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Introduction

Edwidge Danticat is a contemporary Haitian American
 writer whose fame and recognition is still growing at this very moment. In Europe she is not very well known by the general public
, but in the United States she is seen as the representative literary voice of the Haitian American community. She has not yet published many books but her existing novels and short story collections get quite a lot of response from readers and critics alike. This is intriguing. Though Danticat writes in an elegant and sober language, her work contains many references to Haitian culture and some tricky cultural and political issues. From a theoretical point of view, she makes an interesting and original contribution to the areas of post-colonial and migrant women literature, and as such her writings have become the topic of various theoretical analyses, among which this master thesis. In this thesis, I aim to provide a comprehensive view of Edwidge Danticat’s concerns as a writer, of the ways in which she tries to convey these concerns to her readership, and of her position in the current American literary world and within the canon of Caribbean (migrant) women writers. Finally, I will try to find an answer to the question of her popularity. In order to do this I will guide the reader through Danticat’s life and works and provide an in-depth analysis of her two adult novels to date, using the theoretical framework that I will develop in section two. 

1. Life and works of the author

Before explaining more about Danticat’s writing, a short introduction on the writer herself seems to be in place. Although this thesis will not focus on autobiographical elements in Danticat’s work, at least some biographical information seems appropriate. After this, some more context will be provided in an overview of Danticat’s literary work until now. 

Edwidge Danticat was born in 1969 in Port-au-Prince, the capital of Haiti. While her parents were trying to build up a life in the United States, she was raised by her aunt and uncle. At the age of twelve her parents made her come over to live with them in Brooklyn, New York. Reading brought her solace from the difficulties of adapting herself to this new life. After graduating high school, she entered Barnard College in New York City to earn a BA in French literature. She succeeded and continued her studies at Brown University in Providence, Rhode Island. There she received an MFA in Creative Writing. Her thesis was the novel Breath, Eyes, Memory, which was published in 1994 and already won her wide acclaim. A collection of short stories, most of which had already been published in various magazines, followed and got shortlisted for the National Book Award. With the publication of more books, recognition grew as did her collection of awards. She expressed a wide interest in everything to do with literature and Haiti by editing collections of stories by other Haitian writers and writing forewords to various anthologies. She also worked with filmmakers Patricia Benoit and Jonathan Demme on projects and documentaries about Haiti.

Danticat’s first novel, Breath, Eyes, Memory, tells the story of Sophie Caco, who is brought up by her aunt in Haiti until her mother, Martine, sends for her to come and live with her in Brooklyn, New York. Sophie gradually learns more and more about her birth: how her mother was raped in a cane field, how nine months later Sophie was born and how Martine felt she had to leave Haiti to escape the trauma. Sophie also becomes familiar with the Haitian tradition of “testing”, which means a mother will feel the private parts of her daughter to see if she is still a virgin. This testing too is very traumatic, and causes a split between Sophie and Martine. Sophie tries to free herself by tearing her own hymen and she marries Joseph, the man she loves. The tearing of her hymen, however, has caused sexual problems and on top of that Sophie starts having her mother’s nightmares in which the rape is relived. She flies to Haiti in the hope of remembering her own past and that of her mother and then freeing herself from it. On her return home, it appears Martine has become worse. She is pregnant and hearing voices. When Martine ultimately stabs herself to death, Sophie goes back to Haiti for the funeral. In the aftermath of the horrible event, she can finally face the past and thus free herself from the fate of her mother.

Her following project, Krik? Krak! (first published in 1996), collects short stories Danticat wrote between 1991 and 1995, some of which had already been published in magazines such as The Caribbean Writer. The title refers to a common expression in Haitian Kreyol, wherein a storyteller asks the audience “Krik?”, whether they want to hear a story, and the audience responds in an affirmative way by saying “Krak!”. Some of the short stories in this collection repeat motifs from Breath, Eyes, Memory, for example the difficult mother-daughter relationship, migration and the every-day violence in Haiti. Another story, called “Nineteen Thirty-Seven”, commemorates the historical episode that Danticat would further examine in her next novel, The Farming of Bones. In Krik? Krak! we can plainly spot Danticat’s dual interest in Haitian history and in the lives of present-day Haitian American migrants. As such, some of the stories are set in Brooklyn and some of them take place in Haiti during one of the many turbulent episodes the twentieth century has known.

Danticat’s second novel, The Farming of Bones, was published in 1998 and revolves entirely around a particularly sad episode in Haitian history. Haiti, a former French colony, shares one island with the Dominican Republic, a former Spanish colony. Though the countries are separated and very different, historically speaking there has been much intercultural contact – most of which problematic. The Farming of Bones begins in 1937, the year that the Dominican dictator Trujillo ordered to massacre 20,000 Haitians staying in the Dominican republic, most of which were sugar cane workers. The novel describes how Amabelle, a Haitian domestic worker in a rich Dominican household, sees the start of the riots and undertakes a journey to the border. On this journey she is confronted with unimaginable cruelty and racism and she loses almost all of her loved ones, which reminds her of the day she lost her parents to the wild river separating Haiti and the Dominican Republic. In the aftermath of the massacre, the mourning process is further complicated as there are no international legal repercussions for president Trujillo and the victims’ testimonies go unheard. The novel is a testament to a massacre that today still affects the relationship between Haiti and the Dominican Republic. However, it is even more important – at least for this study – as a narrative of exile that comes about through the exploration of the concept of the border.
In 2002 Danticat publishes a travel journal about a visit to the Haitian carnival. While the writer is looking for the origins of the carnival and its many peculiar traditions, she rediscovers the history of her own island and links it to various interesting other literary and theoretical works –from Haitian writer René Depestre to Ovid to Bakhtin. As a non-fictional work, After the Dance: A Walk through Carnival in Jacmel, Haiti can offer the reader a better understanding of the traditions and the history of the island and of what they mean for Danticat.

Almost ten years after Krik? Krak!, Danticat publishes another short story collection. The Dew Breaker, however, is no ordinary short story collection: the different stories can be seen as chapters that circle around one main character and that complete each other. Danticat pushes the exercise of crawling into the mind of someone totally different from herself to the extreme: her main character is a converted Tonton Macoute, an ex-soldier who committed innumerable crimes against humanity among which rape, torture and finally the killing of a priest. In the novel’s
 present he is a father who finally decides to tell his daughter about his past. The Dew Breaker again takes up some episode from Haitian history and then asks the question how this history has influenced the lives of the different people involved, victims as well as torturers. The ultimate question whether redemption is possible, is never resolved. 

Apart from these novels and short story collections, Danticat has also written two young adult novels. They are interesting in their own right, but since young adult fiction is a different genre with its own specific laws, I will not make extensive use of these novels in this thesis. The themes of the novels, however, are directly related to the ones Danticat brings up in her work for adults. Behind the Mountains is a coming of age story written from the perspective of a young girl who migrates from Haiti to Brooklyn, New York. Anacaona, Golden Flower is a part of the Royal Diaries series, presenting the fictional diary of a Haitian warrior princess living at the time of the first arrival of Columbus on the island of Hispaniola. This is Danticat’s only novel describing the pre-colonial state of Haiti.

The diversity of Danticat’s literary expressions is striking. When reading her work, however, it becomes clear that the same themes are often repeated, though sometimes under a different form. In this thesis I will focus on Danticat’s two adult novels: Breath, Eyes, Memory and The Farming of Bones. I will analyse these novels in depth and compare them in order to find out how exactly recurring themes are transformed. Whenever it is appropriate, I will not hesitate to include examples from the rest of Danticat’s work. This can only guarantee a more complete view on the oeuvre of this interesting new writer.

2. Theoretical framework and research question

The diversity of Danticat’s work and the complexity of her position as a Haitian American woman writer, together with some controversies in the theoretical field that I will expand upon later, have urged me to find a flexible framework for my analysis. Inspired by Carole Boyce-Davies, I want to define theory as “‘frames of intelligibility’, by which we understand the world” (35), or also, “an enabling set of discourses” (35). This as opposed to a theory that dominates its subject of investigation and tries to make the literary work fit into preconceived schemes. In my view, the literary work comes first and as a consequence, different theories can be critically applied in order to “enable” the reader or theoretician to gain more insights into the text. I found other instances of this theoretical pluralism in the work of various other contemporary scholars working on black women’s writing. One of them is Evelyn O’Callaghan who puts up a case for “theoretical experimentation” instead of “rigidly appropriative criticism” because “such ‘colonizing’ tendencies are repugnant to a fictional discourse that embraces pluralities and to which complexity is fundamental” (111). This quote perfectly illustrates the view, presently found in the work of many “feminist”
 and “post-colonial”
 scholars, of black women’s writing as complex and multi-faceted as opposed to the rigid and colonizing nature of theory. I will further expand upon this idea in a later passage on post-colonial theory. 

If follows that this mode of operation obligates the reader/theoretician to clarify the concepts and ways of theorizing they use when attempting to interpret a text. There have been many ways of theorizing black women’s writing throughout its history, some of which are to be recommended, others not at all. Black women’s writing has long been seen from a white, male, hegemonizing perspective. This was definitely true under colonialism, when black writing in general and black women’s writing in particular was most often not even considered worthy of closer study. According to some theoreticians, however, this hegemonizing perspective continued to exist even after the rise of post-colonial theory, a theory that was nonetheless designed with the purpose of rediscovering the voices of the oppressed and the colonized. Bill Ashcroft, Gareth Griffiths and Helen Tiffin provided the world with one of the first major works on post-colonial theory, namely The Empire Writes Back (1989). Although this work has been the starting point of much interesting work uncovering the discursive structure of colonialism, there are some problems inherent to the post-colonial approach. In Black Women, Writing and Identity. Migrations of the Subject (1994), Carole Boyce-Davies offers severe criticism and states:
My positions are that post-coloniality represents a misnaming of current realities, it is too premature a formulation, it is too totalizing, it erroneously contains decolonizing discourses, it re-males and recenters resistant discourses by women and attempts to submerge a host of uprising textualities, it has to be historicized and placed in the context of a variety of historical resistances to colonialism, it reveals the malaise of some Western intellectuals caught behind the posts and unable to move to new and/or more promising re-/articulations. (81)
This is a strong point of view that I do not entirely follow but that does contain some just remarks on the address of post-colonial theorists. One should obviously always keep in mind that post-colonialism is still a historically grounded theory, conceived and often applied by white, Western and mostly male scholars. Although this may seem an obvious remark, it lies in the nature of theory to assume universalizing tendencies and post-colonialism may not have always been able to avoid that trap. From the start, it has tried to unify discourses of resistance from all over the world, and although this may be the fastest way towards an influential counter-discourse, the negative consequence is that under the flag of post-colonialism diversity was subsumed. Another illogical consequence is the fact that for example black female scholars from the Caribbean could only be inscribed in a theoretical framework that was designed for them by people from an altogether different world. Decolonisation is about rebuilding identities that were destroyed by colonisation, not about taking on a different identity conceived by former colonizers. The problem was obvious: how could one resist a theory that labelled itself a discourse of resistance? Fortunately, it did turn out to be possible and many scholars ventured to write essays and books theorizing about theory, without losing sight of socio-political realities
. This ongoing debate had the positive consequence that the awareness has since grown of the theoretician’s need to critically evaluate and account for the “enabling set of discourses” he or she uses.

Another point of criticism that Boyce-Davies focuses upon is the “misnaming of current realities”. She feels that “the concept of post-coloniality […] almost mandates that one ignores or rationalizes the numerous colonizing operations still taking place” (83). This is something I cannot quite agree with, as Ashcroft, Griffiths and Tiffin make it very clear in their introduction to The Empire Writes Back that they use the term post-colonial “to cover all the culture affected by the imperial process from the moment of colonization to the present day” (2). Isabel Hoving tackles the issue of the semantics of post-colonialism too, in her work on Caribbean migrant woman writers. She presents the arguments of various theorists, for example Stuart Hall, Ella Shohat and Jean-François Lyotard, to make the convincing point that “post” has a much more inclusive meaning than just “after”. It can mean “(1) after; (2) anti; (3) durch, or ana, that is, a critical working through” (8). Post-colonialism is thus presented as a movement dealing in many ways with the opposite forces of colonialism. 

One theory that offers a new perspective on migrant literature is the so-called border theory. This theory originated out of the borderland between Mexico and the United States, and the people who were living there, those crossing the border, and those trying to. In 1987, Gloria Anzaldúa wrote an important book expressing the new consciousness of the border, which, according to the writer, has sprung from a “racial, ideological, cultural and biological crosspollinization” (99). Anzaldúa herself grew up near the Texas-Mexican border and describes this as “not a comfortable territory to live in, this place of contradictions” (19). Out of the dynamics of this life in between cultures she created her philosophy of “the new mestiza”, the border woman who does not try to deny her mixed identity but explores it and is not afraid to speak up. For living between cultures can also be an enrichment: Anzaldúa describes a feeling of “exhilaration in being a participant in the further evolution of humankind” (19). It is clear, however, that this theory too is one that bears the seeds of abuse: border consciousness is not something that should be applied blindly to every situation of intercultural contact because then again, diversity would be subsumed.

