is 
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opposed to social propriety; it operates as a counterpoint to, and hides from, Jamaican 

'Culture' produced for tourist consumption. In order to maintain the touristic romance 

while viewing popular forms of resistance to that romance, Cummings-Yeates must 

naturalize the subversive corporeality of dancehall culture. Wining is not lascivious, but 

natural, the way "Jamaicans treat sex. Cooper continues, "the dancehall is the social space 

in which the smell of female power is exuded in the extravagant display of flashy 

jewellery, [sic] expensive clothes, elaborate hairstyles and rigidly attendant men that 

altogether represent substantial wealth" (155). Despite awareness of Jamaica as a 

class-stratified society, deeply embedded in the structuring forces of a global tourism 

economy, nostalgia for an age before or outside of structure dominates Cummings-Yeates 

textual practices. She is imbricated in a scriptural economy that continues to deny 

"co-evalness" to marginal spaces and their inhabitants (Fabian 29-35).^ The romantic 

nostalgia invoked by touristic discourse demands the continued rejection of "temporal 

coexistence" for people and places designated as natural residue of a bygone age (Fabian 

29-35). The writing of Jamaican cultural practices as natural, and not social, political, and 

economic, is a part of this rejection of temporal coexistence. The romantic consumption of 

Jamaica as a return to a primordial essence of freedom and equality necessitates the 

distantiation from movements of political resistance to actual inequality in the present. 

Paradise must appear harmonious, free of social discord and disaffection. When 

confronted with the social reality of Jamaica's color-class hierarchy, the author expresses 

surprise and dismay. Certainly, for Cummings-Yeates, there is no room for claims of 

racism in a Caribbean island paradise. 



African American women writers are very much aware that plantation economies 

were the backbone of Caribbean societies. Although present societies are products of those 

socially constructed plantation societies, the impulse of some of those writers is to read 

Jamaica's social and cultural formations as natural. For those writers, the attraction of the 

Caribbean is directly related to the abundance of men as a natural resource. In constructing 

Jamaica as a natural space, outside of past and present global forces of economic, social, 

and cultural production and reproduction, writers like Cummings-Yeates and Marianne 

Haw fail to acknowledge the extent to which the objectification of the other as 'natural' in 

the representational grammar of tourism is embedded in the contemporary culture of 

consumerism. For Haw, in particular, sex tourism is closely linked to the sexualization of 

the natural body and to the naturalization of the sexualized other. 

Marianne Ilaw's contribution to Go Girl!, "Oh, Oh, Those West Indian Men!" 

advises women to enjoy the unusual attention of male admirers. "But remember it's only 

an island fantasy. If you keep a clear head and remember that your Caribbean fling is just 

that, you'll enjoy yourself (134). Haw appears to be the personification of what John Urry 

refers to as a "postmodern tourist." In The Tourist Gaze: Leisure and Travel in 

Contemporary Societies, Urry contends: 

The post-tourist knows that they are tourists and that tourism is a game, or 

rather a whole series of games with multiple texts and no simple, authentic 

experience.. .The post-tourist knows that.. .the apparently authentic local 

entertainment is as socially contrived as the ethnic bar, and that the 



255 

supposedly quaint and traditional fishing village could not survive without 

the income from tourism. (100) 

According to Urry, the post-tourist is able to affect an ironic distancing from what she sees. 

However, this ideology of play contributes to the further objectification of the local 

population as playthings, erasing the real work of their performances for tourist 

consumption. Slavoj Zizek's notion of "ideological fantasy" provides a more useful 

conceptual tool for understanding tourist behavior. Zizek might argue, "they know very 

well how things really are, but still they are doing it as if they did not know" (32). The 

ideological fantasy, according to Zizek, "consists in overlooking the illusion which is 

structuring our real, effective relationship to reality" (32). Haw, the experienced, cynical, 

post-tourist travel writer, knows what she is doing, yet she does it anyway. Although she 

affects a tone of ironical distance, claiming more than fifteen years of travel experience in 

the Caribbean, Ilaw provides her readers with an island-by-island description of the 

characteristics of the men on each island visited. Exercising her editorial prerogative, 

Elaine Lee inserts a warning in the comer of the second page of Ilaw's essay: "Take 

condoms when you travel abroad even if you swear you will not have sex. And remember 

to use them"(134)! That the Caribbean travel adventure has become a sexual adventure is 

explicitly acknowledged by both Lee and Ilaw. 

Ilaw's understanding of Caribbean men is mediated by the representational 

practices of the U. S. media industry. She begins "Oh, Oh, Those West Indian Men" with a 

reflection on an Eddie Murphy comedy routine that featured Caribbean men as its subject. 

"Don't let your woman visit the Caribbean alone, he warned. Because she's gonna run into 
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'Dexter St. Jacques' the island playboy, who will purr, 'I want to make love to you 

endlessleeeee!'" (133). The allegedly hypersexual Caribbean man, especially the 

Jamaican man, is a component of the scriptural/visual economy that constructs the 

Caribbean for United States' spectators. As a consequence of the representational 

practices of African American cultural producers from the U.S., the Caribbean, as a 

destination and a product, has come to signify raw, uninhibited Black male sexuality. Haw 

contends that "anyone who has stepped foot on West hidian soil knows that 'Dexter St. 

Jacques' is ubiquitous throughout the region" (133). Thus, even for the post-tourist, the 

illusion has structured her real social reality (see Zizek 32). "West Indian men are great," 

Haw proclaims, "they're sexy, sweet, charming, and attentive. They're a lovely diversion 

for sisters fed up with self-absorbed buppies and commitment-phobic boyfriends, and there 

is no man shortage in the Caribbean" (133). Caribbean men are plentiful and available; 

whereas, "buppies" (Black urban professionals) lack a certain charm, having been ruined 

by financial success. The relative poverty of Caribbean men as compared with buppies is 

implicit in the dichotomy drawn by Haw, yet she fails to acknowledge the relationship 

between the ready availability of Caribbean men and their dependence on the discretionary 

spending of comparatively wealthy women from the States, histead, Haw understands 

Caribbean male charm as a 'natural' feature, not as a finely honed sales pitch. The writer 

maintains the romance with nature even while she engages in a process of packaging and 

selling each island as a paradise stocked full of Black male studs. The illusion is on the 

side of reality (see Zizek 32). 



Ilaw's essay operates as an advertisement for sex tourism in the islands of the 

Caribbean as she provides detailed physical descriptions of the types of men available for 

piecemeal consumption. 

He's tall, often lean and long-legged, cocoa brown, with a luxurious 

mustache fringing his full kissable lips. 

Or else he's very fair skinned (known as 'clear', 'red', or 'bright' in the 

islands) with wavy blondish-brown hair, green or hazel eyes, and a 

penchant for bragging about how his 'grandfodder' was a pureblood 

Englishman. 

He has a lilting accent and when he addresses you as 'me darlin', you're 

ready to sell your Chicago condo, resign your job in human resources, and 

make plans to open up a beach cafe ('Chez Wanda') on his island. 

The fellas in St. Lucia were pretty smooth; well you know, those Creole 

cultures have that extra little continental twist. 

In St. Croix, I met a man who had six jobs (Yeah, just like the Headleys on 

the show. In Living Color.) 

If you've never been to the islands, you're in for an unrivaled experience. 

Whether you're sixteen or sixty, slim or stout, sophisticated or shy, you'll 

return from your trip agreeing that if Caribbean men could bottle and sell 

their charm, their finesse, and their sex appeal, the region's sluggish 

economy would soar. Be safe, and don't take it seriously. (133-38 emphasis 

added) 



Several things become apparent when reviewing Ilaw's itemized hst of the attributes of 

Caribbean men. First, the author dissects the men into discrete body parts: "lean and 

long-legged," "full kissable lips," "green or hazel eyes," and so on. Like Romantic period 

poetic descriptions of women, Ilaw's men are cannibalized and consumed in bite-sized 

portions. The men are neither whole, nor fully human. The tourism game provides the 

tourist freedom to reduce the human to playthings. 

Secondly, although Haw views tourism as a game and is not necessarily in search of 

authenticity, she shares with the colonialist certain ideas on the effectiveness of Europe's 

civilizing mission. According to Haw, St. Lucian Creole men, influenced by French 

culture, are "pretty smooth." The exceptionalism of Caribbean men in the French speaking 

Caribbean was the frequent subject of commentary by European women who traveled to 

the Caribbean aboard cruise ships in the early twentieth-century. The nature of France's 

colonizing project was to turn the subjects of the empire into Frenchmen. Haw confirms 

the success of the French mission; these men are smoother, more refined than men found in 

the English-speaking Caribbean. 

Thirdly, Haw reveals the extent to which her perception of Caribbean men has been 

mediated by mass media, citing two different African American comedians—Eddie 

Murphy and the Fox television comic variety program. In Living Color, hosted by Keenan 

Ivory Wayans. Moreover, Haw specifically addresses her ideal audience of African 

American women, who hold jobs in human resource departments, or women like them who 

occupy middle management or administrative positions. The author's rhetorical style, with 

frequent uses of the vernacular, gestures towards a young audience. By way of conclusion. 



Jamaica's rent-a-villas 
come with rent-a-cooks, 

rent-a-maids, 
rent-a-nannies, 

rent-a-gardeners, 
and even renl-a-cars. 

Vou can rem a lovely 
Jamaica by the week. 

U(c 

It ttarU wjli a country hous« or 
bcadh cottage or hilltop hideaway 
that comcs equipped with gentle 
people named Ivy or Maud or Mal
colm who win cook, lead, raend. 
diaper, and bunder £or you. 

Vho will "Miater Peter, please" 
you all day long, pamper you with 
h o m e m a d e  c o c o n u t  p i c ,  a d m i r e  
you when you look "»oft" (Kand-
some), giggle at your jokes and 
weep when you leave. 

A kind of Nannyhood for 
Grownups, actually. 

Theytl tpoil you. 

But ymi'll abo ?poiI your.-^clf. 

For more al>out renting the Life 
You wiih You Led, »ee your local 
travel agent or Jamaica TouritC 
Bo«id in York, Miami, San 
Fraadaoo. Lo« An^elea, Chicago, 
Taroato or Montreal. 

Thli U aa abbrtvlatad yanlon al a» orlnnal Jataalca Tourtil Board aimrtUamcnt 

Advertisement by the Jamaica Tourist Board (1968). Courtesy of National 

Library of Jamaica. 

Figure 6.2 Reprinted from Frank Fonda Taylor, To Hell With Paradise 
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Haw recommends that Caribbean nations exploit the sexual labors of their men in order to 

invigorate their sluggish economies. Haw misses her own irony; Caribbean men are 

packaged and sold; she is complicit in the very process. The writer, inadvertently, 

stumbles upon the centrality of sex tourism to the overall tourist economies of many 

Caribbean nations. Sex tourism may be a logical extension of a postcolonial tourism 

industry that began by marketing Jamaican workers as rental accessories, or add-ons to 

vacation rental homes. As depicted in the 1968 Jamaica Tourist Board advertisement 

reproduced in Figure 6.2, the Jamaica hideaway comes fully "equipped with gentle people 

named Ivy or Maud or Malcolm" who will "cook, tend, mend, diaper and launder for you." 