Whereas Davies takes a strong stand rejecting post-colonial theory in the search to open up new spaces for the interpretation of Caribbean women’s writing, I choose to follow Hoving’s more moderate approach. She evaluates post-colonial theory as follows. “It is true,” she says, “that postcolonial theory is in crisis […] But postcolonial theory and criticism are too broad and even too successful to just be dismissed” (7). Many concepts as well as thinkers of post-colonialism have been highly influential on analyses of black migrant women’s writing and are still of value today. Therefore Hoving chooses to re-evaluate post-colonial theory for her own analyses of Caribbean migrant women writers instead of discarding it. She describes this approach in the following manner: “I would prefer not to define postcolonial theory too narrowly as a neo-colonial master discourse, but rather as a broad field of varied approaches in which thorough, specific critique serves to stimulate a necessary self-reflection” (7-8). In other words, an analysis of a Caribbean migrant woman’s text can be performed using a variety of discourses, including border theory, and still remain within post-colonial theory. In my study of the work of Edwidge Danticat I will follow this stand and make extensive use of post-colonial theory while trying to remain self-reflexive and critical.

I. Breath, Eyes, Memory
The content of the novel has already been explained in the introduction. More details will follow when necessary. Before I start my analysis, I will only give a short explanation as to the structure of it. I have divided the analysis in four parts, each tackling one of the novel’s prominent themes. The first part treats language and genre and how that is problematized in migrant and West Indian women’s fiction. The second is about the diasporic experience underlying Caribbean culture and Danticat’s writing especially. The third focuses on the position of the Caribbean woman and her representation in literature by other Caribbean women. These last two parts bring forth some specific problems, to which Danticat offers certain solutions that I will investigate in the final part.

3. Language and genre

One of the first issues for the aspiring migrant writer is language. In many cases the language spoken in the native country is different from that of the country of residence. Danticat’s case is no exception to this, with no less than three different languages to choose from. The standard language in Haiti is French, imported by the French colonizers and adopted by the mulatto elite after independence. French has also long been the language of formal education in Haiti, though that is beginning to change. The majority of Haitians however, speak Haitian creole, or Kreyòl, at home (Klingler 707-708). This was also the language Danticat grew up with, living with her aunt and uncle in rural Haiti. When she was sent to America at the age of twelve, she had to learn English. This would eventually become the language of her writing.

In an online interview by Alexander Laurence, Danticat explains that her choice to write in English was not really a choice: “It just happened. It wasn’t very calculated”. In an interview for the Vintage website on Breath, Eyes, Memory (I), she says: “I came to English at a time when I was not adept enough at French to write creatively in French and did not know how to write in Creole because it had not been taught to me in school”. This may sound like a very simple explanation, but it is very probable that the literary establishment in the United States had something to do with it as well. Publishers will no doubt be more welcoming to writings in English, and Danticat’s literary education at Brown University was in English too. Even if there really was no ulterior motive for the choice to write in English, that does not mean that there are no consequences. To write in English is to put the American, English-speaking audience first. However, this can be a positive thing. As one of the first Haitian writers in the United States to gain real success, Danticat succeeds in injecting the American literary canon with some of the Haitian experience. Her edition of a collection of poems and essays from Haitians living in the US, The Butterfly's Way: Voices from the Haitian Dyaspora in the United States, shows the importance of this project to her. However, even though her American audience consequently tends to regard her as the representative of Haiti, Danticat does not wish for such authority. In the Vintage interview on Breath, Eyes, Memory (I) she says: “There are millions and millions of Haitian voices. Mine is only one. My greatest hope is that mine becomes one voice in a giant chorus that is trying to understand and express artistically what it's like to be a Haitian immigrant in the United States”.
Writing in English is a first step in bringing the Haitian experience to an American audience, but it is of course not enough. An extra effort is necessary in order to “appropriate” the English language for one’s own purposes. In The Empire Writes Back, Bill Ashcroft, Gareth Griffiths and Helen Tiffin define post-colonial appropriation as “the process by which the language is taken and made to ‘bear the burden’ of one’s own cultural experience” (38). Danticat’s appropriation of the English language shows the attentive reader that an understanding of the Haitian’s or the migrant’s experience requires a different use of language and that therefore the reader will have to adapt his reading attitude and his mindset. 

The most obvious technique of appropriation is the use of Kreyol words and phrases in the text. Sometimes these words are translated, as in “’Ki niméro today?’ he asked. ‘What numbers you playing?’” (Breath 5). But most of the times these words are left untranslated and their meaning is for the reader to find out. Often the reader can guess from the context what is going on, but to really understand the text the reader is required to broaden his knowledge of the strange culture outside the text. If the reader realizes this, then Danticat has successfully countered the Western tendency to universalize and assume that, since we are all alike, anyone can fully understand a Haitian novel without having to “do their homework”
 and look at the extraliterary context. Through the use of something as concrete as untranslated words the writer can show the gap between cultures that exists on a larger, cultural level too. If by writing in English Danticat makes an attempt at establishing an intercultural dialogue with her American readership, it is by the way she appropriates the language that she shows that such a dialogue will require some effort from both sides.

Evelyn O’Callaghan (1993) discusses language and genre in West Indian women writing and focuses on the relationship between gender and literary expression. Since black women have always suffered from a “double” oppression, she argues, it is even harder for them to find ways of expression than for their fellow male writers. O’Callaghan then turns to creole culture and musical theory to define literature by West Indian women writers. She describes this literature as “a kind of remix or dub version, which utilizes elements from the ‘master tape’ of Caribbean literary discourse (combining, stretching, modifying them in new ways)” (11). This means that the women writers will not try to establish a new literary form that is opposite to the existing ones, be they European or male West Indian. As history has shown this strategy can easily lead to some sort of “essentialism”, meaning that “typical” West Indian women writing would be narrowed down to only a couple of stylistic features. West Indian women writers have avoided this trap and have from the beginning expressed themselves in a variety of literary styles, taken from the existing literature but combined and subverted in unique ways (8-10).

Of course, there are some larger tendencies to be discovered in the corpus of literary texts by West Indian women writers. First of all, O’Callaghan states that these writers “tend to use the ‘autobiographical first person narrator’” (7). She refines her statement by saying that they do not necessarily write their personal lives, but that they prefer the structure of the fictional autobiography. Examples of this are Zee Edgell’s Beka Lamb and Jamaica Kincaid’s Annie John. It is also true of Danticat’s Breath, Eyes, Memory, which is written in the first person and narrates the life of Sophie Caco from her childhood in Croix-des-Rosets to the burial of her mother. 

It is remarkable that the life of Sophie Caco has some interesting parallels with Danticat’s own life. The two women were born in a small village in Haiti and raised by an aunt, and they were both sent to the United States at the age of twelve to live with their parents in Brooklyn, New York. On the other hand there are so many differences that it is clear that Sophie Caco is not Edwidge Danticat. One plain difference is the fact that in the novel Sophie is raised entirely by women, while Danticat lived with an uncle and aunt in Haiti and later on with both her parents in Brooklyn. So it is better to say that Breath, Eyes, Memory draws to a certain extent on Danticat’s own experience, but that it is not autobiographical. Danticat herself acknowledges this in the previously mentioned interview for Vintage (I): “The book is more emotionally autobiographical than anything else. It's a collage of fictional and real-life events and people”.

As the fictional autobiography of Sophie Caco, the novel automatically has some stylistic demands, which Danticat in my opinion fulfils rather well. Breath, Eyes, Memory is written in a language that looks simple, the kind of language one would expect from a young migrant woman like Sophie, who never received a higher education. The current situation of the narrator is not known to the reader: it is not specified from which point in time the story is being told, and the narrator never intrudes in her own story by openly commenting on past events. We know that the story is being told in retrospect because of the consistent use of the past tense, the imposed structure and because of the significance given to certain events that only becomes clear within the larger story. These are all techniques used by a narrator to streamline the story for the audience. However, as Sophie is not an experienced writer or storyteller, these structural devices remain rather basic. The overall structure is episodic: there are significant temporal gaps between parts one, two and three. It appears as if the narrator chooses to tell only of the significant episodes of her life without bothering much about the continuity of the story. At the same time the story is very comprehensible and we do get all the information we need along the way. Danticat’s skill shows in the manner in which she carefully constructs her narrative so as to present the reader with a coherent and fully comprehensible story without making her main character and narrator lose credibility.

There are many more features to West Indian women writers’ autobiographical mode. For example, multiple narratives or voices are often used within the text (O’Callaghan 6). This is often achieved through fragmented narrative structures and different narrators sometimes shading into each other. Compared to some of these writers, e.g. Alice Walker, Danticat keeps it rather simple, as The Farming of Bones has only one I-narrator, namely Sophie. However, there are instances of other narratives in the text through the insertion of dreams, memories, tales and folk beliefs. 

The multiple voices and narratives can also become one communal voice (7). In Breath, Eyes, Memory it is through Sophie’s narrative that the community of Haitian women can finally speak up, as we get to hear Sophie’s mother, her Aunt Atie, her grandmother Ifé and even the shrieks of her baby daughter Brigitte. Every woman carries within her something of the whole line of women that came before her, or as grandma Ifé puts it when she first sees her granddaughter: “Isn’t it a miracle that we can visit with all our kin, simply by looking into this face?” (Breath 105). The same idea is also at the centre of Alice Walker’s essay “In Search of Our Mothers’ Gardens” (1983). In fact Danticat’s epilogue to Krik? Krak!, “Women Like Us”, is remarkably reminiscent of that famous essay, even though Danticat does not explicitly acknowledge Walker’s influence here but rather refers in the acknowledgements to Paule Marshall, the Caribbean migrant writer who published another influential essay called “The Making of a Writer. From the Poets in the Kitchen” in 1983 (Gyssels 520). 

According to O’Callaghan, fiction that focuses on (black) women’s stories can be called “inherently subversive” (O’Callaghan 7), for the voice of these women has long been suppressed and neglected by white and coloured men alike. Through the story of four generations of women, Danticat speaks of unspeakable things, for example the politically justified sex crimes against women throughout the twentieth century. 

Related to this communal voice is the idea that West Indian women’s writing often explores the political through the personal (O Callaghan 7). Big political ideas or changes are for example presented through the story of one family. The stories of the women characters can be emblematic, or symbolically connected to the histories of their countries. Helen Scott (2004) wrote a paper applying this idea to Breath, Eyes, Memory. One of the main ideas is that history is everywhere in this novel, from the chaotic background to the names of the characters. “The novel remembers not only this history of repression”, that is the repression of female sexuality and more general of female freedom, “but also the parallel sphere of resistance” (471). The name of the main character and her family is Caco, which refers to a group of rebels who waged opposition to the U.S. occupation of Haiti from 1915 to 1934 (471). The birth of Sophie is the result of politically justified sexual violence against women, as her “father” probably was a Tonton Macoute. These Macoutes were “soldiers” of the dictatorial Duvalier government, sent out to spread fear amongst the people and root out all feelings of resistance, using rape and random violence to do so. Thus the personal stories of the characters in Breath, Eyes, Memory are highly political.

It should be clear from my analysis that Danticat – like many other West Indian women writers – draws on a wide literary history to write her own, unique tale. She uses post-colonial techniques to appropriate the English language for her own purposes. Like many West Indian women writers she feels comfortable using the genre of the fictional autobiography to pass on the subversive stories that white and/or male writers never mention. Also like them, she lets the community speak through the voice of the individual and she tells us about politics by focusing on the personal. However, as O’Callaghan stresses in her analyses of other works, this “borrowing” does not make her story less valuable. The final result is still a unique and new creation, very much rooted in its concrete historical and political context.

4. Diasporic experience and the notion of “home”

Bill Ashcroft defines diaspora as “the voluntary or forcible movement of peoples from their homelands into new regions”, and goes on to say that this is “a central historical fact of colonization” (68-69). The diasporic experience is common to practically all of the people of Haiti, since the original population of the island was exterminated within a century after the arrival of the Spanish
. The most important waves of migration for Haiti are probably the French colonization and the import of African slaves through the Middle Passage. As “the descendants of the diasporic movements generated by colonialism have developed their own distinctive cultures which both preserve and often extend and develop their originary cultures” (69), the culture of Haiti too has become a hybrid. 

There are many instances of this hybridity in Breath, Eyes, Memory. However, the picture becomes even more complex when Danticat doubles the diasporic experience by taking into account the present-day diaspora of Haitians to the United States. This wave of migration started in the second half of the twentieth century and still has direct influence on the lives of many Haitians, including Danticat. The two diasporic experiences cause a feeling of displacement and complicate the notion one has of home. I will also take a look at how these complexities are represented in Breath, Eyes, Memory.

We have to take care, however, not to see the Haitians Danticat puts in her novel as prototypical Haitians with prototypical habits and customs. When asked in the Vintage interview on Breath, Eyes, Memory (I) if the testing practice is something typically Haitian, Danticat replies: “The family in the book was never meant to be a ‘typical’ Haitian family, if there is ever a typical family in any culture”. However, I can analyse motifs from the novel as examples of how Danticat reflects on the complexities and contradictions of her own culture. 

I will only give one example of the hybridity of Haitian culture, namely the worshipping of the voodoo goddess Erzulie and the Virgin Mary. This motif is in my opinion one of the most meaningful and it occurs in other novels by Danticat as well. First a little update on Haitian religion is necessary.

Charles Arthur writes that Catholicism is still Haiti’s biggest officially recognised religion, but that most Haitians at the same time also believe in voodoo (34). Voodoo came into existence in the colonial era, when the slaves developed a new religion based on diverse traditions from Western Africa (51). Today it remains a big part of Haitian identity, though there is no organisation or hierarchy on a national basis (53). The religion is too complex to fully explain in this paper, but for more information one can read the article of Joan Dayan on “Vodoun”, or Zora Neale Hurston’s chapter on “voodoo in Haiti” in her book Tell My Horse. 

In voodoo religion, the communication between people and gods (spirits or “loa”) is central. There are many different gods and it is even more complex, as we read in Joan Dayan: “one god can have many emanations, whether regarded as members of the same family or as different manifestations of the same deity” (21). The goddess Erzulie (also known under many other names) is “the most contradictory of loa, […], both virgin and lady of love, served by spinsters and prostitutes” (21). 

In Breath, Eyes, Memory, the goddess Erzulie becomes mixed up with the Virgin Mary. This may appear very strange at first sight, but from Dayan’s article we learn that “by incorporating and consuming […] the trappings, prayers, and representations of Catholicism, Vodoun has been able to survive attempts to threaten, weaken, or destroy it” (27). Arthur finds an explanation for the new hybrid religion in the “pragmatic suppleness of the believers [my translation]” (52). In Breath, Eyes, Memory, Erzulie and the Virgin Mary are more or less one. On page 113 Sophie describes the bedroom of her grandmother: “On an old dresser was a statue of Erzulie, our goddess of love who doubled for us as the Virgin Mother”. It is interesting to see how the merging of the two goddesses into one works and to note that the result is never final; that the ultimate goddess now has properties of the Virgin Mother then resembles some darker emanation of Erzulie. The two goddesses are very different and thus their merging will always lead to a hybrid goddess, never to a new monolith. This is of course what is typical of the Caribbean cultures. These cultures show us the true face of multiculturality, which is clearly not a melting pot but which allows for contradictions to exist together in a sometimes peaceful and sometimes problematic way.

Some typical qualities associated with the Virgin Mary are obedience, inner strength and redemption. Qualities associated with Erzulie are self-assurance, independence, power and lavishness. It is very meaningful in this respect that Sophie mouths the words to the Virgin Mother’s Prayer when she is first “tested” by her mother (Breath 84). This is an appeal to inner strength rather than an expression of anger against her mother. In this stage of the novel Sophie has not freed herself yet. It stands in sharp contrast with the scene in the end where Sophie has to pick out an outfit for her mother to be buried in. She chooses a red outfit, though she knows the colour is too loud for a burial. Sophie thinks: “She would look like a Jezebel, hot-blooded Erzulie who feared no men, but rather made them her slaves, raped them, and killed them. She was the only woman with that power” (227). When Sophie is finally beginning to let her anger out, she calls on the strong Erzulie more than on the peaceful Virgin Mother. Thus we can conclude that the Cacos’ form of religion is a complex and hybrid one, and that this reflects the complexity and hybridity of a culture grown out of diaspora.

Moreover, it is important to note that the diasporic experience in Danticat’s life, and often also in her work, is doubled through the author’s migration to the United States. In the Vintage interview (I), Danticat explicitly says about the novel that “one of the most important themes is migration, the separation of families, and how much that affects the parents and children who live through that experience”. Especially during childhood, the experience of migration can be life altering. One’s notion of a home country or a motherland, for example, will be very complex. In an interview for Vintage on The Dew Breaker (II), Danticat states: “Though I don’t live in Haiti, I feel very connected to it. It’s as much a part of me as the United States, as much home for me – if in a more spiritual way – as where I live now in Miami”.

This complexity of the notion of home is at the centre of Breath, Eyes, Memory. The protagonist gives her personal perspective on the Haitian diaspora to the US, which revolves around the experiences of a young girl. Most of the attention goes to the difficulty of learning a new language, adapting to a new environment (which in this case involves being bullied for having HBO
 at school), and of course being unwillingly taken away from the people you love.

When Sophie grows up, however, the country of her birth gets a new meaning. It is the place where her mother’s problems – and as such Sophie’s problems too (as I will discuss later) – originated. That is why she impulsively chooses to return to Haiti with her baby daughter Brigitte. Along the way Sophie realizes the subconscious reason behind her trip, as she tells the bus driver when she arrives in La Nouvelle Dame Marie: “I need to remember” (95). Haiti is a place where memories are alive. That is the reason Martine does not want to return there and the reason Sophie does go back. In the passage in which the title is explained, it is formulated in the following way: “I come from a place where breath, eyes, and memory are one, a place from which you carry your past like the hair on your head” (234). It is no surprise then that on her return to the US, Sophie for the first time refers to Haiti as “home” (195). Before, as her husband says, “home has always been your mother’s house, that you could never go back to” (195). So wherever “home” is, the characters never have a straightforward relationship with it.

Gloria Anzaldúa has expanded on this problem of the migrant woman’s home in her work Borderlands/La Frontera (1987). For Anzaldúa, her Texan-Mexican home is something she is afraid of as she might be rejected because tradition does not allow for her homosexuality (42). At the same time she acknowledges the impossibility to get rid of her origins as she says she always carries her home with her (43). In Breath, Eyes, Memory there is a different but equally complex relationship with the home. If home is Haiti, then Sophie feels close to it because she experienced a happy childhood there with her Aunt until she was sent to the United States. At the same time it is the place where the testing practice that traumatized Sophie and her mother originated. It is also the place where unmarried women have no options in life, where violence is so common that there are no legal repercussions for rape and where everyone with a little money buys a ticket for a plane or a boat to the United States. Haitians returning to their motherland will also find that the part of them that has Americanized is not always fully accepted. Grandma Ifé does not like it when Sophie and Martine speak English amongst each other because she finds it a horrible language that “sounds like glass breaking” (162). It is a small instance but it subtly shows that a migrant is never again fully at home in the native country. And it goes without saying that the migrant is also never fully accepted in the new country of residence. As Sophie travels back and forth between the United States and Haiti it becomes clear that she needs both countries and that home will never be a straightforward notion for her. Anzaldúa would probably describe her as a borderwoman, even though the physical border in this novel is a different one from the border Anzaldúa started from. 

The same problematic of home exists on a psychological level, where Sophie has an ambiguous relationship with the home of her mother in Brooklyn. Whereas she was involuntarily taken away from Haiti to her new home, the United States, she actively flees the home of her mother. However she is still very much tied to that home so that she does not fully succeed in making a new home in Providence. The family that she starts with Joseph and her daughter Brigitte does not function very well as Sophie has continuous sexual problems and cannot let go of the traumas of her previous home. Therefore she has to confront her mother, which she ultimately does after a long detour via Haiti. Thus we have an intricate web of past and present homes none of which is final and all of which are at left at a certain point, be it willingly or unwillingly.

In Haitian culture there is still another place that is called home. That place is Guinea. It stands for many things: probably the word first referred to a common home country for the African slaves where they would return after they died. As such, it refers to the African origins of the black and mulatto population of Haiti and yet another far away home. In Haitian culture Guinea also denotes the place where the voodoo gods reside: an unlocatable place under the waters (Dayan 17). It is also a sort of heaven where the spirits of the dead go (Dayan 17). Here again we have a concept with a whole array of sometimes irreconcilable meanings that however does not stop the Haitians from using it and believing in it.

In Breath, Eyes, Memory there are references to Guinea that show the special nature of the concept. Guinea is for example manifested in a hill in the distance (174). Again we find that this mythical place has no fixed form or location, but the meaning of it is undoubtedly clear. Sophie calls it “a place where all the women in my family hoped to eventually meet one another, at the very end of each of our journeys” (174). So despite the difficult relationships in the novel with earthly homes – be they Haiti, New York or one’s mother’s home – there is always the spiritual home of Guinea.

5. Identity problems

I will start this part of my analysis with some remarks on the position of the Caribbean woman and her literary representation. It is to be expected that my remarks apply to the Haitian situation too. Most of it is based on O’Callaghan and on Renu Juneja’s essay from 1995; both have drawn their conclusions from reading the works of several West Indian women writers.

The position of the woman in the Caribbean is very complex. This is a consequence of the hybrid culture, which combines various elements of African and European origin – as I have explained in the previous part of my analysis. Within the complexities of her culture and society, it is very hard for the Caribbean woman to develop herself. Moreover there is a lot of pressure from the outside world to conform to certain ideals.

This has often been problematized in the fiction of West Indian women writers. Marie–Denise Shelton notes the occurrence of madness in characters of West Indian women writers and finds the origin of this condition in the inability of the characters to find their place in the West Indian society. The focus of West Indian women writers on madness is the result of “the contradictions and tensions characteristic of feminine existence in the Caribbean” (quoted in O’Callaghan 37).

In Breath, Eyes, Memory too the position of the Haitian woman and of the Haitian immigrant woman is problematized and represented through expanding madness. The protagonist suffers from sexual problems and bulimia. Her mother, Martine Caco, has even more problems. She has horrible nightmares that have haunted her since she was raped, she starts hearing voices during her second pregnancy and eventually stabs herself to death with a rusty knife. Evidently, it is worth looking at Martine’s madness before turning to Sophie, since Sophie’s madness is in many ways an inheritance of her mother’s. However, I will first write a paragraph about the character of Aunt Atie, Martine’s sister, who stayed in Haiti and can thus demonstrate what the complexities in the life of the Haitian woman as Danticat represents it actually are.

5.1. Atie

In the beginning of the novel we find that Sophie’s “tante” Atie can neither read nor write. She does have the possibility, since Sophie’s school institutes classes for children to teach their parents how to read, but Atie feels she is too old for that. She feels the future belongs to Sophie and not to her, whose life of working in the cane fields and raising her sister’s child is “gone” (4). However, when Sophie returns to Haiti it appears Atie has in the meantime learned how to read and write. In post-colonial terms we can say that Atie has seized the means of control, but unlike a powerful colonizer she does not use her control of language to oppress or manipulate. Instead she chooses to write poetry. For her this is a small act of resistance, an indulgence of her own personal needs. All her life has been and still is arranged around outward expectations, or as Sophie tells us: 

According to Tante Atie, each finger had a purpose. It was the way she had been taught to prepare herself to become a woman. Mothering. Boiling. Loving. Baking. Nursing. Frying. Healing. Washing. Ironing. Scrubbing. It wasn’t her fault, she said. Her ten fingers had been named for her even before she was born. Sometimes, she even wished she had six fingers on each hand so she could have two left for herself. (151)

However, this “good” education has left Atie with nothing. After her suitor left her for another woman she remained unmarried and the child she raised went to live with the real mother in New York. “Children are the rewards of life”, Atie says to Sophie, “and you were my child” (173). All that is left for her to do is take care of her own widowed mother because that too is the task of a Haitian woman. Atie will never visit her sister in America because she feels she must stay with grandma Ifé until she dies. Despite Ifé’s old age, this is not likely to happen very soon. So the only thing Atie can do just for herself is write. The contents are not political, but the very act of her writing is an act of resistance and thus has political meaning. 

The writing however is not the only change in Atie’s behaviour since Sophie last saw her. On the whole, Atie has become more rebellious. Or maybe it is just the shift in perception: the twelve-year-old Sophie perceives her aunt differently than the grown-up mother Sophie does. Where we see Atie in the first part as a typical mother figure –old, in the eyes of a young girl, and caring–, we see a very different Atie in part 3. She has become rather bitter with all the things life has denied her; she regularly has a drink and goes off in the middle of the night with her friend Louise. She has convinced herself that she cannot go and visit Martine in New York because of Ifé, but Ifé says times have changed and she can take care of herself. When ultimately her only friend Louise takes off on a boat to have a better life in the United States, again something inside of her dies. “Forgive me if I don’t go to Mass ever again” she says, “I will choke on the Communion if I take it angry” (171). Atie is left with no one but her old mother to love, and with no values to believe in. Everything she learned about honour, family and God has done her no good.

That is Danticat’s representation of a Haitian woman for whom life has not worked out as it should have and who has no prospects of any improvement. Against this rather negative image, Danticat poses the practical grandmother Ifé. It is not clear whether Ifé is happy, but she does seem to possess a certain peace of mind contrary to Atie’s restlessness. The life of a Haitian woman may be difficult, but Danticat does not want to give the impression that every woman living in Haiti is necessarily unhappy.

5.2. Martine

Martine is the sister who left Haiti. The reason for this departure is her rape by an unknown man and her following pregnancy. Martine had the feeling everything around her reminded her of the rape and thus she had to leave the country. She left her newborn daughter in Haiti with Atie until she had enough money to send for her. Nevertheless, the past keeps haunting her and Martine starts having horrible nightmares about the rape. While she outwardly tries to keep herself together and build up a new existence in the land of opportunities, inwardly the madness grows as the novel proceeds.