The advertisement prefigures the rise of the 'fully equipped' rent-a-dread sex worker, who 

will "pamper you" and "spoil you" "all day long."'' Caribbean male sexuality is viewed by 

all agents as an exploitable natural resource, even as Caribbean nations publicly and 

officially pass laws to limit the 'harassment' of tourists by hustlers.^ 

Jamaican tourism, like the colonial laws and administrative structures of the 

eighteenth, nineteenth, and early twentieth centuries, is deployed as a technology of 

discipline and order, an instrument for managing space and workers.^ All-inclusive resorts 

are institutions that discipline and order relations between Jamaicans and tourists by 

constructing borders between a so-called paradise within the gates, and the chaotic and 

dangerous wilderness beyond. Low-waged workers, employed within the gates, carry 

identification cards, which function in much the way that passports and visas function 

when traveling from one country to another. Upon entering the territorial jurisdiction of 

the all-inclusive, the tourist leaves Jamaica for another sovereignty. 



Go Girl! contributor, Cummings-Yeates, encounters the policing function of the 

vacation resort when her unofficial guide to Jamaica, Don, a local resident and "a friend of 

a friend," is barred from passing through the gates of paradise. 

My first clash with Negril mores came when I discovered him waiting 

behind the wooden blockade manned by a hotel employee. "Visitors are not 

allowed, Miss," I was informed in crisp, British-inflected words. 

Translated, hotels make it a policy to bar local people from entering, lest the 

hotel guests be "bothered" by beggars or vendors. When I protested, Don 

just shrugged it off. "It's a way tings are," he said calmly. (129) 

Vacation resorts police their properties as if they are sovereign states, thereby rendering the 

local population "visitors" in their own country. I spoke with many local residents in 

tourist areas in both Jamaica and Belize who liken this displacement to a loss of national 

sovereignty and freedom. One resident of Belize, an elder member of the community, 

complained: "we have lost our freedom! When I was a girl we could go anywhere, now 

there are fences everywhere." Ironically, this senior resident of the community was a girl 

under colonialism, when Belize was British Honduras. Although Cummings-Yeates 

makes note of "Negril mores" and protests hotel policy, she does not dwell on the 

contradictions between her freedom to travel throughout Jamaica, while Don's fi"eedom, 

and the freedom of other Jamaicans, is restricted by the institutional authority of resort 

owners. Moreover, these restrictions on the movements of Jamaicans are not 'Negril 

mores' but an essential policing function of the state, which has been allocated to large 

national and multinational corporations. As a consequence of this allocation, the financial 



interests of the tourism industry govern the privatization of public spaces, such as beaches 

and roads. (Terry McMillan's "Stella," the title character in How Stella Got Her Groove 

Back, overcomes border authorities by purchasing expensive guest passes for her holiday 

romancer.) Generally, the tourist enters an imaginary world that is beyond risk, allowing 

her to feel in control, while the movement of locals is tightly controlled and regulated by a 

neo-colonial authority. This borderland between the controlled paradise inside resort 

grounds and the imagined chaotic wilderness beyond the gates helps produce desire for a 

'taste' for the Other out there in the 'bush'. Before I move on to my discussion of 

McMillan's novel, I want to provide spatial and temporal contexts for the construction of 

Jamaica as a sex tourism destination. 

As geographer Beverley Mullings and others have pointed out, in advertising, 

particularly of Superclubs' Hedonism II, "the dominant image that remains is that the 

island, by extension, is a place where the potential for a 'wild' sexual adventure with the 

local population is easy to come by" (75). Superclubs' Hedonism trademark refers to their 

all-inclusive, clothing optional, adults only resorts. The prospect of fulfilling erotic 

fantasies with the mythic 'well-hung' Jamaican man, who can 'go all night' is implicit in 

Hedonism''s promise of an earthly paradise where no fhiit is forbidden. Ironically, the 

domestication and commodification of the exotic is central to selling a historical place as a 

paradise, outside of the global political economy. In the political economy of tourism, 

despite claims of a new post-tourist, women sex tourists demand the authentic Jamaica as 

embodied by a wild and seemingly untamed Jamaican man. "Elements of desire, power. 
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sexism and racism combine in the quest to consume an 'authentic' Jamaican" (Mulhngs 

72). 

Sex tourism, or in its more pohte phrasing, "romance tourism" (a term only used 

when referring to the sexual behavior of women) points to the centrality and prevalence of 

racialized fantasies of sex and desire that have their roots in older narratives of conquest 

and desire.^ In tourism sex work, perceived racial and ethnic differences are critical. 

Kamala Kempadoo has written a detailed historical analysis of the relationship between 

ideologies of sex and race during slavery in the Caribbean.'® In her focus on stereotypes 

surrounding black female sexuality she finds parallels between those eighteenth- and 

nineteenth- century race/sex theories and twentieth-century commodification and 

exploitation of black women in the sex tourism trade. In both cases, black women were 

treated as naturally more sexual. During the slave period, this perspective permitted the 

simultaneous devaluation of black women, as women, and the exploitation of them as sex 

objects. Twentieth-century sex trade continues to stereotype and objectify black women as 

possessed of a raw sexuality; she can never occupy the position of true womanhood held by 

women who approach the European physical ideal. 

The same sort of parallels can be drawn with respect to black men in the Caribbean. 

The process by which dreadlocks have become metonymic for a particularly virile Black 

Jamaican male sexuality is a complex one involving the collision of multiple narratives and 

metaphors at the intersection of race/gender/sex/class ideologies. These narratives 

include: eighteenth- and nineteenth- century racial theories that construct Affican males as 

closer to nature and thus possessed of a dangerously seductive hypersexuality; Jamaican 



popular memories of Maroons as men (excluding the Maroon woman Nanny) who eluded 

the English colonizer, were never enslaved, and who escaped to the forest to thrive and 

flourish in a state of nature far from colonial slavery's "civilizing" mission; a revisionist 

history that claims Maroon men as the legitimate ancestors of a postcolonial Jamaica and 

the heroes of Romantic Jamaican nationalism; popular narratives that situate Rastafarian 

men as direct descendants of those Maroon men; and the global production, marketing, 

distribution, and consumption of Reggae as the musical expression of the naturally wild, 

independent, but loving spirit of the Rasta Man. The Rasta Man has become the 

penultimate rebel archetype, "Rude Boys" both exotically dangerous and erotically 

desired. 

Official Jamaican Tourism video advertisements connect all of these disparate 

narratives in an aggressive campaign to attract tourist dollars. The 'Love Bird', the official 

name for Air Jamaica's fleet of jets, is only one aspect of that campaign. Its television 

commercials offer romantic holiday packages backed by strains of Bob Marley's One 

Love, urging travelers to "come to Jamaica and feel all right." Reggae music is exploited as 

a principal attraction, even as the more radical politics of Rastafarianism is ignored, if not 

publicly disavowed." Following successful government campaigns of repression of the 

radical politics of Rastafarianism, coupled with self-destructive aspects of Rastafarian 

philosophy, including overuse and abuse of drugs and hypermasculinist attitudes and 

behavior towards women, Rastafari has been re-invented in the popular imagination as an 

icon of erotic nature. The metonymic relationship between dreadlocks and an imagined 

raw and earthy sexuality is actively exploited in tourism promotional videos, and by 
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Jamaican men who work as paid 'escorts' in the emergent rent-a-dread sex trade. 

Dreadlocks are not just one of the myriad of signs of a natural Black Caribbean male 

hypersexuality in the mass culture of tourism, it has become the dominant sign. The 

history of sex tourism by European women, principally British, during the age of 

imperialism is not explicitly named, but is alluded to in videotaped images of middle-aged 

White women surrounded by hale and hearty Black Jamaican men. 

Nowhere is the concatenation of racial, gender, sexual, and class ideologies more 

explicit than in the African American travel romance novel. How Stella Got Her Groove 

Back, and in the film adaptation of that commercially successful book. Although Terry 

McMillan's novel was roundly criticized as lacking in literary substance by scholars of 

African American and Caribbean literature and culture, because of its influence in the 

marketplace of ideas, Stella demands close analysis and scrutiny. First published in 1996 

by Penguin Books, a portion of the novel had previously appeared in the popular magazine. 

People. The mass-market paperback edition was published in 1997 by Signet, an imprint 

of Dutton Signet, a division of Penguin Books USA. Readers' reception of the novel is 

mediated by five pages of 'critical praise'. The reviewer for Entertainment Weekly calls 

Stella, "a sexy Caribbean getaway.. .a chatty dishy, you-go.^-girl tale." That Entertainment 

Weekly shows any interest at all in the romance novel is an indication of McMillan's 

position as a 'bankable' Hollywood writer following the box office success of the film 

adaptation of her previous novel, Waiting to Exhale. Other excerpts from reviews assure 

readers that Stella is an easy and fun read that will not demand that they think too much 

about issues of social and economic justice. 
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Entertaining.. .if you're looking for some angst-free fiction with a West 

Indian setting, leave Jamaica Kincaid and Toni Morrison on the shelf and 

pack this brash, sparkling fairy tale about a hard-charging Black 

professional woman who brings a little tropical paradise home with her. 

Boston Herald 

Of course, the 'little' tropical paradise that 42 year old Stella brings home is a young Black 

Jamaican male, not yet old enough to enter a nightclub in the United States. The message 

delivered by this reviewer's comments and by the comments that follow is that Jamaica is a 

land tailor-made for erotic and exotic indulgences, whether uninhibited sexual adventures 

or unrelenting shopping sprees. Each activity authorizes and validates an ethos of 

over-consumption as an entitlement earned by hard-working women. 

A guilty-pleasure sex-and-shopping fantasy of the first order, sprinkled 

with asides on rap music and feminine hygiene and featuring a message as 

uncomplicated as a glass of fresh-squeezed papaya juice. 

Publishers Weekly 

Told in McMillan's vintage home-girl prose, scattered with expletives, 

potshots at men and plenty of soul-stirring, toes-curling sex.. .McMillan 

also demonstrates her virtuosity with witty, spicy, and fast-paced dialogue. 

Seattle Times 

Although McMillan may employ 'home-girl' prose, Stella is far from the inner-city life of 

the home-girl. Instead, McMillan's heroine in this romance novel is a wealthy investment 

analyst with two luxurious homes, an expensive truck, and a Mercedes racing car. 



267 

McMillan's spicy and witty dialogue is meant to convince readers that they, too, can bring 

home a piece of paradise. Ironically, McMillan's fast-paced dialogue has made her novels 

preferred reading for women vacationers. As a consequence, her novels can be found in 

book exchanges in tourist areas from Jamaica to Belize. Thus, both tourists and local 

residents can be counted among McMillan's readers. 

A liberating love story.. .Terry McMillan's new novel tells women it's okay 

to let go, follow your heart, take a chance and fall in love, even if that love 

comes from a place you'd least expect. 

Orlando Sentinel 

Smart-ass and testy, irrepressible and funny. 

B.E.T. Weekend 

From B.E.T. Weekend to the Seattle Times, several themes dominate the reviews excerpted 

as introductions to the novel. First, although the novel is a fantasy romance it is realistic 

and rings true. Second, McMillan has written a romance novel for liberated girls who just 

'wanna' have fun. Third, in order to have fun women must leave the angst of Jamaica 

Kincaid and Toni Morrison on the shelf Both tourist and reading experiences involve a 

process of active forgetting, of pretending that you are outside of all structures. Stella is 

figured as a liberating love story; yet, it is fiercely anti-feminist. The romance novel, in 

particular, demands that women leave off rational thought and trust their emotions. This 

sub-genre requires women to be feminine, even girlish, but certainly not feminist. 