O’Callaghan uses R.D. Laing’s study on schizophrenia, The Divided Self, to analyse the condition of madness and its origins in West Indian women’s fiction. She takes a sample of female characters from writers such as Zee Edgell and Jean Rhys and argues that all these characters display certain symptoms of schizophrenia (38). One essential characteristic of schizophrenia is the lack of integration of mind and body, which leads to two different manifestations of the self. The body often acts as it is supposed to, copying rules of behaviour from the world outside, but “the unembodied ‘true self’ looks on detachedly as the body (the ‘false self’ or ‘false self system’) plays its part/parts” (39). It is a way of survival, especially for women, in a world that uses standards they cannot live up to. In the Caribbean, as Danticat depicts it in this novel, women have to give up their entire life for their families. They have to support them, bring up the kids, obey their husbands and never shame the honour of the family. One of the most important aspects of the family pride is the virgin status of unmarried girls. Thus to a Caribbean woman not even and especially not her sexuality is private. 

As a consequence, instead of interiorizing values so strange and severe, the schizoid person will dissociate the mind and the body. As the body is controlled entirely by other people – mostly husbands and family – it is the mind that wonders free. However, it does not stop there. “Behind the façade of the false self/selves, the isolated ‘true self’ becomes more and more empty, […], powerless to control events in actuality. […] In the final stages of dissociation, the schizoid become [sic] schizophrenic, becomes psychotic: he or she feels unreal, ‘dead’ and wishes for death” (40). This is exactly what happens to Martine. She had probably already learned to dissociate her mind from her body when she was first subjected to the testing of her virginity – her daughter Sophie, who in turn is tested by Martine, speaks of “doubling” – but what really pushed her over the edge was the rape leading to the birth of Sophie. The moment in which “he kept pounding her until she was too stunned to make a sound” (Breath 139), gave her such a feeling of powerlessness that Martine never was to control her body again.

Later in the novel we read how Martine suppresses all memories of this episode and makes an incredible effort trying to keep things together – at least on the surface. She refuses to go back to Haiti and it is only when she has to get her daughter back that she goes there. Even then she does not dare confront the place where the rape took place or even talk about it. However, in dreams she cannot ignore the past: Martine has had horrible nightmares ever since the rape in which she even inflicts harm upon her own body. Donette A. Francis explains that this is for Martine a way of fighting against the injustices done to her. Because she cannot fight her rapist or “society”, she turns against her own body (84). When Martine becomes pregnant a second time, by her lover Marc, it all becomes too much. Again her body has betrayed her, again it brings back memories she cannot deal with. She starts hearing the baby’s voice: “He calls me a filthy whore. I never want to see this child’s face” (Breath 217).

In everyday life too, Martine has the habit of keeping herself together on the surface even when she feels bad. Sophie describes her mother to her therapist in the following way: “It was like two people. Someone who was trying to hold things together and someone who was falling apart” (218). This is a clear indication of schizophrenia. In the final stage, Martine’s spirit feels so threatened by her body that she stabs herself to death.

So Martine’s schizophrenia is a textbook example of how a society of contradictions can push a woman into madness. The idea of the Haitian woman as strong and caretaking is too much for the severely traumatized Martine. After the rape, which acts as a catalyzing agent to the processes of her mind, she tries to escape her problems by moving to America. However, in America too, a woman has to live up to certain standards. There still are the expectations of the Haitian community, in which Martine naturally ends up, and the expectations of her family. Martine has to take on two jobs to support herself, her daughter and her relatives in Haiti. For Sophie she has figured out a better future: her daughter should study hard and become a doctor. Martine also turns to testing Sophie herself, when she notices Sophie has fallen in love. Obviously this kind of education, with no regard whatsoever for the feelings and wishes of the child, cannot be a success. Thus Martine passes on a great deal of her own traumas to her daughter.

5.3. Sophie

Where Martine’s madness, as I have shown, is the result of the standards the Haitian society imposes on women, Sophie’s problems are an inheritance of her education as well as of her mother’s problems. They too arise from a discrepancy between her own thoughts and feelings and the expectations of the outside world. In her case, however, because of her isolated position in the US, the expectations of the outside world come to her entirely through her mother. It is Martine who takes Sophie away from a happy childhood in Haiti, who wants Sophie to become a doctor; who wants her to remain pure and marry a good Haitian man. But Sophie wants to become a secretary, and when she is eighteen, like all girls that age, she wants to discover love and sexuality. She falls in love with a man of her mother’s age, who is a musician and not even Haitian. Instead of physically obeying Martine and becoming schizophrenic herself, Sophie tries to liberate herself. She tears up her own hymen with a pestle as an ultimate act of control over her body. According to Francis, this too is an act of “self-inflicted bodily harm” caused by “the absence of anyone else to lash out against” (84). Theoretically speaking, Sophie could have lashed out against her mother, but at that stage of the novel she cannot express her anger yet, suffocated as she is by Martine’s love. Sophie chooses to escape instead of confront her mother. At first this seems to work out well: she marries Joseph, they move to Providence and have a little girl soon afterwards. However, the “act of liberation” that was to give her control over her own body has caused a sexual trauma. Sex for Sophie becomes painful and agreeing with her husband to have sex she calls “being brave” (Breath 210). Sophie also starts having her mother’s nightmares and she develops bulimia. Luckily, Sophie’s reaction to her problems is better than Martine’s: she visits a sexual phobia group and a personal therapist. As the novel proceeds, she gets closer to the confrontation that will liberate her. 

Sophie’s impulsive trip to Haiti is the first step. In a way, this is an escape from her problems with Joseph, but it does bring her closer to the origins of her sexual problems. First Sophie asks her grandmother: “The testing? Why do the mothers do that?” (156) Ifé tells her about the disgrace of giving “a soiled daughter to her husband” (156) and how “everything a mother does, she does for her child’s own good” (157). After this explanation, Sophie goes jogging and runs past the spot where her mother was raped. This is her second confrontation. A third one follows when Martine comes to Haiti to get Sophie back. Finally Sophie can ask her mother why she put her through the tests (170). Martine says she did it because her mother had done it to her and that she has no greater excuse (170). When Sophie returns to Providence and visits her sexual phobia group, she recognizes this link between her mother’s pain and her own. She realizes that now it is up to her to avoid passing on the hurt to her own daughter (203).

The final confrontation takes place at the very end of the novel. Sophie is back in Haiti to bury her mother. After the funeral, she runs to the cane field where Martine was raped and starts attacking and pounding the cane stalks. It is an act of resistance against the sexual violence inflicted on her mother and an act of liberation too. She can finally let the grief and the anger out and she continues until she can answer the cry of her grandmother and aunt: “Ou libéré? Are you free?” (233). The cycle of madness is broken and this ending suggests Sophie’s daughter will never have to experience the hurt of all the women that came before her.

6. “Ou libéré? Are you free?”

Part two and three of my analysis show that the experience of diaspora as well as the position of the woman in the Haitian community can lead to psychological problems. At least in Breath, Eyes, Memory, Danticat offers solutions to these problems. What these solutions are, I will show in this final part.

In the part about identity problems I already hinted at a possible solution for the powerlessness of the Haitian woman. For Atie, learning how to write is of great comfort. Poetry is the only personal thing for her. The other women too find solace in self-expression, though this does not always reveal itself in writing. Not everyone can write, and thus oral stories become of the utmost importance. There are many different stories in the novel, told by different characters and with different purposes; but mainly the story-telling has a liberating or comforting function.

Like the myth of the spiritual home of Guinea, the story of the people of Creation (Breath 25) brings solace to people in miserable circumstances. The story says that “if you see a lot of trouble in your life, it is because you were chosen to carry part of the sky on your head”. This technique of giving personal problems a mythical meaning is also used in many religions. Another story tells of a woman who cannot stop bleeding and in ultimate despair consults the goddess Erzulie. She is told that she can only stop bleeding if she gives up her right to be a human being. The woman agrees with this and chooses to live on as a butterfly (87-88). This kind of story clearly tries to counter the miseries of everyday life with a picture of a carefree afterlife. So these stories that are grounded in folk belief and voodoo seem to function in a way equivalent to the myths of the big organised religions. As such the importance of story-telling in Haitian society must not be underestimated.

The moment in the novel when Atie is telling some children the story of a little girl who outsmarts a lark that wants to steal her heart, is also interesting. For Atie this is a moment of glory, in which she, the old spinster, can amuse and terrify the children solely by her voice. The children too take delight in listening to the story, which is solacing and encouraging in a way that is different from the previous stories. Its protagonist, namely, is a little girl who is so smart she can protect herself from harm. In the context of the powerless and obedient Haitian woman this ideal of strength can for a moment lift one up.

Apart from story-telling, the novel offers another alternative to written expression. The novel includes songs, some of them with words, some without. Martine, for example, says that she likes Negro spirituals and that she even has a favourite. Her choice is meaningful as the song goes as follows: “Sometimes I feel like a motherless child. / A long ways from home” (215). This song links back to the problems involved in the diasporic identity. At the funeral too there is singing: “On earth we see you nevermore / In heaven we unite” (232). This song is more overtly spiritual, focusing on the hope for a beautiful afterlife within one community.

In Sophie’s relationship with her husband, Joseph, music is also important. At the time of their first meeting, Joseph is living next-door and Sophie often hears him play his saxophone at night. About this she says: “Sometimes at night, the saxophone was like a soothing lullaby” (71). The music is an important connection between them, as communication with words seems to fail when Sophie starts having sexual problems. Music also facilitates cross-cultural communication, which is another theme in the novel. Joseph likes to connect different genres in his music: “He had been to Jamaica, Cuba, and Brazil several times, trying to find links between the Negro spirituals and Latin and island music” (73). When Martine is talking about her love for Negro spirituals, she also makes a cross-cultural link when she says “I feel like I could have been Southern African-American” (214). It is clear that Danticat’s concern with Haiti is not the result of nationalist tendencies, as she has an eye for the faith and culture of black people throughout the Americas without promoting panafricanism.

Language and self-expression in all its forms are not the only (temporary) solutions to the problems a Haitian or Haitian migrant might experience. There is also a deep concern in the novel with the uplifting force of bonding between women. According to O’Callaghan, this focus on the importance of the community – in this case a community of women – is a common strategy of West Indian women writers to refuse imposed stereotypes and “engineer a female subjectivity that is empowered” (69). O’Callaghan refers to many other theoreticians like Patricia Waugh and Laura Niesen de Abruna to illustrate how the engineering of a female subjectivity differs from the engineering of a male subjectivity. “While identity is seen within patriarchy as valuing autonomy over reciprocity”, she explains, “Abruna considers that Caribbean women writers privilege relational interaction in their texts” (76). 

This idea is quite interestingly developed in Breath, Eyes, Memory. Until the very end of the novel, the strength of a community of women seems to be constantly undermined. First of all, Martine’s way of bonding with Sophie causes a breach between them. Martine wishes her and her daughter to be Marassas, “the same person, duplicated in two” (84) and this extreme closeness causes her to repeat the detested testing on her daughter. It is exactly this suffocating love that causes Sophie to “escape”, which however does not free her from her mother’s traumas and nightmares. Another instance of possible closeness between women is the bond between Atie and her mother Ifé. Atie decides to move in with Ifé to take care of her after Sophie has gone to the United States. It is not a voluntary act however, as Atie says: “I am supposed to march at the head of the old woman’s coffin” (136). Even Ifé realizes “It’s not love. It is duty” (168). A last example is Atie’s friendship with Louise, which is one of the rare causes of joy in her life at that time. But for Louise this friendship is not enough reason to stay in Haiti and she leaves without even saying goodbye. Thus throughout the novel there are strong relationships between women but these are not represented in an unambiguously positive way. It is not until the very end of the novel that there is a true sense of communal strength that makes the reader understand why the book is dedicated “To the brave women of Haiti”. At Martine’s funeral, more and more people who recognize grandmother Ifé join the procession to share her grief (232). And when Sophie starts pounding the cane stalks to liberate herself from the trauma of her biological father, it is the voices of her grandmother and aunt, shouting “Ou libéré?” that help her (233). Breath, Eyes, Memory ends with a tribute to the women of Haiti, who “return to their children as butterflies or as tears in the eyes of the statues that their daughters pray to” (234). Ifé tells Sophie that “there is a place […] where the daughter is never fully a woman until her mother has passed on before her” (234). This death, however, is no sign of a rupture between mother and daughter, but a passing on to a different stage of the relationship. “There is always a place where, if you listen closely in the night, you will hear your mother telling a story and at the end of the tale, she will ask you this question: ‘Ou libéré?’ Are you free, my daughter?” (234).

7. Similarities with Danticat’s short stories
Many of the themes discussed above feature in Danticat’s short stories as well. The hybridity of Haitian culture becomes clear through the diversity of religious references in the stories from Krik? Krak!, from a character holding on to a posture of the Madonna (33) or another wishing to know “wanga” or voodoo magic (e.g. 20, 92, 97). The importance of mother-daughter relationships comes back again and again, sometimes making room for an elaboration of equally complex father-son relationships. A last important theme that we find in Krik? Krak! as well as in the later stories from The Dew Breaker, is that of voicelessness.

Most of the short stories from Krik? Krak! are tied together by the suggestion of a family connection between the different female characters. The narrator and main character from “Between the Pool and the Gardenias” tells how she is visited by her deceased mother and a group of unknown women at night: “There was my great grandmother Eveline who was killed by Dominican soldiers at the Massacre River. My grandmother Défilé who died with a bald head in a prison, because God had given her wings. My godmother Lili who killed herself in old age because her husband had jumped out of a flying balloon […]” (94). All these women named here feature in stories that precede this one in the collection. This family connection is not further elaborated on but makes perfect sense in a realistic, structural and thematic way. As most of the short stories have a different time frame but all are set sometime in the twentieth century, the possibility of one character being the grandmother of another is acceptable. Structurally and thematically it makes the collection more then the sum of its different stories. Even if these women were no family, they could have been. Their sorrows and the weight of history bind them together. 

In “The Missing Peace”, a young girl whose mother died in childbirth is talking to a woman whose mother has disappeared and was probably killed during a military coup. Already in this story we read a phrase that also appears in Breath, Eyes, Memory: “They say a girl becomes a woman when she loses her mother” (116). Consequently, the young girl was “born a woman” (116) and should have received her mother’s name (109). This means that the daughter will always carry a part of the mother with her, as was the case in Breath, Eyes, Memory, represented in this case by her name. The older woman, when finally accepting her own mother’s death, makes the memory of her mother visible by sewing a quilt out of pieces of her mother’s old clothes.

In the story “New York Day Women” the problematic relationship between a Haitian migrant woman and her grown-up, Americanized daughter is presented through a split narrative: the daughter is the narrator following her mother through New York, but her narrative is constantly interrupted by fragments of her mother’s speech:

I can tell that she is looking at an African print dress, contemplating my size. I think to myself, Please Ma, don’t buy it. It would be just another thing that I would bury in the garage or give to Goodwill.

*

Why should we give to Goodwill when there are so many people back home who need clothes? We save our clothes for the relatives in Haiti.

*

Twenty years we have been saving all kinds of things for the relatives in Haiti. I need the place in the garage for an exercise bike. (149-150)

This narrative technique shows rather than tells the reader of the difficult void between mother and daughter who represent not just two persons but also two very different cultures. The daughter feels she belongs more to one culture than the other but she has also internalized the voice of her mother, the representative of her original/ ancestral
 culture. The life of a migrant centres around this void between native and new culture, balancing out traditions, ethics and languages in a constant conflict. 

Whereas many of Danticat’s stories pay attention to the special bond between mother and daughter, in “Monkey Tails” she explores the father-son relationship. The story is in fact an autobiographical oral recount of a particular episode of a man’s life, taped on audiocassette as a message for his own soon-to-be born son. The episode he tells of is set during the turbulent days following the forced exile of year-long dictator Jean-Claude “Baby Doc” Duvalier in 1986. The narrator is only twelve years old at the time, trying to come to terms with the fact that his biological father will not acknowledge him, although he lives across the street. His mother has brought him up with a lie that the boy pretends to still believe for her sake. “I was twelve years old,” he says, “and, according to my mother, three months before my birth I had lost my father to something my mother would only vaguely describe as ‘political’, making me part of a generation of mostly fatherless boy, though some of our fathers were still living, even if somewhere else – in the provinces, in another country, or across the alley not acknowledging us” (120). The Duvalier’s army of Tonton Macoutes thoroughly persecuted dissidents, causing many men to escape from their homes, and they also raped and impregnated many women who would give birth to even more fatherless boys. The narrator’s best friend Romain, an older boy, is one of those who have a Tonton Macoute for a father. Romain was abandoned by his “father” at a very young age and wants nothing to do with him – which is good for him at the time when the army looses their dictatorial head, because the people are quick to take revenge on those that have terrorized them for so long. The two boys are in comparable conditions: the narrator struggles to accept having to live so close to his father without being acknowledged and Romain has to accept that political, ethical and other obstacles keep him from ever establishing a relationship with his father. The story ends with Romain trying to meet his father once: “Maybe Regulus [the father] would survive and emerge from all this a new man, repent for all his sins, reclaim all his children, offer them his name – if they still wanted it – beg their forgiveness, both for what he’d done to them and for what he had done to his country” (131). However, Romain does not succeed and leaves the country. Afterwards it appears that Regulus committed suicide to avoid being tortured and/or killed by the angry mob. The father-son relationship in this story is at least as problematic as the mother-daughter relationship in Breath, Eyes, Memory. The two boys crave a relationship with their fathers, but they both have to accept that their own life paths will have to be very different. At the end of the story, the narrator expresses his wish to establish a better relationship with his own son, and he intends to call him Romain after his former best friend. 

Another important theme, that of voice and voicelessness, is present in small instances throughout Krik? Krak!. One character is rendered mute in confrontation with her imprisoned mother, another dreams about not being able to speak. It is more interesting, however, to study the story “Water Child” from The Dew Breaker in this respect. Highly loaded with symbolism, the story tells of Nadine, a nurse working at the Ear, Nose and Throat Department of a hospital in New York, where she takes care of patients recovering from a laryngectomy – a removal of the speech parts. For most patients, even though they are prepared, it still comes as a huge shock “to discover that their total laryngectomies meant they would no longer be able to talk” (46). The patients learn to express their thoughts and wishes on a writing pad, but Nadine wants to warn one of her patients, “the form of relief she must be feeling now would only last for a while, the dread of being voiceless hitting her anew each day as though it had just happened, when she would awake from dreams in which she’d spoken to find that she had no voice, or when she would see something alarming and realize that she couldn’t scream for help” (55). This shows how essential speech is to human beings. Taking away the speech parts is like taking away a part of a person’s identity. At the same time, we get to know the story of the reticent nurse herself. Although her speech parts are intact, a traumatic abortion has made her silent and withdrawn, avoiding all contact with her work colleagues, her ex and father of the child, and even her parents who live in Haiti and desperately try to contact her by mail and by phone. The parents, who sold everything to be able to let their daughter study in the United States, have no idea that their efforts have not guaranteed Nadine a better life. On the contrary, the physical distance between the family becomes an emotional distance too as Nadine feels she is parenting her own parents now instead of the other way around, sending them half her salary each month to repay them for her nursing career. This emotional distance makes it impossible for Nadine to share her trauma even with her own parents: “Calling them […] always made her wish to be the one guarded, rather than the guardian, to be reassured now and then that some wounds could heal, that some decisions would not haunt her forever” (53). Nadine’s exile and the following traumatic events have even estranged her from herself and made her an “unrecognizable woman staring back at her from the closed elevator doors” (57). This elaboration on trauma resembles that of Breath, Eyes, Memory in the detachment from the body, and that of The Farming of Bones, which will be discussed in the next chapter. 

II. The Farming of Bones
The Farming of Bones is quite different from Breath, Eyes, Memory. Whereas Danticat’s first novel is more inspired by the author’s own experiences as a young migrant woman in New York, her second novel dives into one of the most gruesome episodes of Haitian history. I will go about the analysis of The Farming of Bones in roughly the same way that I treated Breath, Eyes, Memory, while still paying attention to the particularities of the novel. First I will discuss Danticat’s choice of genre, with an in-depth discussion of the narrative treatment of trauma, then I will expand a bit upon written, oral and body language. Part three will discuss exile and home and part four the consequences of exile on the migrant’s identity. The final section serves to link the prominent themes of The Farming of Bones back to some of Danticat’s short stories from before this novel.
8. Genre
8.1.  Counter-history/testimonio

The Farming of Bones retells an important episode in the history of Haiti through the story of the fictional character of Amabelle Désir
. It can thus easily be classified as a historical novel. However, Amabelle is one of the many silenced voices of this episode: she is an individual who underwent the massacre but did not play an important part in it. Her stories and those of her friends and loved ones are not the ones that go into history books. Susana Vega-González writes that because of this focus on the stories of the oppressed, Danticat creates “a counter-history as an alternative to the ‘official’ historical records” (2005: 141). She at the same time corrects and criticizes official history in The Farming of Bones. According to Vega-González, who compared The Farming of Bones with Toni Morrison’s Beloved, this counter-historic project resembles what Morrison does in her novels, not only by its purpose but also through its narrative techniques. 
The first thing that catches the eye when one sets off to read The Farming of Bones is also the first thing one sees upon opening Beloved: a quotation from the Bible serving as an epigraph
. Danticat’s epigraph has a different function than Morrison’s, however: she chooses a quotation that emphasizes “the duality of language as both empowering and destructive” (Vega-González 143). The epigraph to The Farming of Bones consists of verses 4 to 6 from Judges 12, which run as follows:

Jephthah called together the men of Gilead and fought against Ephraim. The Gileadites captured the fords of the Jordan leading to Ephraim, and whenever a survivor of Ephraim said, “Let me cross over,” the men of Gilead asked him, “Are you an Ephraimite?” If he replied, “No,” they said, “All right, say ‘Shibboleth.’” If he said, “Sibboleth,” because he could not pronounce the word correctly, they seized and killed him at the fords of the Jordan. Forty-thousand were killed at the time. (136)

This epigraph precedes the practice described in the novel that the Dominicans used to identify Haitians during the massacre. Anyone with a darker skin colour, suspected of being Haitian, was asked to pronounce the word “perejil”, the Spanish word for parsley. Since Haitians generally speak Kreyol and cannot pronounce the trill of the “r” nor the throaty “j”
, they were easily singled out. This practice is an example of the destructive power of language as “a powerful token of domination by the oppressor” (Vega-González 143). Language can also be a positive, uniting force; but these intricacies will be dealt with extensively in part 2. 
The biblical epigraph has not only a very specific meaning for this novel, it is also a means of connecting this Haitian story to the canon of world literature. Vega-González writes that Toni Morrison includes biblical allusions in her novels to advocate “the integration, confluence and acceptance of different or divergent doctrines and viewpoints” (142) and that this is true for Danticat as well. Danticat, however, does not draw so widely on the Bible as Morrison does. In my opinion, the epigraph to The Farming of Bones has the quite straightforward function of putting Danticat’s story, which is well-grounded in Haitian history and therefore might not be considered of great importance to a Western audience, on a par with the stories from the Bible, a text that is part of the very foundation of that Western culture. The epigraph presents Western readers with a story they do know before telling them one that, although it is based on recent historical facts, they are not familiar with.
Another strategy The Farming of Bones shares with Beloved is the fragmented narrative. The linear narrative is often interrupted by dreams and flashbacks that are described so vividly that the reader cannot help but wonder if they are not actually real. The Farming of Bones has the structure of the “testimonio”, “a genre that arose out of Caribbean and Central American social and political movements as a way to foreground the voices of the oppressed” (April Shemak 83). The testimonio as defined by George Yúdice is “an authentic narrative, told by a witness who is moved to narrate by the urgency of a situation (e.g. war, oppression, revolution, etc.)” (quoted in Shemak 83). In this case we are presented with a fictional testimonio that constantly undermines the genre itself. By interrupting the account Amabelle gives as an eye-witness to the massacre with the internal voice of her dreams and memories, the potential for truth of the linear narrative is questioned. It becomes clear that the chronological account does not tell the whole story and the reader starts wondering if it is actually possible to ever tell the whole story. Traumatic realities are very hard to understand, and Danticat’s narrative techniques make it clear that the traditional ways of writing history are definitely not sufficient. As trauma is a complicated concept and a very important aspect of The Farming of Bones, I will dedicate section 1.2 entirely to it.
Some last remarks that will become clearer in part 2, again show that The Farming of Bones is not a regular fictional testimonio. First of all, there is the insertion of other stories – as in Breath, Eyes, Memory, again we find an array of formerly silenced voices that are allowed to speak through the account of the main character. When Amabelle is recovering in the border clinic from the injuries she got trying to flee the Dominican Republic, she is temporarily mute and spends days listening to other people’s stories (and passing them on to the reader). On the other hand, whereas the classic testimonio was promoted by e.g. Yúdice as “a consciousness-raising genre” (Shemak 83), Amabelle’s testimonio goes unheard. Her account is dedicated “to you, Metrès Dlo, Mother of the Rivers” (Farming no pag.), for lack of other listeners.
The techniques I have described above, namely the choice of an anonymous historical figure as a main character, the insertion of dreams and memories in the chronological account and the biblical epigraph, make this novel an example of “a dialogic counter-history which includes previously excluded histories” (Vega-González 141). The previously excluded histories are those of the nameless victims and survivors of a massacre that was never even officially acknowledged afterwards (Amy Novak 97). It is not the official documents that matter here, but the survivors’ dreams and memories of death, destruction, loss and displacement, interrupting, correcting and criticizing the linear narrative. This story is the Haitian version of an ancient tale of discrimination, extreme nationalism and hatred towards the other. 