Liberation requires sex and shopping, not political engagement. While proclaiming 

women's liberation, the reviewers invoke every stereotype of the gossiping, shopping, and 
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sex-crazed woman in midlife crisis. In other words, liberation is a commodity to be 

imbibed like a sports car, a truck, a luxury resort, or a Jamaican man—all products 

consumed by Stella in her quest for independence, hi this formulaic romance novel in 

blackface, liberation is blind consumption, balm for the souls of professional black women 

who have acquired status without freedom, hi a hedonistic culture of consumption, 

freedom is redefined as the establishment of relations with commodities, both human 

beings and inanimate objects. 

The Boston Herald reviewer urges readers to leave Jamaica Kincaid and Toni 

Morrison on the shelf, thus discouraging the reading of authors who write more complexly 

on women's strivings for freedom and equality. Toni Morrison's entire oeuvre explores 

black women's quest for the promise of freedom. To leave Morrison and Kincaid 'on the 

shelf is to ignore their critical interrogation of the contradictions between the promise of 

freedom and continued servitude to patriarchal power and transnational capital. The 

promotional campaign urges readers to 'shelve' the idea of freedom. Moreover, to leave 

Jamaica Kincaid 'on the shelf is to turn a blind eye to her strident critique of the disastrous 

12 consequences of transnational tourism for the island of her birth, Antigua. Indeed 

Kincaid is not the first Caribbean writer to make the connection between the political 

economy of transatlantic slavery and the political economy of the tourist industry. Other 

Caribbean critics have likened the transnational tourism industry to the deterritorialization 

of imperialism. With tax breaks and other incentives to encourage foreign investments, 

13 whole countries are given away to the tourist industry and consumerist fantasies. By 

using that excerpt to market the novel, the publisher explicitly concurs with the opinion of 



the reviewer. McMillan's novel represents freedom and independence as consumer 

products. 

Framed by excerpts from popular and entertainment industry reviews inside the 

front cover and the announcement of a How Stella Got Her Groove Back contest for a trip 

to Jamaica (where entrants are required to write in 50 words or less "howj^ow got your 

groove back") inside the back cover,McMillan's novel narrates an erotico-consumer 

affair. The narrative culminates with the promise of a satisfying marriage between a 

middle-aged wealthy African American financial consultant, Stella, and a young Jamaican 

man, Winston Shakespeare, an unemployed graduate of the University of the West Indies' 

restaurant and hotel program. Winston Shakespeare, despite the name that pays homage to 

a prime minister and England's most widely read Renaissance writer, has been educated to 

serve. Trained by the hospitality industry, he has been tutored in the art of recognizing and 

satisfying touristic desire. This erotico-consumer romance novel is marketed as a vehicle 

to spur other erotico-consumer travel adventures to Jamaica. It has become an immensely 

influential cultural narrative in the scriptural economy of Caribbean tourism. My point is 

that even if intended only as light-hearted, fun entertainment, Stella performs particular 

ideological functions. The contest announcement, along with the novel's first-person 

narrative point-of-view, hails its subjects, inviting its female audience to adopt the valued 

status of a liberated American woman tourist. Although the targeted readers for the novel 

are U.S. women, in general, and black U. S. women, in particular, the novel travels 

physically, in the carry-on luggage of women tourists, as well as metaphorically. Whereas 

Caribbean men found representations of themselves in the pages of the novel, however 
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stereotyped, Caribbean women were silenced and practically erased from the landscape. 

Like some of the travel essayists in Go Girl! McMillan produces an ethnophallogocentric 

romance of the Caribbean. 

The extent of Stella's influence is demonstrated by reports that after the release of 

the film adaptation of the novel, Jamaican men in Negril began referring to African 

American women tourists as 'Stellas', a curious return of the tourist gaze.'^ Tamara 

Massey, a Canadian graduate student from Jamaica, reports that theater-goers in Kingston 

c o u l d  r e c i t e  t h e  e n t i r e  s c r i p t  f i r o m  m e m o r y ,  h a v i n g  s e e n  t h e  f i l m  s i x  o r  s e v e n  t i m e s . I  

have encountered Belizean men working in tourism who expressed desires to move to 

Jamaica to meet more African American women tourists.'^ One such man, "Carl" stated 

"I'm tired of white women, I want to go where African American women go on vacation." 

"Carl" could not or would not explain why he thought African American women are 

qualitatively different from white women; however, his friend "Ed" volunteered that when 

"white women get mad at you they want to take back all their stuff" "Ed" works as a tour 

operator; he had two boats until the 'white woman' with whom he resided got mad and 

took back one of the boats. The message these two men took home from the film version of 

Stella is that Afirican American women from the States would better take care of them and 

would not take back their 'stuff if the relationship did not last. African American women 

are viewed as mediators between Caribbean men and the United States consumer culture to 

which they aspire. 

In the first chapter of the novel, Stella catalogs an impressive list of 

accomplishments and attributes. She is a "forty-fucking-two" year-old divorced mother of 



a 10 year-old son, Quincy, whom she has just put on a plane to Colorado Springs for a visit 

with his equally successful father. Stella owns a large house in northern California and a 

cabin at Lake Tahoe. She employs a 61 year-old Peruvian man as a housekeeper, to keep 

her house in shape, and a personal trainer, who comes to her home three times a week to 

keep her body in shape. The jet-setting heroine holds both a MFA and a MBA, but has not 

found a way to marry art and business. She is miserable even though she is "a 

fancy-schmancy analyst for one of the world's largest investment banking institutions" 

where at well over "the two-hundred-thousand-a-year mark" she makes "a shitload of 

money" (33). By the end of the chapter the reader knows that Stella is intimately 

embedded in the consumer culture of late twentieth-century America. That is, Stella's 

sense of self is mediated by the corporate marketing of consumer goods and services. 

Nevertheless, as the narrator of her own story, Stella makes us aware that despite 

her financial success, she is unhappy with her life and would like to recover the more 

creative side of her being. Her unhappiness renders her even more vulnerable to the lure of 

tourism advertising. 

.. .as soon as the TV comes on of course there's a commercial and without 

looking up I hear this melodic baritone voice almost singing "Come to 

Jamaica" and I swear it seems as if he's talking to me and when I look at the 

fifty-five-inch screen it is filled with turquoise water and hot white sand and 

a blazing yellow sun and then a bronzed white man in a flapping white 

cotton shirt and baggy white linen trousers strolls along the shore and a 

tanned white woman in a straw hat and sunglasses is stretched out on a 



chaise longue with a book resting across her chest and they are both holding 

tall frothy glasses filled with something melon-colored and I think I can 

smell the papaya juice the pineapple juice and coconut oil and that tropical 

breeze is whispering in my ear and when I look closer that white woman's 

legs begin to turn brown and she is wearing my chartreuse bathing suit and 

my good straw hat and that's my Swatch watch on her wrist and my Revo 

sunglasses and when I look closer at this woman who now looks like she 

could be my twin sister I realize it is me lying on that chaise on that beach 

and when that lilting voice once again says "Come to Jamaica," I sit up then 

stand up and I say to that man, "Why the fuck not?" (36). 

The "hlting," presumably male, "melodic baritone voice" from the television ad propels 

Stella outward, to Jamaica. The voice beckons "Come to Jamaica" and Stella obeys. 

Perhaps an indication of how successfully American consumer culture incorporates its 

racialized subjects is reflected in the ease with which the African American protagonist, 

Stella, is able to substitute her brown body for the tarmed body of the white woman 

featured in the advertisement. Breathlessly and seamlessly, Stella moves from watching a 

scene on television to embodjdng the scene. 

Jean Laplanche and Jean-Bertrand Pontalis's psychoanalytic approach to fantasy, 

"Fantasy and the Origins of Sexuality," provides a useful analytical tool for understanding 

this scene. Laplanche and Pontalis argue that "in fantasy the subject does not pursue the 

object or its sign; he appears caught up himself in the sequence of images. He forms no 

representation of the desired object, but is himself represented as participating in the 
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scene" (26). Gendered language notwithstanding, Laplanche and Pontahs's approach has 

real descriptive value here. As Zizek would put it, the illusion is structuring Stella's "real 

social reality" (32). Scenes of 'paradise', thus, must be understood as ideologically 

encoded images. Although directed at potential white American tourists, the ad 

immediately interpellates Stella into its ideological message, one that situates the 

Caribbean as a homogeneous tropical pleasure palace. Watching on her "fifty-five-inch 

screen," Stella imagines herself in the promised land of sun, sea, sand, and the potential for 

sex suggested by the beautiful lounging couple. The woman in the ad metamorphoses 

before Stella's eyes, white celluloid image transfigured into brown flesh. Stella, 

transmogrified, becomes that image. However, this is not just an unadorned body of any 

African American woman. Stella's imagination requires nothing less than the designer 

labels featured in the television commercial, "her Swatch watch" and "her Revo 

sunglasses." Stella is a walking billboard for United States consumer society; the novel 

sells lifestyle-enhancing consumer goods as much as it sells Jamaica. The book traffics in 

an ideology of the 'good life' that hails its subjects as consumers of things, places, people, 

and experiences. While conducting field research in Belize, I stumbled upon the extent of 

Stella's travels. 

The novel circulated among the women readers in a small village in Belize a few 

months before my arrival. During my extended conversations about the novel with 

"Dana," a Belizean business woman in her mid-forties, "Dana" repeatedly pointed out that 

Stella had become that white women in the television advertisement. 

Q: "What do you mean," I asked? 



A: "Well.. .she's just does what white women have done for years, she's no 

different." 

Q: "What is that?" 

A: "They come down here and pick up these young guys hanging out at the 

restaurants and Bars." 

Q: "Are they sex tourists?" 

A: "It's all a part of tourism—it comes with tourism." 

Q: "You mean sex?" 

A: "Right" 

Q: "So, Stella is like any white woman tourist?" 

A: "Yes.. .women who come here from the States are mostly white.. .we 

don't get many Black American women tourists so I don't know if they all 

act like Stella." 

"Dana," who had read the book, as well as McMillan's earlier novel. Disappearing Acts, 

and her later, A Day Late and a Dollar Short, judged Stella an inferior novel, in part, 

because the heroine effortlessly stepped into the role traditionally played by white women 

vacationers in Belize. In contrast, "Dana", and her friend "Maggie" who joined our 

discussions on occasion, judged A Day Late and a Dollar Short a very good book because 

"the women have some of the same problems we have" ("Dana"). Those problems include 

single motherhood and male infidelity, among others. In essence, the more McMillan's 

women mimicked the touristic practices of white women, the more they distanced 

themselves from the concerns of Belizean women like "Dana" and "Maggie." Moreover, 
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the figure of the white woman tourist as a seeker of sexual adventures has become so 

pervasive that "Dana," like many Belizeans I spoke to, considered the sexual adventure to 

be an intrinsic component of all tourism. Unlike the Belizean men who want to travel in 

search of Stella, "Dana" can distinguish between a fictional character and actual women. 