8.2.  Trauma
The memories that are at the heart of The Farming of Bones are of a traumatic nature – the private memories of the main characters as well as the historical episode that this novel commemorates. The connection between the national trauma and Amabelle’s private traumatic experiences is an intriguing one. “History […] traumatizes endlessly in Haiti”, writes Martin Munro, “invading the private sphere in a way that echoes to some extent Bhabha’s theorization of the ‘unhomely’; his argument that ‘the recesses of the domestic space become sites for history’s most intricate invasions,’ and that ‘in that displacement, the borders between home and world become confused’” (82). It is true that, even in Amabelle’s most private thoughts and dreams, history invades. Her dreams and flashbacks are presented to the reader in chapters in bold type, which are interspersed in the linear narrative. These chapters do not occur regularly, nor do they always tell the same stories. The first half of the novel is set in Alegría, the town in the Dominican Republic where Amabelle has lived ever since the day she lost her parents on the border. She is a domestic worker in the household of a rich Spanish immigrant, taking special care of his daughter who is about her own age. This part of the novel is regularly interrupted by bold-type chapters. They are situated in Amabelle’s room during the rare moments when she does not have to work. During these moments, she either tells of Sebastien, a sugar cane worker and Amabelle’s lover, who often visits her at night, or else we get a recount of one of her dreams. The comings and goings of Sebastien are as dreamlike as the actual dreams, and during the visits the two often speak of their nightmares and traumatic memories. Whereas Amabelle has seen her parents drown together in the river Massacre, Sebastien has witnessed the death of his father in a hurricane. The deaths of Amabelle’s parents are already highly loaded with history, as they drowned while illegally crossing the river Massacre – the border between Haiti and the Dominican Republic – to buy some pots. This is only one instance of people illegally crossing the border for economic reasons: Haiti’s economical development at the time (and today still) was much worse than the Dominican Republic’s, which caused a lot of mobility between the two countries (Arthur 28). Although the presence of most Haitians in the Dominican Republic was in fact illegal, the Dominicans had no problems employing immigrants, thereby making their official status in the country vague and uncertain. This is exactly what caused the 1937 massacre, as the lack of official papers even for Haitians who had been living in the Dominican Republic for decades made Trujillo’s big elimination action considerably easier. 
Another of Amabelle’s dreams is that of her childhood home in Haiti, beneath the citadel of Cap Haitien. As a child, she was very proud of the citadel, which was build for Henry I, a former slave who played an important part in the Haitian revolution of 1791 and eventually became President and later King of Haiti. The citadel is a symbol of Haiti’s victory over a foreign oppressor, but as Amabelle later returns to it she finds it to actually have become a ruin, an attraction for tourists (278). Both Novak and Munro point out the metaphoric value of the citadel, representing the miserable state of Haiti decades after the glorious revolution (Novak 115 & Munro 94). One last significant dream is that of the “sugar woman”, who “is dressed in a long, three-tiered ruffled gown inflated like a balloon. Around her face, she wears a shiny silver muzzle, and on her neck there is a collar with a clasped lock dangling from it” (Farming 132). This figure makes the link with Haiti’s history of slavery much in the same way that Morrison evoked the Middle Passage in Beloved, through the integration of a collective memory into a character’s personal memories, thereby loading the narrative with even more layers of historical trauma. The layering of traumatic experiences through the interweaving of the chronological history with highly meaningful dreams and memories – what Amy Novak calls the “spectral narrative economy” (112) – provokes a more comprehensive view on the history of Haiti. Novak expressed this idea very clearly in her analysis of The Farming of Bones: “The narrative economy of the novel asks us not to understand the events of Trujillo and the Dominicans in isolation, but within a context of centuries of racism, colonization and prejudice” (112).
The second half of the novel recounts Amabelle’s escape from the Dominican Republic, her difficult journey to Haiti, her finding a place to live in Haiti and her eventual return to the Dominican Republic to come to terms with the past. In this part of the novel, the dream chapters occur less frequently. This may be due to the turbulence of her flight to Haiti as opposed to the well-structured days of her life as a domestic worker. Only when she has settled down in Haiti for many years do these passages start to come back. However, now they are no longer about her parents’ deaths but about the massacre and about Sebastien whom she has heard nothing of since she fled Alegría. Although many who have survived the massacre claim to have witnessed Sebastien’s killing, there is no way of knowing for sure that he is dead and Amabelle cannot give up hope. On top of that, she experiences guilt for having been able to save herself but not Sebastien, and there is no one with whom she can discuss this ghostlike figure from her past. It is too painful to talk about him to Yves, Sebastien’s best friend and the only other survivor with whom Amabelle was able to flee Alegría. That is why Sebastien keeps appearing in her dreams: his story has not finished and it has to be passed on in order for him not to be forgotten. Other memories are about her escape from the Dominican Republic, including torture and the killing of fellow travellers along the way, a stay at the border clinic where many more died of injuries and others testified of captured Haitians being thrown off rocks or being shot by the dozen. These memories are a direct invasion of history in Amabelle’s personal life and they leave her with a strong feeling of frustration over not having been able to testify. She dreams of going to the Generalissimo, Trujillo, to confront him with his actions and especially with his victims. 

Both Martin Munro and Amy Novak have analyzed The Farming of Bones through the framework of trauma theory. Munro’s article is based on the work of theoreticians like Cathy Caruth, Jeannie Suk, and Judith Herman, who says that people in the aftermath of traumatic events can be “caught between the extremes of amnesia or of reliving the trauma, between floods of intense, overwhelming feeling and arid states of no feeling at all” (quoted in Munro 84). Amabelle’s nightmares are in that case an example of “intense, overwhelming feeling”, when for example after the dream of the sugar woman she wakes up, “pounding the arm Sebastien has draped over [her] breasts to awake him” (Farming 133). Her account of her parents’ deaths however, is very matter-of-fact and almost devoid of feeling: “I scream until I can taste blood in my throat, until I can no longer hear my own voice. Yet I still hold Moy’s gleaming pots in my hands” (52). Munro concludes that the effects of trauma on memory are profound because “the ‘natural’ desire to forget is constantly countered by the spontaneous, troubling re-emergence of memories through involuntary flashbacks and nightmares” (84). It logically follows that the bold-type chapters are not only an effective way of disrupting and criticizing the linear narrative, they are also an accurate representation of the workings of traumatic memory. 
However, as Amabelle herself indicates, the dreams and memories do not always come involuntarily. After she has fled to Haiti, when she reconsiders the events prior to the massacre, she admits: “I knew that the death of many was coming” (Farming 265). She says: “You may be surprised what we use our dreams to do, how we drape them over our sight and carry them like amulets to protect us from evil spells”, implying a sort of conscious control over the flashbacks. I have found no direct explanation for this in either Munro or Novak, but I think this new perspective on the dreams and memories is linked with what I will discuss more thoroughly in part 2, namely the urge and the (im)possibility to testify. It seems clear that, even in her dreams and memories, Amabelle is driven by the urge to testify, to keep the dead alive by putting them into words and images. The manner in which this happens differs very much from the manner in which all is recorded in the linear narrative, but that does not mean that the linear narrative is Amabelle’s “conscious” report and the dreams are an unwanted disturbance. If, however, we accept the idea that Amabelle sometimes consciously retreats into her dreams and memories, we must face the following idea: that it can be dangerous too, to live inside (traumatic) dreams and memories. In Amabelle’s case, it troubles her view of present realities. We must conclude then, that the need to remember is necessarily complemented by a need to forget. Novak develops a similar idea, when she quotes Barbara Chester on the relationship between individual and cultural trauma: “The need to remember, name, validate, grieve, and receive compensation for unjust suffering, for example, is opposed to the societal need to forget and put an end to both the past terror of repression and the future threat of renewed military takeover, should prosecution of war crimes occur” (94). It is, however, not only society that needs to forget; the individual needs to remember exactly because of his or her own need to forget. Being able to testify is a necessary step in this process of forgetting.
That is ultimately what Novak as well as Munro see in The Farming of Bones: a novel that explores the working of (individual and cultural) trauma and that offers tentative answers to the problem of how to approach the past if it is that traumatic. Munro quotes Blanchot in his conclusive interpretation of The Farming of Bones: “the fragmentation inherent to the writing of disaster effectively dismantles the myth of a previous plenitude, and, through disintegration, paradoxically offers a kind of coherence, ‘the putting into pieces (tearing apart) of that which has never existed before as a whole’” (95). Writing about traumatic history is therefore an undermining of linear historical narratives that are always aberrations of the truth, as a traumatic historical event is never linear and straightforward in the first place. Writing about traumas is recognizing complexity, fragmentation and paradox. One of these complexities involves the alternating movement between remembering and forgetting, something Novak is more interested in. She concludes her article on The Farming of Bones with a discussion of a quote from Susan Suleiman: “a productive engagement with the past involves not a fixated stare at a ‘single catastrophe’ but the possibility of blinking – forgetting, anticipating, erring, revising” (117). Writing about disaster is always a back-and-forth movement between remembering and forgetting, and “[w]hile the present may desire a single meaning or interpretation of a traumatic event, the spectral narrative economy of Danticat’s novel suggests the impossibility of such a cultural narrative cure” (117). 
9. Written, oral and body language

As I have explained in part 1, Danticat corrects and criticizes traditional linear history in The Farming of Bones. In this part, I will study how the writer presents the importance of written, oral and body language in the massacre as well as in the following processes of history-making. Within the massacre itself, the three kinds of language are largely controlled by the oppressor. The importance of each kind of language in the process of history-making is inversely proportional to its accessibility for the main characters of this novel: the poor and oppressed who individually own the least possible power in society. Written language is almost completely inaccessible for most Haitians in this novel; oral discourse is accessible but hardly ever heard; and the bodies are silent but very real testaments to unspeakable events.
Written language, in the form of for example official documents and media reports, generally has the most authority when it comes to making history. In the case of the 1937 massacre there were hardly any written sources, so the massacre “slipped from history” (Novak 97). Novak writes that for several political reasons the massacre was hardly given any international attention: “In the name of Franklin Roosevelt’s ‘Good Neighbor policy’ and maintaining peace in the Western Hemisphere, the United States, as well as Haiti, allowed the butcher of the Haitian laborers to elude censure” (97). There were no political repercussions and the media did not show much critical spirit either: Novak quotes Roorda to prove that “while the event did initially garner international attention in such journals as The Nation, The New Republic, Collier’s, and even Life magazine, ultimately the event was dismissed” (97). On top of that, though Trujillo did give Haiti financial remuneration, official acknowledgment of the massacre within the Dominican Republic and Haiti remained forthcoming for lack of written documents. Sagás reports: “No documentation with direct reference to the massacre – before, during, or after it – has been found in Dominican archives” (quoted in Novak 97). Without written language for proof, it appeared, the event might just as well not have happened at all. The numbers of survivors and witnesses, waiting to tell their stories or show the physical harm on their bodies, ultimately did not have any power to weigh on history.
After having been collected out of written-down documents, official history only grows stronger with time. Barbara Zelizer aptly observes: 
Unlike personal memory, whose authority fades with time, the authority of collective memories increases as time passes, taking on new complications, nuances, and interests. Collective memories allow for the fabrication, rearrangement, elaboration, and omission of details about the past, often pushing aside accuracy and authenticity so as to accommodate broader issues of identity formation, power and authority, and political affiliation. (quoted in Novak 100)

Whereas personal memory is a highly vulnerable thing, subject to the deterioration of an individual’s brain and lost when the people involved are gone, collective memory is constantly reinforced as individuals adopt opinions based on written documents, which only tell a part of the story, and which in the end will themselves be based on other written documents and so on, until the true complexities of the event are long gone. On top of that there are the motives of people with authority, who do have the power to change our understanding of history in contrast with the anonymous, voiceless mass. An example of this is the manner in which the Dominican Republic later built up a discourse around the massacre that was in no way an examination of the country’s mistakes but in fact a justification of the genocide, meant to consolidate Trujillo’s authority and Dominican nationalism.
In this respect, Amabelle’s modest and fragmented testimony is an attempt at passing on a story that no one is willing to hear. The story is of course presented to the reader in print, but it is not made clear how this story, as a first-person narration and a testimonio, came to be. After Danticat’s own epigraph, we get another epigraph: “In confidence to you, Metrès Dlo, Mother of the Rivers. [signed] Amabelle Désir” (Farming no pag.). This suggests that the upcoming story is some kind of manuscript. However, as it is highly unlikely that Amabelle can write a manuscript like this and as the novel ends with her lying down in the river Massacre wondering if she should live or die, it makes more sense to believe that the reader is presented with the story that Amabelle is telling to the river. In her story she realizes her own voicelessness and she desperately tries to counter it. Her most beloved spirits, those of Sebastien and of her parents, are kept alive through dreams and memories (see part 1): Amabelle repeats urgently throughout the novel that “His name is Sebastien Onius” (e.g. Farming 1, 281, 282), which seems like a reaction to a poignant remark of one of the other characters: “‘Famous men never truly die’, he added. ‘It is only those nameless and faceless who vanish like smoke into the early morning air’” (280). This remark makes a big impression on Amabelle, as she later repeats it herself in one of her dreams (282). Amabelle’s desperate need to pass her story on is sadly ironic, however, since she does not find anyone willing to listen and ultimately has to address it to the river.

This last remark already leads us to the problems involved in oral language: whereas a written document can lie somewhere unread for ages until someone decides to take a look at it, a spoken story has to have an immediate listener or else it is lost beyond retrieval. Many of the characters of The Farming of Bones are all the time searching for someone to hear their stories. In Breath, Eyes, Memory the Haitians were already portrayed as a story-telling people, in this novel they have even more stories to share: stories of exile, of lost relatives, of the massacre. The exiled Haitians living in the Dominican Republic before the slaughter like to sit together and talk about Haiti: “At times you could sit for a whole evening with such individuals,” says Amabelle, “just listening to their existence unfold, from the house where they were born to the hill where they wanted to be buried. It was their way of returning home, with you as a witness” (73). The mentioning of the listener as a witness indicates the necessity of an audience in order to give the story meaning. When the massacre has started and many Haitians are fleeing the country, Amabelle ends up with many other victims of assault in a border clinic. Her own mouth and throat are injured, making her unable to speak while all the other injured have too much to say. It seems as though they have had to keep their mouths shut all the while during the dangerous escape from the Dominican Republic and now is the first time they can share everything they have been through with others who understand: “As they ate, people gathered in a group to talk. Taking turns, they exchanged tales quickly, the haste in their voices sometimes blurring the words, for greater than their desire to be heard was the hunger to tell” (209). In this case the audience is almost nothing more than a formality and maybe the storytellers just need to hear the sound of their own voices to know they have survived – like the man who had been struck with a machete, was left for dead and found himself when he awoke in a pile of corpses (210).
When everyone has returned to their home towns in Haiti, there seems to be an opportunity to testify. Trujillo has promised to give money to survivors of the massacre and there will be justices of the peace writing down their testimonies. Some are sceptical from the start because “They ask you to bring papers. They ask you to bring proof” (231). And how can these people have proof that they were struck by Dominican machetes or that their friends were taken away by army trucks? The whole project soon turns out to be a flop anyway, as there are thousands of people wanting to testify and only a certain amount of money available. When the money has been distributed the justices of the peace no longer see the use of listening to testimonies, leaving many people frustrated. Amabelle is one of those who waited for days before the police building where the testimonies took place, and eventually had to leave unheard and empty-handed. Afterwards the local priests make a short attempt to provide a listening ear to the survivors, but they soon give up on this too; as one priest tells Amabelle: “To all those who tell us of lost relations, we can offer nothing, save for our prayers and perhaps a piece of bread. So we have stopped letting them tell us these terrible stories. It was taking all our time, and there is so much other work to be done” (254). The stories of the survivors are seen as too depressing, and just listening is not considered as enough help. Danticat seems to imply that the opposite is true, and that someone to listen can already be of great help. Even when Amabelle finally returns to Alegría in the hope of finding something that reconnects her to her past, the search is fruitless. Her former mistress, Señora Valencia, is not the right person to talk to either: the differences of nationality and class between the two women are too much to overcome. As mentioned before, Amabelle’s quest ends at the river, where she finally lays her story to rest. The mechanics of history-making do not allow for her kind of story, although it is the only story she possesses and she cannot find peace until it is passed on: “The slaughter is the only thing that is mine enough to pass on. All I want to do is find a place to lay it down now and again, a safe nest where it will neither be scattered by the winds, nor remain forever buried beneath the sod” (266).
Apart from the refusal to hear the stories of the oppressed, there are other ways in which people with power can assault their victims’ speech. These are explored in The Farming of Bones too. The first and most haunting example of the novel is the instance where Amabelle and her friends are attacked in the city of Dajabón on the town square where a mass of Dominicans have just gathered for a speech of General Trujillo. Following the “regular procedure”, a group of worked up young men ask the refugees to pronounce the word “perejil”. Even though for a moment Amabelle thinks that she could pronounce the word properly, given the opportunity, the young men are quick to push the group onto the ground and start torturing them by forcing their mouths open and stuffing them with parsley until they are almost suffocating. Right there, in the middle of the crowd, people start throwing stones at them, until the Generalissimo leaves and the Dominicans gradually go home, leaving their victims behind – one of them dead (Farming 189-196). In this instance, language is used to confirm a group identity and exclude, even harm, anyone not belonging to that group. Unwilling to listen to and accept a different kind of speech, the people in power decide to silence the outsiders by stuffing their mouths with parsley.
In another instance, someone is tortured physically as well as mentally until his mind and his speech give up. When Amabelle sees Father Romain, one of the Haitian priests from Alegría, for the first time after the massacre, he is severely traumatized. He lives with his sister, who takes care of him because he cannot take care of himself, and most of the times he does not remember anything from before his imprisonment. Nothing comes out of his mouth except Dominican nationalist and racist propaganda, phrases that according to his sister he was forced to say in prison. Father Romain offers the reader a sad mimicry of the discourse that was used to justify the massacre: 
‘Sometimes I cannot believe that this one island produced two such different peoples’, Father Romain continued like a badly wound machine. ‘We, as Dominicans, must have our separate traditions and our own ways of living. If not, in less then [sic] three generations, we will all be Haitians. In three generations, our children and grandchildren will have their blood completely tainted unless we defend ourselves now, you understand? (261)

There is a moment of rebellion in the novel, which shows that the Haitians do not just accept this discrimination. Amabelle has crossed the river to Haiti with some other survivors, when one more man is shot and his wife suffocates while Amabelle is trying to silence her screams. Amabelle describes how, with her dying breath, the woman says the Kreyol word for parsley, “‘pèsi’, not calmly and slowly as if she were asking for it at a roadside garden or open market, not questioning as if demanding of the face of Heaven the greater meaning of senseless acts, no effort to say ‘perejil’ as if pleading for her life” (203). It is a word of resistance, of which Amabelle thinks it might have startled the Generalissimo had he heard it, as it is “a provocation, a challenge, a dare” (203). These Haitian refugees are not following the discourse of the Dominicans: they refuse to accept that they – their identity, their colour, their language – would be inferior. “To the devil with your world,” Amabelle imagines Odette thinking, “your grass, your wind, your water, your air, your words. You ask for perejil, I give you more” (203).
Whereas the Haitians have no access to written language and their oral discourse is unheard, silenced or deformed, their bodies are inscribed with the true horrors of the massacre. Again, it is the Dominicans who have the control over the Haitians’ body language, as their machetes leave wounds and scars that will mark their victims for the rest of their lives. April Shemak writes that “while the scarred and dismembered bodies attest to the violence of the massacre, the fact that survivors have to live with the brutal inscriptions of the regime for the rest of their lives lessens their own agency in telling their stories” (100).
However, even before the massacre some of the Haitians’ bodies were already inscribed by the rough work in the Dominican cane fields. When Sebastien is introduced on page one of The Farming of Bones, Amabelle describes him in the following way: “He is lavishly handsome by the dim light of my castor oil lamp, even though the cane stalks have ripped apart most of the skin on his shiny black face, leaving him with crisscrossed trails of furrowed scars” (1). Sebastien’s thighs are “steel, hardened by four years of sugarcane harvests” and the palms of his hands “have lost their lifelines to the machetes that cut the cane”. The work in the cane fields has a crucial effect, not only on a physical level, but if one accepts a symbolical reading of the disappearance of the lifelines, on your entire future. And it is not only men that are determined by labour: when Amabelle goes bathing in the river with all of the other workers, she is watching four of the oldest women in the company. “[O]ne was missing an ear. Two had lost fingers. One had her right cheekbone cracked in half, the result of a runaway machete in the fields” (61). 
Only Amabelle seems to have escaped from the devastating effects of the labour. When she is together with her lover, Sebastien takes off her dress and says: “Your clothes cover more than your skin […] You become this uniform they make for you” (2). At that point in time Amabelle can still take off her working clothes and take on an identity that is not informed by her position as a domestic worker, in contrast with Sebastien whose naked body still shows the signs of labour. After the massacre this has changed completely. The beatings in Dajabón have made her a different person: “I knew that my body could no longer be a tempting spectacle, nor would I ever be truly young or beautiful, if ever I had been. Now my flesh was simply a map of scars and bruises, a marred testament” (227). When her body heals, the scars remain and Amabelle sadly ponders what would happen if Sebastien would find her after all: “Thinking of Sebastien’s return made me wish for my hair to grow again – which it had not – for the inside of my ears to stop buzzing, for my knees to bend without pain, for my jaws to realign evenly and form a smile that did not make me look like a feeding mule” (229). The young girl who spent nights of intimacy with her lover, who made plans for getting married and starting up a family, has been replaced by a mutilated woman whose every description suggests untimely old age. It is not only her looks that have altered, maybe even beyond the point of recognition (229), but her limbs and joints are failing her too, making it apart from emotionally also physically hard for Amabelle to start up a new life. Eventually she stays for years with Yves and his widowed mother, doing sewing work, as this is the only occupation she can practice and that she enjoys as it takes her mind off the constant pain. Even then she has to retreat at times because “the joint of my knee would throb, and the ringing in my ears would chime without stop” (269). Novak connects this physicality of the past to her theory of trauma and states that the inscription of the past into Amabelle’s bones makes a working-through of that past even more complicated (106). If we recall Munro’s remark on history invading the private sphere, we could see this inscription of the massacre on and into Amabelle’s body as the ultimate invasion.
According to April Shemak, the bodies of Señora Valencia, Amabelle’s mistress, and her twin babies add another layer to the story, as they symbolically signify “the repressive system of Dominican nationalism” (88). The Farming of Bones’ linear story
 begins with Valencia giving birth to a strong boy with a light Spanish complexion and a tiny baby girl whose skin is much darker, to the extent that Valencia thoughtlessly asks Amabelle: “My poor love, what if she’s mistaken for one of your people?” (12). This remark makes clear how complicated issues of race and nationality on the island of Hispaniola actually are. While the Dominican government fanatically tried to put their own people into the categories “light-skinned”, “of Spanish ancestry”, “cultivated” and the Haitians into the categories “dark-skinned”, “of African ancestry”, and “poor”, reality obviously does not allow for such clear distinctions. The border between the Dominican Republic and Haiti was not always there and was not even strictly determined until the United States’ occupation in the early twentieth century (Arthur 28). General Trujillo himself, according to Robert Lawless, “used cosmetics to disguise the phenotypical features that he inherited from his Haitian grandmother” (quoted in Shemak 109). Shemak observes that “Valencia’s remarks reflect the emphasis that the regime puts on the nation’s ‘singular’ racial origins (white/Spanish) so that ‘other’ races are not compatible with Dominican nationality” (90-91). In reality, however, the population of the Dominican Republic is as mixed as that of Haiti and “[t]he ‘dark’ daughter, Rosalinda, becomes a metonym for the African segments of the Dominican Republic, while the ‘white’ son, Rafi, is a metonym for its Spanish ancestry” (91). Following this symbolic interpretation, it is very meaningful that Rosalinda was born with the umbilical cord around her neck, as if her brother, named Rafi after General Rafael Trujillo, tried to strangle her (Farming 19). It is also meaningful that Rosalinda eventually survives while Rafi dies a cot death. This may be read as a warning that the Dominicans had better come to terms with their African ancestry and as such with their Haitian neighbours, rather than trying to exterminate them. 
10. Exile and border consciousness