She is willing to reserve judgment on Black women from the States until she gathers more 

evidence. Men, on the other hand, are easily interpellated into another version of the 

ideology of the 'good life', a life of ease supported by a wealthy woman. As "Dana" puts 

it, "Belizean men don't want to work; they want to be taken care of" 

The sexualization of the Caribbean 'marries' nature with the postmodern culture of 

consumption. The turquoise sea, hot white sand, and blazing sun are intended to have a 

transformative effect, reconnecting the traveler with a 'natural' more genuine self, but not 

before a substantial investment in the most fashionable consumer goods and services. 

McMillan appropriates all of the tropes of travel narratives of the tropics without 

adequately deconstmcting the resulting stereotypes of tropical abundance and exotic 

'natives'. While Stella is overwhelmed by the lush landscape of the resort grounds, she is 

very much aware that this is a built environment constructed by the labor of black men who 

appear to be everywhere. 

.. .what I am really beginning to notice for real is that everybody I mean 

everybody that works here is black. I love this but then again I am already 

beginning to wonder how much they're getting paid and if they're being 

exploited like slave labor and making insulting wages because there are so 

many people working here the grounds are swarming with men in cotton 
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jumpsuits with brooms rakes hedge cutters and I know what it's hke in say 

Mexican hotels and I'm hoping that is not the case here. (66 emphasis 

added) 

In this romantic adventure, Stella wants to believe that workers are treated fairly, that they 

are not being exploited in this luxury resort, a closed, gated community where nearly all the 

guests are white, and all the outdoor workers are black men. The success of the romance 

genre depends on the illusion of equality, but Stella has already noticed cracks in the 

illusion. To dwell on the inequities of the worker-guest relationship could shipwreck the 

holiday fantasy. The author's heroine is not one to dwell on the economic conditions of 

others. The presence of "swarms" of black men suggests that men are in as much 

abundance as the flora that decorate the resort community. Like the landscape, the men, 

although workers, are decorative objects meant to be gazed at by the largely female hotel 

clientele. The jumpsuits worn by these men, in a hot and humid climate, allude to the 

prison uniforms of inmates. Indeed, workers toil behind fences and gates of a high-security 

work farm that operates as a luxury resort for holiday revelers. The workers' identical 

uniforms assure guests that despite the poverty beyond the gates a regime of discipline and 

order prevails within the gates. Groundskeepers are uniform, orderly, and constructively 

employed in agrarian-like service labor; they carry brooms, rakes, and hedgecutters. This 

is a scene of containment that, paradoxically, promises wild abandon for resort patrons. 

For Stella, the palm trees, the sea and the swarms of uniformed men make up the 

landscape, the natural background for paradise, where all nature may be exploited for fun 

and profit. 
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Although Stella insists that her island vacation is not a sex adventure, she is not on 

the island for a full day before she is attracted by the clean-cut, but exotic beauty, of young 

Winston Shakespeare. McMillan attempts to straddle the boundary between the 

objectification of Winston and the equalization of the social statuses of tourist and 'native', 

despite differences in their ages. Winston is represented as a disobedient son of a solidly 

professional middle-class Jamaican family, whose father is a surgeon and mother a 

registered nurse. Though he was sent to the University of the West Indies to major in 

biology, he switched to restaurant management after becoming bored with biology. The 

lure of the surface glamour of the tourism industry pulled Winston away from more serious 

endeavors and towards the permanent festival of tourism, an industry erected around the 

perception of endless play and conspicuous consumption. Although unemployed at the 

time of their initial encounter, McMillan wants us to know that Winston is not the 

stereotypical poor kid from the countryside who makes his way into the rent-a-dread trade 

in Negril to escape a life of dire poverty. McMillan's naming of the character, "Winston 

Shakespeare," invokes the political and cultural colonization of Jamaica, which comes to 

be represented in the body of Winston. However, the author's use of the first-person 

narrative voice does not allow for an ironic critique of the neocolonial structure of tourism. 

Instead readers know Jamaica and Winston through the eyes of the self-absorbed Stella. 

Had McMillan chosen to develop Winston's character, readers may have gained some 

insight into how the tourism industry works to transform Jamaican self-images and ideas 

about work. But this is not Winston's story; it is a tale of a wealthy divorcee's acquisitive 

pursuit of pleasure. Winston, as landscape, shares with the palm trees, banana trees, and 



the sea, a materiahst presence as an export, a generator of foreign exchange, hi fact, it is 

Winston's 'natural' lack of skills that most appeals to the educated, financially successful 

heroine of the novel. 

[It] is dawning on me as I sit out here next to these banana trees that belong 

to Winston that one of the things I like about Winston is that he has no skills 

and told me so and he did not try to impress me or pretend he could do more 

than what he does which is basically cook. (208) 

The author's heroine naturalizes Winston's lack of skills by wedding him to the banana 

trees owned not by the unemployed cook, but by the all-inclusive resort that bars Winston's 

entry without a pass. By reading structural inequalities and poverty as natural, Stella 

sustains her romantic fantasy of paradise found. 

McMillan cannot seem to take her readers beyond the script of the imperial travel 

narrative. Although reared in a middle-class household by professional parents, Winston 

has been educated to serve. His low status allows the heroine to rescue him from his 

condition of servitude. Stella becomes a missionary on a neo-colonial civilizing mission. 

The romance genre set in the tropics requires a passive and innocent 'native' in need of 

'Western' salvation. While waiting for a job to materialize, Winston temporarily resides in 

the staff quarters of his friend, Norris, already employed by Castle Beach. Since Stella 

believes she detects a hint of homosexual desire in Winston's friend, Winston must also be 

rescued from the threat of a dangerously seductive homosexual liaison. "I've been 

wondering all along but didn't want to think too much about it but I wonder if Norris is gay 

because he is almost too sweet for my tastes and now it seems he's a little too concerned 
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about my interest in Winston" (168). McMillan's heroine reads Norris as both a rival and 

an 'urmatural' contaminant, a threat to Winston's heterosexual masculinity. Even an 

unequal relationship grounded in geopolitical inequities and imperial relations of power is 

preferable to the taint of homosexual. Winston must be rescued and educated to an 

appropriate (hetero)sexual coupling before he is consumed by the homosexual other. 

The author leaves the character of Winston undeveloped, a cardboard figure of 

Stella's fantasies of the ideal man—a boy, both irmocent and dependent, a good lover, 

passive, and attentive. Winston is crafted into a domesticated exotic who can be molded to 

fit the needs of the older, more experienced Stella. Stella, however, is constructed as a 

conflicted character, frequently a shy innocent traveler in a strange and foreign 

environment. She runs away from a clothing optional dance party in embarrassment; she is 

reluctant to remove her bathing suit while sunning on the nude beach; she is unsure of her 

relationship with Winston because of her advanced years. All suggest that Winston is 

really the more sophisticated party in the relationship, Stella, the innocent abroad. This, 

too, is a rhetorical convention of the travel narrative. The traveling narrator, the 'innocent 

abroad' is most vulnerable to dangerous native proclivities. When Winston finally secures 

'respectable' employment on the kitchen staff of another resort, Stella pouts and throws 

tantrums since a laboring Winston is suddenly unavailable as a holiday romance. A 

laboring Winston is too domestic. Actual work disrupts the state of permanent festivity that 

tourism promises its consumers. 

Belizean women readers most frequently disagreed with my interpretation of 

Winston as a passive, undeveloped character. Instead, women like "Angela" read Winston 
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through her experiences as an observer of the interactions between young Behzean men 

and women tourists. According to "Angela" men tell these women "I've never met anyone 

like you before," week after week and "some women are stupid enough to believe them." 

"Angela", a thirty-year-old cook at a popular beachside restaurant, has spent many years 

observing local men interact with women tourists. She is a single mother of two and agrees 

with "Dana" that men are just looking for someone to take care of them. While "Angela" 

has very little sympathy for the women who treat her as if she is invisible, she blames men, 

equally, for their failure to engage in work that will support their families. My respondents 

and I disagreed in our interpretations of Winston and Stella's relationship, in part, because 

I read the novel in the context of imperial travel narratives; whereas my respondents 

interpreted the novel through their own cultural repertoire and life experiences with Creole 

men. I am reminded that all knowledge is situated knowledge. My respondents and I did 

agree that the novel did not work as a 'true romance'. "Angela" and "Tina" who 

exchanged books between themselves, and "Dana" and "Maggie" who shared books, all 

pointed out that the novel is a fantasy that just won't work in "real life." "These things 

never work out," Maggie says. "Dana" argued that "men still want to run your life, even if 

you are the one making the money." The Belizean women, with whom I engaged in many 

long discussions about love and marriage, envision more egalitarian marriages, one where 

men and women share equally in the work and rewards. Although a wealthy woman, 

Stella's lifestyle did not represent an ideal for those women. She had a wealth, but she was 

still supporting a man. 
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After returning to California, Stella embarked on a shopping spree for both 

Winston and her son, Quincy. Even in this act of apparent generosity, McMillan reveals 

the unequal access to wealth between Stella and Winston. Moreover, Stella infantilizes 

Winston; she purchases the same consumer goods for her lover and for her ten-year-old 

son: trending designer label clothes, a portable compact disc player, and music CDs. The 

shopping spree suggests a confused heroine who desires a lover who behaves more like an 

obedient son, so long as he is adequately rewarded with appropriate consumer goods. 

After learning that Stella plans to return to Jamaica, Winston's only request is that she 

bring him some American junk food. Although a chef in a luxurious hotel restaurant, 

Winston has the culinary taste of a teenager. Stella's spendthrift behavior (which 

accelerates after she learns she has been fired from her job as an investment analyst) 

demonstrates to Winston that the U. S. is a nation of abundant wealth and laissez-faire 

generosity, where everything is available for human consumption. Furthermore, this 

transfer of cultural capital from Stella to Winston confirms Stella in her position as a 

benevolent "mistress of all she surveys" and the United States as the Utopian capital of 

commodity accumulation. As an older tutor, Stella articulates a pedagogy of the 'good 

life' in the States that erases the poverty of the Kingston yard beyond the closed, gated 

resort communities on Jamaica's beaches. In this system of gift exchange, Winston is 

treated like a child who is being educated to consumerism, while Stella, in turn, is educated 

to desire. Yet, if "Dana's" reading is correct, patriarchy will win out even though Stella 

has superior buying power. In Belize, men aspire to be owners, not workers. Frequently 
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women's labor constitutes their sole asset. Male expectation of support from women is 

consistent with their notion of Belizean male sexuality as a desirable asset. 

How Stella Got Her Groove Back is marked by an unacknowledged complicity 

with the commodity culture of late capitalism. In its transnational context this commodity 

culture constitutes what S. Shankar refers to as "advanced colonialism," and others term 

"globalism" (33). Increasingly, those very consumer products purchased by the heroine 

are manufactured "off-shore" in places like Jamaica, then exported back to those places at 

prices beyond the means of most residents. Images produced by media conglomerates 

seduce not only potential tourists, but are broadcast globally, thus producing desire and 

demand for useless products like the junk food Winston craves. McMillan 

unapologetically reproduces many of the literary tropes of imperialist travel narratives, 

with the addition of new disturbing images of unfettered consumerism. The novel is a 

prism through which readers can examine middle-class African American integration into 

U.S. society, not as participants in a broad-based democracy, but as participants in, and 

purveyors of, a U.S. culture of hedonistic consumption. As many theorists of the genre 

have pointed out, travel literature has long existed in an intimate relationship with 

colonialism and colonialist epistemologies. Stella works as an imperialist travel narrative, 

one that encourages the recolonization of Jamaica as a passive and receptive market for 

U.S. consumer goods. The obscene wealth of the United States is framed against the 

poverty of Jamaica. In this state of advanced colonialism, the colonial agent appears in the 

unlikely person of a divorced African American mother, investment analyst, and frustrated 

artist. In the novel, the U.S. is elaborately reproduced as a land of abundant consumer 



goods; and the African American woman traveler—a trafficker in those 

commodities—appears as the very embodiment of goodness. Stella gleefully dines on the 

Caribbean's chief export, its picturesque eroticism. She exchanges goods and money for 

what she reads as romance, in much the same way that male sex tourists exchange money 

and trinkets for sex with readily available 'native' women. Moreover, Stella repeatedly 

justifies her sexual behavior in Jamaica with the observation that she is only doing what 

men have been doing for centuries. Characterized in this maimer, freedom and liberation 

for women entail the mimicry of male practices that naturalize domination. However, 

despite Stella's sense of liberation from social propriety, the author ends the novel with a 

bow to convention. The heroine's unconventional affair concludes just as any Victorian 

romance ends, with the independent woman's acceptance of the institution of marriage as a 

necessary and desirable social convention. My informant, 'Angela', who reads during 

slow periods at the restaurant, remarked that the novel ends before Stella gets tired of 

supporting Winston. Marriage plays a multivariant role, confirming a gendered social 

order, then incorporating that social order into the ideology of American consumerism. 

This nonviolent conquest is accomplished through an ideology of love, not war. 

McMillan's Stella misleads as a synecdochal figure for African American women, 

few of whom can afford the heroine's lavish lifestyle, hi the process of misleading her 

Caribbean reading audience, like the women in Belize, the author negates the possibilities 

for broad-based transnational feminist coalitions between African American and Jamaican 

women. Neither McMillan, nor the sexual travel adventure of two contributors to Go Girl!, 

are prepared to concede their privileged position as spectator and accomplice in the 



political-economic imperialism of the United States. Whether male or female, readers of 

African American travel writing must attend to the politics of location in that literature, if 

we are ever to practice a transnational, transformative politics of social equality. 
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' Liminality is a key term in Victor Turner's elaboration of stages of the ritual cycle. The liminal stage is a 
transitional phase in the ritual cycle; structural relations are often reversed, loosened or eliminated all 
together. 
^ According to anthropologist Michael Herzfeld, in nation-state formation and maintenance, structural 
nostalgia represents "the longing for an age before the state, for the primordial and self-regulating birthright 
that the state continually invokes" (22). That is, in the process of state formation, the state conflates the 
nation with the state constructing both as a natural essence and the primordial body of the folk. See, Michael 
Herzfeld, Culturallntimacy: Social Poetics in the Nation-State. New York: Routledge, 1997. p. 109. 
^ Figure 7.1 The October 25, 1947 letter from Ogilvie to Hughes and holiday brochure are from Langston 
Hughes Correspondence, Yale Collection of American Literature, Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript 
Library, JWJ MSS 26, Box 224, Bolder 3710. 

In his study of dancehall culture in Jamaica, Wake the Town and Tell the People: Dancehall Culture in 
Jamaica, Norman C. Stolzoff emphasizes the lower-class origins of this form of popular culture: 

Dancehall—from the urban ghettos of Kingston to the rural districts of the countryside—is the most 
potent form of popular culture in Jamaica.. .It is a field of active cultural production, a means by 
which black lower-class youth articulate and project a distinct identity in local, national, and global 
contexts; through dancehall, ghetto youth also attempt to deal with the endemic problems of 
poverty, racism, and violence. (1) 

Stolzoff continues, pointing out that "while dancehall is rooted in local history, the local economy, and local 
politics, it has both deeply affected and been affected by translocal processes" (3). 
^ Throughout Time and the Other, Johannes Fabian uses the concept of the denial of co-evalness to refer to 
the way that anthropology denies its subjects temporal coexitence. 
® Figure 7.2 reprinted from Frank Fonda Taylor's To Hell with Paradise. 
' In "Globalization, Tourism, and the International Sex Trade," geographer Beverley Mullings reports that 
the activities of so-called 'harassers' contribute more to the local Jamaican economy than does all-inclusive 
resorts, which benefit from tax incentives to develop tourism, but do not support the local economy because 
of their reliance on trade with large vendors outside the country. 
® Mullings examines the political economy of Jamaican sex tourism. The initiatives to restructure Jamaican 
tourism beginning in the 1980s resulted in the concentration of foreign exchange earnings in the hands of a 
few hoteliers (63). Moreover, all-inclusive vacation packages limit the spread of tourist dollars. As a 
consequence of this rationalization of the tourist industry, small hoteliers, merchants, and vendors are 
squeezed out of the market. Mullings finds that although the tourist industry employs 1 in 4 Jamaican 
workers, a large proportion of the jobs are low skilled, low waged, with little job security (64). 
' Many researchers dispute the distinction often made between sex tourism and romance tourism. In "Sex 
Tourism: Paradigms of Confusion?" Tourism and Sex: Culture, Commerce and Coercion. Stephen Clift and 
Simon Carter, eds. London and New York: Pinter, 2000 23-40, Chris Ryan plots sex tourism paradigms on a 
grid, with one axis indicating a continuum from non-commercial to progressively more commercial 
transactions, the other axis reflects a continuum of relative freedom of the sex worker, from voluntary to 
progressively more exploited working conditions. He uses a third axis to plot the degree of confirmation of 
personal integrity for sex workers and sex tourists, moving from confirmation of integrity to relations that 
constitute assaults on integrity. So-called romance tourism that is less commercial and relatively voluntary 
has the highest incidence of confirmation of personal integrity, while sex slavery, a trade with the highest 
level of commercial exploitation constitutes an absolute assault on personal integrity. Beverley Mullings 
maps the structure of sex tourism in Jamaica differently than Ryan's diagram, which focuses on Asian sex 
tourism. Mullings plots two axes; one illustrates a continuum reflecting the duration of the relationship from 
short-term to long-term; the other axis indicates the extent to which the sex trade has been formalized. 
Rent-a-dreads are characterized by long-term relationships in a relatively informal industry. The more 
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short-term formal trade results in less worker control ("Globalization, Tourism and the International Sex 
Trade," Sun, Sex and Gold, 55-80. 

See, "Continuities and Change: Five Centuries of Prostitution in the Caribbean," in Sun, Sex and Gold, pp. 
3-33. 
'' In her essay, "Is your Hair Still Political," first published in Essence and reprinted in Go Girl!, Audre Lorde 
relates her experience of discrimination when denied entry into the British West Indies because of her 
dreadlocks. On those islands still part of the British empire, dreadlocks are an important visual constituent of 
political difference and danger. In Rasta and Resistance: From Marcus Garvey to Walter Rodney. Trenton, 
NJ: African World Press, 1987, Horace Campbell documents the repression of Rastafari political movements 
in Caribbean countries and in the Caribbean Diaspora in North America and Europe. 

In A Small Place, Kincaid repeatedly draws parallels between slavery and the form of modem servitude 
imposed by the global tourism industry, 

.. .an institution that is often celebrated in Antigua is the Hotel Training School, a school that 
teaches Antiguans how to be good servants, how to be a good nobody, which is what a servant is. In 
Antigua, people cannot see a relationship between their obsession with slavery and emancipation 
and their celebration of the Hotel Training School (graduation ceremonies are broadcast on radio 
and television); people cannot see a relationship between their obsession with slavery and 
emancipation and the fact that they are governed by corrupt men, or that these corrupt men have 
given their country away to corrupt foreigners. (55) 

Trinidad-bom writer, V. S. Naipaul, in his travel narrative. The Middle Passage, points out: 
Every poor country accepts tourism as an unavoidable degradation. None has gone as far as some of 
these West Indian islands, which, in the name of tourism, are selling themselves into a new slavery. 
The elite of the islands, whose pleasures, revealingly, are tourist's pleasures, ask no more than to be 
permitted to mix with white tourists and the governments make feeble stipulations about the colour 
bar. (210) 

While Naipaul has earned justifiable criticism of his polemics against Caribbean society and culture, few 
would argue with his assessment of the tourist industry in the Caribbean. The islands are sold as a paradise 
where social and racial categories fall away, permitting social and sexual interaction across racial and class 
lines. Nonetheless, as Naipaul observes, the supposed egalitarian nature of the islands are mere illusions 
meant to fulfill elite fantasies. "These islands were small, poor and overpopulated. Once, because of their 
wealth, a people had been enslaved; now because of their beauty, a people were being dispossessed" (210). 

In addition to Naipaul and Kincaid, the Martiniquan psychiatrist, writer and political activist, Frantz 
Fanon, argues in The Wretched of the Earth that tourism re-creates the labor relations of slavery and the 
colonial situation. Like Kincaid and Naipaul, Fanon cites the complicity of the local mling classes in 
enabling this 'new slavery': "the national middle class will have nothing better to do than to take on the role 
of manager for Westem enterprise, and it will in practice set up its country as the brothel of Europe" (154). In 
"The Pitfalls of National Consciousness," Fanon argues that the new national liberation stmggles will send 
forth a national bourgeoisie, much like that of Latin American countries, who will reduce the new nation to a 
decadent destination for tourists in search of the exotic. "The national bourgeoisie will be greatly helped on 
its way toward decadence by the Westem bourgeoisie, who come to it as tourists avid for the exotic, for big 
game hunting, and for casinos" (153). Fanon continues: "The casinos of Havana and of Mexico, the beaches 
of Rio, the little Brazilian and Mexican girls, the half-breed thirteen-year-olds, the ports of Acapulco and 
Copacabana—all these are the stigma of this depravation of the national middle class" (153-4). Both Naipaul 
and Fanon liken tourism to a form of prostitution whereby the bodies of the land and people are sold for 
tourist dollars. For Fanon, evidence of bodies in sexual decay exists in the form of "half-breed" young 
prostitutes. For these critics and others, "tourism is whorism," to quote a former Belizean tourism minister 
(personal communication January 2002) 

With the intensification of tourism in the last two decades of the twentieth-century, these 
observations have been studied and developed by Hilary Beckles, professor of history at the University of the 
West Indies at Cave Hill, Barbados. Beckles casts tourism as the 'new plantocracy', and the state in the role 
of overseer. At the birth of Belizean independence, a candidate for the post of Prime Minister coined the 
phrase: "tourism is whorism," a reference to the selling of sexual favors, as well as the selling of the national 
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heritage. Tourism requires a passive way of approaching people and places; it is escapist, regressive, and 
repressive. It requires that we devour the objects of our desire without stopping to consider any problems 
with the enterprise and our complicity with its mission. "Travel and its cultural practices," write Duncan and 
Gregory, " have been located within the larger formation in which the inscriptions of power and privilege are 
made clearly visible" (2). Although visible, the v«:iters I have selected for this chapter implore readers and 
travelers to ignore those relations of power and privilege. Finally, the "deep, horizontal kinship" they 
imagine involves a satisfying heterosexual relationships with Caribbean men. Caribbean women are erased 
from the landscape and from the social order. 

The contest is co-sponsored by Penguin USA, Sandals (an all-inclusive resort for couples only) and Air 
Jamaica. 

See Davidson and Taylor, "Fantasy Islands; Exploring the Demand for Sex Tourism," in Sun, Sex, and 
Gold, p. 54 n.5. 

Conversation with Tamara Massey on January 30, 2004, York University, Toronto, Ontario Canada. 
" All statements are excerpted from the field notes I collected during the course of a critical tourism research 
project in Belize from July, 2001 through September, 2001 and from January, 2002 through April 2002. 

See Peter Boucher, Cannibal Encounters: European and Island Caribs, 1492-1763. Baltimore: Johns 
Hopkins University Press, 1992; Stephen Greenblatt, ed. New World Encounters. Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 1993; Peter Hulme, Colonial Encounters: Europe and the Native Caribbean, 1492-1797. 
London: Methuen, 1986; Peter Hulme and Neil L. Whitehead, eds., Wild Majesty: Encounters with Caribs 
from Columbus to the Present Day: An Anthology. Oxford: Clarendon, 1992; Francis Barker, Peter Hulme, 
and Margaret Iversen, eds.. Cannibalism and the Colonial World. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1998. In nineteenth- and early twentieth-century English and United States travel literature about the 
Caribbean, travel writers imagined homosexuality, rape, incest, and miscegenation as signifiers of chaos read 
against modernity's sense of an ordered universe. Modernity's scriptural economy followed Renaissance or 
Early Modem imaginings of the Caribbean as a space that epitomized absolute wildness and disorder in the 
figure of the carmibal. 



Conclusion 

With this study, I set out to investigate twentieth-century African American travel 

to, and travel writing about the Caribbean. I sought to test African American travel 

literature against modem theories of travel writing developed through the analysis of 

European or Euro-American travel narratives. This study of African American travel 

confirms some of those theories, but complicates others. Through my investigation of the 

literature from James Weldon Johnson's Along This Way to Terry McMillan's How Stella 

Got Her Groove Back, I have come to conclude that travel does have the ability to 

destabilize and reorganize racial, ethnic, class, and geopolitical categories of belonging. 

Yet, all travelers venture out carrying on their shoulders ideological baggage from home. 

As I have shown throughout this study, travel does not completely undermine and unravel 

national categories of identity and identifications. If anything, this study of African 

American travel literature is a valuable exercise for comprehending the persistence and 

power of national narratives of belonging, despite travelers' endeavors to leave home in 

order to remake themselves. 

Ironically, journeys to Caribbean countries undertaken by James Weldon Johnson, 

Langston Hughes, Zora Neale Hurston, and Paule Marshall's fictional character, Avey 

Johnson, were voyages out in search of home. Their travels might be characterized as 

journeys of nostalgic longing for an idealized home free of social strife, economic 

hardship, and racism. As the U.S. Consul in Puerto Cabello, Venezuela, James Weldon 

Johnson sought home and community among a group of idle and wealthy Venezuelan 

men. The homosocial environment of the local country club provided Johnson with a 
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sense of belonging among the young "blades" of a community that excluded women's 

access to power, and subordinated them to patriarchal codes of behavior and decorum. In 

contrast to the overly indulgent and luxurious lifestyle of Puerto Cabello society, 

Johnson's service in Nicaragua was characterized by the disorder and turmoil of a 

frontier society embroiled in a civil war. In Corinto, Nicaragua, Johnson was forced to 

recast himself as a civilized warrior taming a savage and dangerous frontier on behalf of 

the United States. This service to the nation permitted Johnson to return home an 

accomplished and refined diplomat. Yet, home turned out to be the opposite of the 

civilized and refined nation Johnson had imagined while in Nicaragua. He returned to a 

country enmeshed in racial terror: a south rule by lynch mobs. Johnson's journey to Haiti 

as representative of the NAACP must be understood in relation to his rejection of the 

United States as a civilized and refined home and father country. He jettisoned the 

founding fathers of the United States only to appropriate the nineteenth-century Haitian 

king Henry Christophe as the founding father of his new black national homeland. 

Langston Hughes and Zora Neale Hurston also sought home beyond the borders 

of the United States. Unlike Johnson, both Hughes and Hurston retreated to the 

communities of the common folk. Although their writing styles and approaches to 

Haitian peasants differ, they shared a longing for community with people who retained 

memories of Africa in their cultural practices. For all three writers, Haiti became a 

signifier of African American longing for a forgotten homeland. Images of Haiti, 

whether reflective of French civilization, as in the case of Johnson, or representative of 
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African survivals, as with Hughes and Haiti, were important ingredients in those 

travelers' journeys to self-discovery in the 1930's. 

In contrast, Hurston used her ethnography of Jamaica as a vehicle whereby she 

could work through the intersections of ideologies of race, gender and sexuality. Her 

fictive account of Jamaican women's sexuality demonstrates the enduring power of 

orientalism as a trope of excess and sexual desire in travel literature. My reading of 

Hurston's construction of Jamaican women's sexuality as an ethnographic fantasy and 

orientalist fiction suggests the need to reread Hurston's Tell My Horse in a broader 

context of writing about Asia as well as Africa, and over a longer historical period. As I 

have demonstrated, a European tradition of writing the Caribbean as the East can be 

traced back to the letters and journals of Christopher Columbus, and later Aphra Behn. 

Although separated from the writings of Johnson, Hughes and Hurston by nearly 

fifty years, Paule Marshall sets her heroine Avey Johnson on a journey of self-discovery 

and rediscovery of home and history. Although Marshall writes the Caribbean, 

specifically Grenada's out island of Carriacou, as a place of historical survival and 

recovery, by returning her heroine to an ancestral home in Tatem, South Carolina, the 

author urges her readers to seek out their own forgotten and lost histories. For Marshall, 

the African American homeland is not the Caribbean, but the southern United States. 

Moreover, Marshall situates Grenada in the present political economy of global tourism. 

Marshall suggests that since the Caribbean has always been a space of global circuits of 

capital and labor, it is foolhardy to travel there in search of cultural authenticity 

uncontaminated by modem technologies of power. Thus, although Marshall utilizes 
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many of the tropes of lost and recovery common to narratives by Johnson, Hughes, and 

Hurston, she also participates in a tradition of writing critical of global tourism 

characteristic of June Jordan's travel literature. 

I identify both Jordan and Marshall as activist writers engaged in critical 

interrogations of tourism by linking contemporary economies of power with past 

economies fed by colonialism and slavery. Their writings are characteristic of one of two 

trends in African American travel literature published since the social movements of the 

1960's and 1970's. Jordan and Marshall, both daughters of Caribbean parents, share with 

the Barbadian-Guyanese writer, Eric Walrond, desires to move representations of the 

Caribbean beyond African American obsessions with the recovery of lost origins. 

In the final chapter of this dissertation, I examine the second trend of travel 

writing, characterized by celebratory accounts of African American prosperity and 

mobility. In her popular romance-travel novel, How Stella Got Her Groove Back, Terry 

McMillan demonstrates the folly of imagining a unitary African Diaspora 

undifferentiated by class and nationality. In my analysis of McMillan's novel, I argue 

that as tourists, African Americans participate in the spread of ideologies of mass 

consumerism and individualism. In the process they forego possibilities of collective 

struggles for social justice, offering instead individual solutions to problems of structural 

inequalities. 

Throughout this dissertation, I have demonstrated the ideological effects of U.S. 

racialism and imperialism by focusing on each writer's representations of local 

populations. In my readings of a body African American travel writing I have focused on 
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those writers' relationships to U.S. imperialism. During the course of my analysis, I have 

demonstrated that it is possible to be colonized internally and be a part of the United 

State's colonizing structure. This study of African American travel in, and about the 

Caribbean has been a fruitful process for investigating hegemonic processes that 

incorporate internally colonized, racialized minorities into state projects of external 

colonization and imperialism. 



Works Cited 

Ahmed, Sara. Strange Encounters: Embodied Others in Post-Coloniality. London: 

Routledge, 2000. 

Alonso, Ana Maria. Threads of Blood: Colonialism, Revolution, and Gender on 

Mexico's Northern Frontier. Tucson: University of Arizona Press, 1995. 

. "The Pontics of Space, Time and Substance: State Formation, 

Nationahsm and Ethnicity." Annual Review of Anthropology 23 (1994): 379-406. 

Althusser, Louis. "Ideology and Ideological State Apparatuses." Lenin and Philosophy 

and Other Essays. London: New Left Books, 1971. 

Anderson, Benedict. 1983. Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread 

of Nationalism. London: Verso, 1991. 

Ashcroft, Bill, Gareth Griffiths, and Helen Tiffin, The Empire Writes Back: Theory and 

Practice in Post-Colonial Literatures. London: Routledge, 1989. 

Austin-Broos, Diane. "Gay Nights and Kingston Town: Representations of Kingston, 

Jamaica." Postmodern Cities and Spaces. Ed. S. Watson, and K. Gibson. 

Cambridge, MA: Blackwell, 1995. 

Behn, Aphra. (1688). Oroonoko; or. The Royal Slave. Ed. Catherine Gallagher with 

Simon Stem. Boston: Bedford/St. Martin, 2000. 

Berger, John. Ways of Seeing. London: British Broadcasting Company and Penguin 

Group, 1972. 

Boas, Franz. "Preface." Mules and Men. By Zora Neale Hurston. Philadelphia: Lippincott, 

1935. 



294 

Bohls, Elizabeth A. Women Travel Writers and the Language of Aesthetics, 1716-1818. 

Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1995. 

Holland, O. Nigel. "Creolisation and Creole Societies: A Cultural Nationalist View of 

Caribbean Social History." Questioning Creole: Creolisation Discourses in 

Caribbean Culture: In Honor of Kamau Brathwaite. Ed. Verene A. Shepherd, 

and Glen L. Richards. Kingston, Jamaica: Ian Randle, 2002. 15-46. 

Bourdieu, Pierre. Masculine Domination. Stanford: Stanford UP, 2001. 

Brand, Dionne. A Map to the Door of No Return. Toronto: Vintage Canada, 2001. 

Brathwaite, E. Kamau. The Development of Creole Society in Jamaica. Oxford: 

Clarendon Press, 1971. 

Bullard, Robert D. "Confronting Environmental Racism in the Twenty-First Century." 

The Colors of Nature: Culture, Identity, and the Natural World. Ed. Alison H. 

Deming & Lauret E. Savoy. Minneapolis, MN: Milkweed, 2002. 90-7. 

Buscaglia-Salgado, Jose, F. Undoing Empire: Race and Nation in the Mulatto Caribbean. 

Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2003. 

Campbell, Shirley, Althea Perkins, and Patricia Mohammed. '"Come to Jamaica and Feel 

All Right': Tourism and the Sex Trade." Sun, Sex, and Gold: Tourism and Sex 

Work in the Caribbean. Ed. Kamala Kempadoo. Lantham, MD: Rowman & 

Littlefield, 1999. 125-56. 

Carby, Hazel V. Race Men. Cambridge and London: Harvard UP 1998. 

Carnegie, Charles V. Postnationalism Prefigured: Caribbean Borderlands. New 

Brunswick: Rutgers UP, 2002. 



295 

Chakraborty, Mridula Nath. "Nostalgic Narratives and the Otherness Industry." Ed. 

Laura Moss. Is Canada Postcolonial?: Unsettling Canadian Literature. 

Waterloo, Ontario; Wilfrid Laurier UP, 2003. 

Christian, Barbara. Black Feminist Criticism: Perspectives on Black Women Writers. 

New York: Pergamon Press, 1985. 

Chow, Rey. Primitive Passions: Visuality, Sexuality, Ethnography, and Contemporary 

Chinese Cinema. New York: Columbia University Press, 1995. 

Clarke, Cheryl. "Race, Homosocial Desire, and 'Mammon' in Autobiography of an Ex-

Coloured Man." Professions of Desire: Lesbian and Gay Studies in Literature. 

Ed. George E. Haggerty and Bonnie Zimmerman. New York: Modem Language 

Association of America, 1995. 84-97. 

Cobham, Rhonda. "Jekyll and Claude: The Erotics of Patronage in Claude McKay's 

Banana Bottom." Queer Diasporas. Ed. Cindy Patton, and Benigno Sanchez-

Eppler. Durham: Duke UP, 2000. 122-53. 

The Collected Works of Langston Hughes. 16 vols. Columbia: University of Missouri 

Press, 2001. 

Conde, Maryse. Tree of Life. Trans. Victoria Reiter. New York: Random House, 1992. 

Cooper, Carolyn. Noises in the Blood: Orality, Gender, and the "Vulgar" Body of 

Jamaican Popular Culture. Durham, NC: Duke UP, 1995. 

Coronil, Fernando. The Magical State: Nature, Money, and Modernity in Venezuela. 

Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1997. 

Dash, J. Michael. Haiti and the United States: National Stereotypes and the Literary 



296 

Imagination. 2"^^ ed. New York: St. Martin's Press, 1997. 

Davidson, Julia O'Connell, and Jacqueline Sanchez Taylor. "Fantasy Islands: Exploring 

the Demand for Sex Tourism." Sun, Sex, and Gold: Tourism and Sex Work in the 

Caribbean. 37-54. 

Davies, Carole Boyce. Black Women, Writing and Identity: Migrations of the Subject. 

London: Routledge, 1994. 

Davis, Elmer. "Review: Tell My Horse." Saturday Review October 15, 1938. Rpt. Zora 

Neale Hurston: Critical Perspectives Past and Present. Ed. Henry Louis Gates, 

Jr., and K. A. Appiah. New York: Amistad Press, 1993. 24-25. 

Dawes, Greg. Aesthetics and Revolution: Nicaraguan Poetry, 1979-1990. Minneapolis: 

University of Minnesota Press, 1993. 

de Certeau, Michel. The Practice of Everyday Life. Berkeley: University of California 

Press, 1984. 

Du Bois, W. E. B. "Criteria of Negro Art." Crisis 32 (Oct. 1926): 290-97. 

. "Editorial: Hayti." Crisis 10 (Oct. 1915): 272, 291. 

. "Five Books." Cmw 33 (Jan. 1927): 152. 

.(1903). The Souls of Black Folk. New York: New American Library, 

1982. 

Duncan, James, and Derek Gregory, eds. "hitroduction." Writes of Passage: Reading 

Travel Writing. London: Routledge, 1999. 

Dunham, Katherine. Island Possessed. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1969. 

. Journey to Accompong. New York: Henry Holt, 1946. 



297 

Eagleton, Terry. The Ideology of the Aesthetic. Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1990. 

Edwards, Elizabeth. "Beyond the Boundary: A Consideration of the Expressive in 

Photography and Anthropology." Rethinking Visual Anthropology. Ed. Marcus 

Banks, and Howard Morphy. New Haven, CT: Yale UP, 1997. 53-80. 

Edwards, Justin D. Exotic Journeys: Exploring the Erotics of U.S. Travel Literature, 

1840-1930. Hanover: University of New Hampshire/University Press of New 

England, 2001. 

Enloe, Cynthia. Bananas, Beaches & Bases: Making Feminist Sense of International 

Politics. Berkeley: University of Cahfomia Press, 1989. 

Erikson, Kai T. Wayward Puritans: A Study in the Sociology of Deviance. New York: 

Wiley, 1966. 

Fabian, Johannes. Time and the Other: How Anthropology Makes Its Object. New York: 

Columbia UP, 1983. 

Fanon, Frantz. The Wretched of the Earth. New York: Grove Press, 1963. 

Foucault, Michel. Power/Knowledge: Selected Interviews & Other Writings, 1972-1977. 

Ed. Colin Gordon. New York: Pantheon Books, 1980. 

France, Anatole. Penguin Island. Trans. A.W. Evans. New York: Dodd, Mead, 1909. 

Geiger, Jeffrey A. "Traveling Modernisms: Mead, Benedict, and Literary Anthropology." 

Travel and Anthropology. MLA Convention. Sheraton, New Orleans. 30 

December 2001. 

Gilroy, Paul. The Black Atlantic: Modernity and Double Consciousness. Cambridge, 

MA: Harvard UP, 1993. 



298 

Gordon, Deborah. "The Pohtics of Ethnographic Authority: Race and Writing in the 

Ethnography of Margaret Mead and Zora Neale Hurston." Modernism and 

Anthropology. Ed. Marc Manganaro. Princeton, NJ: Princeton UP, 1990. 146-62. 

Gregg, Veronica. "Yuh Know Bout Coo-Coo? Where Yuh Know Bout Coo-Coo?": 

Language and Representation, Creolisation and Confusion in 'Indian Cuisine'." 

Questioning Creole. 148-66. 

Grewal, Inderpal. Home and Harem: Nation, Gender, Empire, and the Cultures of Travel. 

Durham: Duke UP, 1996. 

Grimshaw, Anna. The Ethnographer's Eye: Ways of Seeing in Anthropology. Cambridge, 

UK: Cambridge UP, 2001. 

Hall, Stuart. "The Work of Representation." Representation: Cultural Representations 

and Signifying Practices. Ed. Stuart Hall. London: Sage, 1997. 13-74, 

. "Old and New Identities." Culture, Globalization and the World-System: 

Contemporary Conditions for the Representation of Identity. Ed. Anthony D. 

King. Minneapohs: University of Minnesota Press, 1997. 41-68. 

. "The Local and the Global: Globalization and Ethnicity." Culture, 

Globalization and the World-System. 19-40. 

Hannerz, Ulf. "Cosmopolitans and Locals in World Culture." Theory, Culture & Society 

7(1990): 237-51. 

Heam, Lafcadio. (1890). Two Years in the French West Indies. Northampton, MA: 

Interlink Books, 2001. 

Hernandez, Graciela. "Multiple Subjectivities and Strategic Positionality: Zora Neale 



299 

Hurston's Experimental Ethnographies." Women Writing Culture. Ed. Ruth Behar, 

and Deborah A. Gordon. Berkeley: University of Cahfomia Press, 1995. 

Herzfeld, Michael. Cultural Intimacy: Social Poetics in the Nation-State. New York: 

Routledge, 1997. 

Kinsley, Curtis M. "The World as Marketplace: Commodification of the Exotic at the 

World's Columbian Exposition, Chicago, 1893." Exhibiting Cultures: The Poetics 

and Politics of Museum Display. Ed. Ivan Karp and Steven D. Lavine. 

Washington, DC: Smithsonian Institution Press, 1991. 344-65. 

Holland, Patrick, and Graham Huggan. Tourists with Typewriters: Critical Reflections 

on Contemporary Travel Writing. Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1998. 

hooks, bell. "Eating the Other." Black Looks. Boston: South End Press, 1992. 

Hughes, Langston. I Wonder as I Wander. New York: Hill and Wang, 1956. 

"A Letter from Haiti." New Masses 1 (July 1931): 9. 

. "People without Shoes." New Masses 12 (Oct 1931): 12. Rpt. 

Collected Works of Langston Hughes. Vol. 9. 46-49. 

. "White Shadows in a Black Land." Crisis 39 (May 1932): 157. Rpt. 

Collected Works of Langston Hughes. Vol. 9. 51-53. 

Hulme, Peter, and Tim Youngs, ed. The Cambridge Companion to Travel Writing. 

Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 2002. 

Hurston, ZoraNeale. Tell My Horse. Philadelphia: Lippincott, 1938. 

James, C. L. R. The Black Jacobins: Touissaint L 'Ouverture and the San Domingo 

Revolution. 2^^ ed. New York: Random House, 1963. 



300 

James Weldon Johnson Collection, Yale Collection of American Literature, Beineke 

Rare Book and Manuscript Library, Yale University, New Haven, CT. 

Jin, Meiling. Gifts From My Grandmother. London: Sheba Feminist Press, 1985. 

Johnson, James Weldon. Along This Way: The Autobiography of James Weldon Johnson. 

1933. Intro. Sondra Kathryn Wilson. Da Capo, 2000. 

. "Self-Determining Haiti: The American Occupation." The Nation. 

Vol. Ill, No. 2878 (Aug 28, 1920) 236-38. 

"Self-Determining Haiti: What the United States Has Accomplished." 

The Nation. I l l ,  N o .  2 8 7 9  ( S e p t  4 ,  1 9 2 0 )  2 6 5 - 6 7 .  

. "Self-Determining Haiti: Government Of, By, and For the National 

City Bank." The Nation. Vol. 111, No. 2880 (Sept 11, 1920) 295-97. 

. "Self-Determining Haiti: The Haitian People." The Nation. Vol. Ill, 

No. 2882 (Sept 25, 1920) 345-47. 

. "The Truth About Haiti." The Crisis 20.5 (Sept 1920) 217-24. 

Jordan, June. "Report from the Bahamas (1982)." Moving Towards Home: Political 

Essays. London: Virago, 1989. 137-46. 

. "A Poem About Vieques, Puerto Rico." Passion: New Poems, 1977-1980. 

Boston: Beacon Press, 1980. 63-67. 

Kaplan, Carla. Zora Neale Hurston: A Life in Letters. New York: Doubleday, 2002. 

Kempadoo, Kamala. "Continuities and Change: Five Centuries of Prostitution in the 

Caribbean." Sun, Sex, and Gold: Tourism and Sex Work in the Caribbean. 3-33. 

Khan, Aisha. "Portraits in the Mirror: Nature, Culture, and Women's Travel Writing in 



301 

the Caribbean." Women's Writing: the Elizabethan to Victorian Period 10.1 

(2003): 93-118. 

Kincaid, Jamaica. A Small Place. New York: Penguin, 1988. 

Kirshenblatt-Gimblett, Barbara. "Objects of Ethnography." Exhibiting Cultures: The 

Poetics and Politics of Museum Display. 387-443. 

Komunyakaa, Yusef. "Crossroads." Ploughshares 23.1 (1997): 5-6. 

Kutzinski, Vera M. Sugar's Secrets: Race and the Erotics of Cuban Nationalism. 

Charlottesville: University Press of Virginia, 1993. 

Langston Hughes Papers, James Weldon Johnson Collection, Yale Collection of 

American Literature, Beineke Rare Book and Manuscript Library, Yale 

University, New Haven, CT. 

Laplanche, Jean, and Jean-Bertrand Pontalis. "Fantasy and the Origins of Sexuality." 

Formations of Fantasy. Ed. Victor Burgin, James Donald, and Cora Kaplan. 

London: Methuen, 1986. 

Laraque, Paul, and Jack Hirschman, ed. Open Gate: An Anthology of Haitian Creole 

Poetry. Trans. Jack Hirschman and Boadiba. Willimantic, CT: Curbstone, 2001. 

Lee, Elaine, ed. Go Girl! The Black Woman's Book of Travel and Adventure. Portland, 

OR: Eighth Mountain Press, 1997. 

Lee, Robert G. Orientals: Asian Americans in Popular Culture. Philadelphia, PA: 

Temple UP, 1999. 

LeSeur, Geta. "The Monster-Machine and the White Mausoleum: Paule Marshall's 

Metaphors for Western Materialism." College Language Association Journal 39.1 



302 

(Sept 1995): 49-61. 

Long, Edward. The History of Jamaica. Or, General Survey of the Ancient and Modern 

State of that Island; with Reflections on its Situation, Settlements, Inhabitants, 

Climate, Products, Commerce, Laws, and Government, 3 vols. London: Lowndes, 

1774. 

Look Lai, Walton. The Chinese in the West Indies 1806-1996: A Documentary History. 

Barbados, Jamaica, Trinidad and Tobago: The Press University of the West Indies, 

1998. 

MacAloon, John J., ed. Rite, Drama, Festival, Spectacle: Rehearsals Toward a Theory 

of Cultural Performance. Philadelphia: Institute for the Study of Human Issues, 

1984. 

MacCannell, Dean. "Carmibal Tours." Visualizing Theory: Selected Essays from V. A. R. 

1990-1994. New York: Routledge, 1994. 99-114. 

. Empty Meeting Grounds: The Tourist Papers. London and New 

York: Routledge, 1992. 

. 1976. The Tourist: A New Theory of the Leisure Class. New York: 

Schocken Books, 1989. 

. "Virtual Reality's Place." Performance Research 2.2 (1997): 10-21. 

Marcus, George E. Ethnography through Thick & Thin. Princeton, NJ: Princeton UP, 

1998. 

Marshall, Paule. Praisesongfor the Widow. New York: Putnam, 1983. 

Mary McLeod Bethune Papers, 1932-1942. Amistad Research Center, Tulane 



303 

University, New Orleans, LA. 

McMillan, Terry. How Stella Got Her Groove Back. New York: Penguin, 1996. 

Meehan, Kevin. "Decolonizing Ethnography: Zora Neale Hurston in the Caribbean." 

Women at Sea: Travel Writing and the Margins of Caribbean Discourse. Ed. 

Lizabeth Paravisini-Gebert, and Ivette Romero-Cesareo. New York: Palgrave, 

2001. 245-79. 

Melville Herskovits Papers, Series 35/6, Northwestern University Archives, Evanston, 

IL. 

Mercer, Kobena and Isaac Julien. "Race, Sexual Politics and Black Masculinity: a 

Dossier." Male Order: Unwrapping Masculinity. Eds. Rowena Chapman and 

Jonathan Rutherford. London: Lawrence & Wishart, 1988. 

Mikell, Gwendolyn. "The Anthropological Imagination of Zora Neale Hurston." Western 

Journal of Black Studies 7.1: 25-35. 

. "When Horses Talk: Reflections on Zora Neale Hurston's Haitian 

Anthropology." P/23;/on 43.3 (Sept. 1982): 218-30. 

. "Zora Neale Hurston. Women Anthropologists: Selected Bibliographies. 

Ed. Ute Gacs, et. al. Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1989. 160-66. 

Mohanram, Radhika. Black Body: Women, Colonialism, and Space. Minneapolis: 

University of Minnesota Press, 1999. 

Mullen, Bill V. Popular Fronts: Chicago and African-American Cultural Politics, 1935-

46. Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1999. 

Mullings, Beverley. "Globalization, Tourism, and the Intemational Sex Trade." Sun, 



304 

Sex, and Gold: Tourism and Sex Work in the Caribbean. 55-80. 

Naipaul, V. S. The Middle Passage. London; Penguin, 1962. 

Osborne, Peter D. Travelling Light: Photography, Travel and Visual Culture. 

Manchester, UK; Manchester UP, 2000. 

Palumbo-Liu, David. Asian/American: Historical Crossings of a Racial Frontier. 

Stanford, CA; Stanford UP, 1999. 

Paquet, Sandra Pouchet. "Borders, Boundaries, and Frames; Revisiting Issues of 

Recognition and Inclusion." Keynote Address. MELUS Conference. Florida 

Atlantic University. Boca Raton. 12 April 2003. 

Parascandola, Louis J., ed. Introduction. Winds Can Wake Up the Dead: An Eric 

Walrond Reader. Detroit; Wayne State UP, 1998. 11-42. 

Paravisini-Gebert, Lizabeth, and Ivette Romero-Cesareo, ed. Women at Sea: Travel 

and the Margins of Caribbean Discourse. New York; Palgrave, 2001. 

Pettinger, Alasdair. ""Talking Patriots"; Americans, Haiti and 'The Negro Problem'." 

Studies in Travel Writing 10 (1997); 141-69. 

Phillips, Joan L. "Tourist-Oriented Prostitution in Barbados; The Case of the Beach Boys 

and the White Female Tourist." Sun, Sex, and Gold: Tourism and Sex Work in the 

Caribbean. 183-200. 

Porter, Dennis. Haunted Journeys: Desire and Transgression in European Travel 

Writing. Princeton, NJ; Princeton UP, 1991. 

Pratt, Mary Louise. Imperial Eyes: Travel Writing and Transculturation. London; 

Routledge, 1992. 



305 

Price-Mars, Jean. So Spoke the Uncle {Ainsi Parla L 'Oncle]. Trans. Magdaline W. 

Shannon. Washington, DC: Three Continents Press, 1983. 

Pruitt, Deborah, and Suzanne LaFont. "For Love and Money: Romance Tourism in 

Jamaica." Annals of Tourism Research 22.2 (1995): 422-40. 

Puri, Shalini. "Canonized Hybridities, Resistant Hybridities: Chutney Soca, Carnival, 

and the Politics of Nationahsm." Caribbean Romances: The Politics of Regional 

Representation. Ed. Belinda Edmondson. Charlottesville: University Press of 

Virginia, 1999. 12-38. 

. The Caribbean Postcolonial: Social Equality, Post-Nationalism, and 

Cultural Hybridity. New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2004. 

Rampersad, Arnold. The Life of Langston Hughes. 2 vols. New York: Oxford UP, 1986, 

1988. 

Reed, T. V. "Toward and Environmental Justice Ecocriticism." The Environmental 

Justice Reader. Ed. Joni Adamson, Mei Mei Evans, and Rachel Stein. Tucson: 

University of Arizona Press, 2002. 145-62. 

Renda, Mary A. Taking Haiti: Military Occupation & the Culture ofU. S. Imperialism. 

Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2001. 

Rev. of Tell My Horse, by Zora Neale Hurston. New York Times Book Review 23 Oct 

1938. 

Reyes, Angehta. "Politics and Metaphors of Materialism in Paule Marshall's Praisesong 

for the Widow and Toni Morrison's Tar Baby." Politics and the Muse: Studies in 



306 

the Politics of Recent American Literature. Ed. Adam J. Sorkin. Bowling Green, 

OH: Popular Culture, 1989. 179-205. 

Richards, David. Masks of Difference: Cultural Representations in Literature, 

Anthropology and Art. Cambridge, UK: Cambridge UP, 1994. 

Rony, Fatima Tobing. The Third Eye: Race, Cinema, and Ethnographic Spectacle. 

Durham: Duke UP, 1996. 

Rosaldo, Renato. Culture & Truth: The Remaking of Social Analysis. Boston: Beacon 

Press, 1989. 

Said, Edward W. Culture and Imperialism. New York: Vintage, 1993. 

. Orientalism. New York: Vintage, 1978. 

Senior, Olive. Gardening in the Tropics, Poems. Toronto: McClelland & Stewart, 1994. 

Shakespeare, William. The Tempest. Ed. Gerald Graff, and James Phelan. Boston: 

Bedford/St. Martin's, 2000. 

Shankar, S. Textual Traffic: Colonialism, Modernity, and the Economy of the Text. 

Albany: State University of New York Press, 2001. 

Sheller, Mimi. Consuming the Caribbean: From Arawaks to Zombies. London: 

Routledge, 2003. 

Slater, Don. Consumer Culture and Modernity. Cambridge, UK: Polity, 1997. 

Smith, Rajmiond T. "Race, Class and Gender in the Transition to Freedom." The 

Meaning of Freedom. Eds. Frank McGlynn and Seymour Drescher. Pittsburgh: 

University of Pittsburgh Press, 1992. 

Stallybrass, Peter, and Allon White. The Politics and Poetics of Transgression. Ithaca, 



307 

NY: Cornell UP, 1986. 

Stoler, Ann Laura. Race and the Education of Desire: Foucault 's History of Sexuality 

and the Colonial Order of Things. Durham: Duke UP, 1995. 

Stolzoff, Norman C. Wake the Town and Tell the People: Dancehall Culture in Jamaica. 

Durham, NC: Duke UP, 2000. 

Strachan, Ian Gregory. Paradise and Plantation: Tourism and Culture in the Anglophone 

Caribbean. Charlottesville: University of Virginia Press, 2002. 

Taylor, Frank Ford. To Hell With Paradise: A History of the Jamaican Tourist Industry. 

Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh Press, 1993. 

Thomas, Dalby. An Historical Account of the Rise and Growth of the West-India 

Collonies, and of the Great Advantages they are to England, in Respect to Trade. 

London: Jo. Hindmarsh, 1690. 

Trouillot, Michel-Rolph. Silencing the Past: Power and the Production of History. 

Boston, MA; Beacon Press, 1995. 

Turner, Victor. Dramas, Fields, and Metaphors: Symbolic Action in Human Society. 

Ithaca, NY: Cornell UP, 1974. 

Urry, John. The Tourist Gaze: Leisure and Travel in Contemporary Societies. London: 

Sage, 1990. 

Visweswaran, Kamala. "Defining Feminist Anthropology." Inscriptions % (1988): 27-46. 

Walcott, Derek. "The Antilles: Fragments of Epic Memory." Rpt. What the Twilight 

Says: Essays. New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 1998. 65-86. 

Walrond, Eric. Tropic Death. New York: Boni & Liveright, 1926. 



308 

Washington, Mary Helen. "Afterword." Brown Girl, Brownstones. 2"'^ ed. New York: 

Feminist Press, 1981. 

Williams, Brackette F. "A Class Act: Anthropology and the Race to Nation Across 

Ethnic Terrain." Annual Review of Anthropology 18 (1989): 401-44. 

Williams, Raymond. Marxism and Literature. Oxford: Oxford UP, 1977. 

Wilson, Victor-Emmanuel Roberto. "The Forgotten Eighth Wonder of the World." 

Callaloo 15.3 (1992) 849-56. 

Wolf, Eric R. "Perilous Ideas: Race, Culture, People." Current Anthropology 35.1 (1994): 

1-12. 

Yale Collection of American Literature, Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library, 

Yale University, New Haven, CT. 

Young, Robert J. C. Colonial Desire: Hybridity in Theory, Culture and Race. London: 

Routledge, 1995. 

Zizek, Slavoj. The Sublime Object of Ideology. London: Verso, 1989. 

Zora Neale Hurston Papers, James Weldon Johnson Collection, Yale Collection of 

American Literature, Beineke Rare Book and Manuscript Library, Yale 

University, New Haven, CT. 

Zukin, Sharon. Landscapes of Power: From Detroit to Disney World. Berkeley: 

University of California Press, 1991. 