The Farming of Bones is at least as meaningful as a narrative of exile as Breath, Eyes, Memory. Some themes from Danticat’s first novel are repeated in The Farming of Bones, like the departing from the motherland at a very young age and the back-and-forth movements between motherland and country of exile later. The Farming of Bones puts another layer on top of that, as it also tells a tale of the border as a historical, emotional and symbolical entity.
Amabelle’s exile begins when her parents drown in the river Massacre and she is left alone on the Dominican side of the border. She is picked up there by Don Ignacio who takes her with him as a playmate and future housemaid for his own daughter, who is about the same age as Amabelle. Edward Said distinguishes exiled persons from refugees and expatriates, the first being banished or taken from their motherlands, the second leaving in order to seek assistance and the last choosing to leave (Jurney 2/12
). According to this analysis, Amabelle is actually exiled, as during her initial movement of exile she is too young to make any decisions herself. Alegría becomes her home, with Sebastien her fiancé and the señora and her family as “the closest to kin” she has (Farming 110). When the massacre begins and she has to flee back to Haiti, she ironically becomes a refugee in her own motherland. Her visits with Sebastien’s mother and the Citadel do not bring her any closer to the ghosts from her past, and when years later Amabelle’s urge to remember becomes irresistibly strong, she makes one last trip to the Dominican Republic. This is her only truly voluntary journey, undertaken in the hope of finding anything familiar, any feeling of homeliness. Sadly, Alegría is hardly any more familiar than Haiti, when after all those years, the entire town has changed. Amabelle ponders: “As I walked back and forth along the cloistered cobble-stoned streets, in the shadow of these walls, I felt as though I was in a place I had never seen before. There were only a few markers I recognized” (289). It gets even worse when she finally finds out where Señora Valencia now lives, and her former mistress does not even recognize her until Amabelle tells her stories from their past together. Even then, the reunion is uncomfortable, and Amabelle realizes: “Why had I never dreamt of her? […] Was it because I never truly loved her?” (296). Neither country offers her a home, and the back-and-forth movements between Haiti and the Dominican Republic tellingly end at the border, where Amabelle lies down in the river Massacre. I will further discuss the end of the novel in section four on identity.
On a larger scale, this novel is set against the background of two diasporic movements. The first is that of the African slaves to Haiti in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. This diaspora is not explicitly present in the novel, apart from the reference in the dream about the sugar woman, but it accounts for most of the problems that are at the centre of the novel. The system of slavery brought thousands of Africans to the island of Hispaniola, and especially to the Haitian side – which at the time was a French colony, named Saint-Domingue (Arthur 10). After the successful slave revolution and the independence of Haiti, many former slaves refused to perform paid labour on the hated cane fields, which caused the plantation economy to wither. This, together with numerous neo-colonial invasions and the following political instability, gradually drove the country into poverty and continuing economic crises (Arthur 11-14). Many poor and uneducated Haitians were ultimately forced to cross the border to the Dominican Republic, where they could easily find work, either in the cane fields (which still bloomed on that part of the island) or – if they were lucky – in the sugar mills. This situation was the breeding ground for the horrible outburst of extreme Dominican nationalism that manifested itself in the 1937 massacre.
This second diaspora, which was the slightly more voluntary movement of poor black Haitians to the Dominican Republic, multiplied feelings of displacement. The Haitians in the Dominican Republic, especially the ones who still have relatives in Haiti and hope to return there one day, like to remind each other of their home culture. Father Romain, for example, “often reminded everyone of common ties: language, foods, history, carnival, songs, tales, and prayers” (73). The Haitian culture, which is still a young and hybrid culture, must be kept alive as it is especially threatened in a situation of exile
. On the other hand, many have a distinct feeling of homelessness as the exact reason they came to the Dominican Republic has to do with not finding a (economic) place in the motherland. “Sometimes the people in the fields, when they’re tired and angry, they say we’re an orphaned people,” Sebastien says to Amabelle. “They say we are the burnt crud at the bottom of the pot. They say some people don’t belong anywhere and that’s us” (56). Sebastien sees it more positively, however: “I say we are a group of vwayajè, wayfarers. This is why you had to travel this far to meet me, because that is what we are” (56). Sebastien seems to be the only one who sees his diasporic identity as something positive. He prefers to focus on the result of all his travelling, which is his relationship with Amabelle. Ironically, Sebastien disappears, probably dies, halfway through the novel, thereby rendering Amabelle’s later wanderings meaningless. A thorough discussion on the diasporic identity will follow in section 4.
It is one of Danticat’s great accomplishments that, even though the focus of her novels is on the voiceless and powerless, she presents the people with power as well-rounded human beings too. One prevalent strategy for this is the repetition of certain themes and events in the lives of different people. Exile, namely, is not only present in the lives of the Haitians. Historically speaking, it is an experience common to all the inhabitants of the island of Hispaniola
. As such, in The Farming of Bones, the character of Don Ignacio can also feel homesick. Amabelle describes her master as “an exiled patriot, Papi [= Don Ignacio], fighting a year-and-a-half old civil war in Spain by means of the radio” (43). She even thinks that he understands the Haitian workers better than most other Dominicans, who have lived on the island all their lives, do: “Like me, Papi had been displaced from his native land; he felt himself the orphaned child of a now orphaned people. Perhaps this was why he often seemed more kindly disposed to the strangers for whom this side of the island had not always been home” (78). Because Danticat often links completely different characters to each other through common experiences, it is highly unlikely that the use of the word “orphaned” in this context is a coincidence. She deliberately links the experience of the Spanish expatriates to that of the exiled Haitians, thereby putting her main story into a larger context. This larger context shows up again near the end of the novel, when Amabelle visits Valencia. Amabelle is told that, because of the unstable situation in the Dominican Republic, many of the other Spaniards in Alegría have moved since the massacre to New York. Valencia sings to her “a song of sad and joyous exile, everything lost to Nueva York. ‘I throw away my spoon. I throw away my fork. I throw away my plates and I’m going to Nueva York’” (298). These small references not only show that exile is of all skin colours, classes and nationalities – though we must not forget that the oppressed are more likely to be an involuntary exile – but it also makes this novel a tale of continuous movement and a document of today’s globalized world. For this reason it is interesting to analyze, as I will in the following section, how the novel presents identity in a world defined by migration.
11. Identity
This section will discuss identity from a few different perspectives and the problems that are involved in each of those perspectives. I will analyze identity as it exists in relationship to land (national identity), the body and the other. There are other angles through which to see identity, but the novel seems to support especially these three. The problems arising in the three categories mainly have to do with a lack of control, and can result in feelings of isolation, purposelessness and detachment. The Farming of Bones hardly offers any solutions for these problems but asks only questions. 

Many cultures attach great importance to national identity; we only have to think about the Israel/Palestine case to realize how deep this may run. As the migrants in The Farming of Bones are “vwayajè” without a real home country, they physically as well as psychologically occupy a new and uncertain place in society. Many theoreticians have tried to explain this in a positive manner. Homi Bhabha sees the liminal space of the migrant as a space of possibilities, more specifically the possibility of counter-discourse (in Shemak 94). Shemak rightly observes that in Danticat’s text this possibility is subjected to thorough doubt if not criticism (94). As I have demonstrated in the section about language, the migrants in The Farming of Bones have to operate from a position so marginalized that their counter-discourse is not heard. Nor can we say that their position as a border people is celebrated in the way that Anzaldúa proposes in Borderlands/La Frontera. Although Anzaldúa is not blind to the difficulties of life in between nations, Borderlands is written in an attempt to create a space for a border existence, which aside from difficult is also challenging and joyful (19). Section 3 already provided some evidence that Danticat’s characters fail to see the joy of a life as border people, and that the only character that does disappears halfway through the novel. Shemak shows that, on a symbolical level too, the rise of a border people is being questioned. 
In my analysis of body language in The Farming of Bones, I already explained Shemak’s interpretation of the birth of the twin babies. There is another aspect to this event that I will only explain now as it is closely related to the border consciousness. As it happens, Amabelle is the midwife helping Valencia with the birth of the twins, for lack of a professional close by. She performs this birth with the necessary skills that she picked up as a child from her parents who were herb healers in Haiti. Following the birth, the family doctor Javier asks Amabelle to become a midwife at the border, thereby constructing “the border as a kind of womb, which needs help in ‘giving birth’ to the people there” (Shemak 93). Also according to Shemak, Amabelle would be the perfect person for this job as she herself is a child of the border and “could potentially help the people of the border-region ‘give birth’ to a new transnational identity” (93). At that moment in the novel, however, Amabelle is not ready for such a position, and once the massacre starts there is no longer any possibility of a border existence. The border becomes an instrument of the Dominican government, serving only to exclude people. It is a place of death and not birth: two of Amabelle’s fellow travellers die there, and so many corpses are disposed of into the Massacre that years later there are still rumours of swimmers finding “a set of white spongy bones, a skeleton, thinned by time and being buried too long in the riverbed” (Farming 308). For Amabelle too, the river becomes a symbol of violent death as she returns to it at the end of the novel. “In the coal black darkness of a night like this, unless you are near it, the river ceases to exist,” she tells us, “allowing you to imagine just for a moment that all of them – my mother and father, Wilner, Odette, and the thousands whose graves are here – died natural deaths, peaceful deaths” (308). However, the river is also a question, an emblem of uncertainty, as it was there that Amabelle hesitantly chose to live on instead of jump in the water to drown with her parents. After all this time and having been through so much pain and destruction, Amabelle still does not know if it was the right choice. At the end of the novel she is again faced with the choice whether to leave the dead behind and start a new life as a child of the border, or to stay there in the river and join the ghosts from her past. The novel does not answer this question and thus it remains unclear whether an existence as a border child is actually possible.
The body is not uncomplicated as a site of identity either, especially under an oppressive regime. In the part about body language, I already explained how first the labour in the cane fields and later the experience of the massacre aggressively inscribed the bodies of the Haitians in this novel. This questions the ownership of one’s own body and causes a split between spirit and body
. On page 32, an older servant of Amabelle’s master, Juana, confesses that she has never been able to have children and she says: “At this moment in life, a woman asks herself: What good is all this flesh? Why did I have this body?” (32). It is not just the failure to reproduce that she complains about, but it has to do with her life of service: her body has been like a kitchen tool, functioning only to serve the family of her master and mistress. Amabelle has a more severe case of a split between spirit and body: after the massacre, her body has been mutilated and seems to have aged years in a couple of days. Amabelle’s narration is in a way one of denial: she seems unable to accept how her body has aged and is aging as the novel proceeds. The image we create of her as she is telling her story is only at times disrupted when she or someone else makes a remark about her body. Towards the end of the novel, Amabelle dances in a spontaneous street celebration following the death of Trujillo in 1961. This comes as a real surprise to the reader, as it means that Amabelle has aged twenty-four years since the beginning of the story. Amabelle herself is surprised too, at being addressed for the first time as “Man”, a title belonging to an elder (269). Another uttering, “[w]hen I saw a beautiful young man I tried to pair him up with my younger self” (276), shows how Amabelle at the same time knows she is no longer young but finds it hard to accept. Living in the past, she fails to connect to people other than Yves’ mother, the woman she lives with, let alone start a relationship with a man her own age.
The massacre has not just mutilated the Haitians’ bodies beyond recognition, it has also performed a homogenizing act on this group of people. The scars and mutilations mark the returned Haitians as belonging to a specific group they never chose to be a part of. When Amabelle arrives in Cap Haitien, she feels people looking at her. “They recognized us without knowing us,” she realizes, “We were those people, the nearly dead, the ones who had escaped from the other side of the river” (220). The identity as a survivor of the massacre stays with them for the rest of their lives, and Amabelle herself takes part in this too, saying: “whenever I saw people with deformities – anything from a broken nose to crippled legs – had they been there?” (243). The massacre has alienated Amabelle from her body and her former self, but has not created an acceptable new identity except that of a person belonging to the group of survivors. 
The perspective of identity as resulting from the interaction with other people causes problems too, as Amabelle loses everyone close to her. First of all she is an orphan, and the continuous dreams and memories of her parents show that Amabelle has never been able to fully grow up and live her own life after her parents’ deaths. In one of her dreams, Amabelle talks to the spirit of her mother, saying: “I will never be a whole woman for the absence of your face” (208). This stands in sharp contrast with the passage in Breath, Eyes, Memory, where it was said that a daughter can never fully be a woman until her mother has passed on before her
. In Breath, Eyes, Memory, the mother-daughter relationship was continued on a different level after the death of the mother, a theme that may be in The Farming of Bones too because Amabelle also communicates with her dead mother. In The Farming of Bones it is, however, far more unclear whether Amabelle is really having contact with her mother or if the dreams and flashbacks are just a result of her traumatic experiences. With trauma at the heart of the novel, it seems logical that the death of Amabelle’s mother was in fact a rupture because it happened too early and Amabelle had never been able to build up a meaningful relationship with her during life. On top of that Amabelle says that her mother “didn’t show a lot of affection to [her]” (14). For these reasons I believe that Amabelle’s dreams are, more than a true communication, an attempt at recovering some feeling of security and motherlove. Her experience, for that matter, is linked to that of Señora Valencia, whose mother died in childbirth. Señora Valencia is convinced that her own mother was with her when she herself gave birth to her twin babies (27), and when her little boy Rafi dies she confesses to Amabelle: “I feel sometimes that I will never be a whole woman, for the absence of Mami’s face” (104).
The relationship with Señora Valencia is in itself an ambiguous part of Amabelle’s identity. Whereas the novel starts with a dream chapter in which Sebastien plays the leading part, the chronological story line starts with Amabelle assisting Valencia in giving birth. Because Amabelle has joined the household as a child the same age as Valencia, their relationship is not simply one of mistress and servant. At certain times it seems as though the women are actually friends; Valencia especially seems particularly attached to Amabelle. When Amabelle returns to her years after the massacre, Valencia explains how she hid a number of Haitians after Amabelle had fled and confesses: “I hid them because I couldn’t hide you, Amabelle. I though you’d been killed, so everything I did, I did in your name” (299). However, as Valencia is free to like Amabelle or to dispose of her and Amabelle will always be the inferior, the relationship can never be a true friendship. At times this is particularly clear, and it is only natural that Valencia takes Amabelle’s presence for granted as “[w]orking for others, you learn to be present and invisible at the same time, nearby when they needed you, far off when they didn’t, but still close enough in case they changed their minds” (35).  At the end of the novel, Amabelle watches Valencia’s new young girl servant and realizes what the nature of her relationship with Valencia at the time really was: 
And in Sylvie’s eyes was a longing I knew very well, from the memory of it as it was once carved into my younger face: I will bear anything, carry any load, suffer any shame, walk with eyes to the ground, if only for the very small chance that one day our fates might come to being somewhat closer and I would be granted for all my years of travail and duty an honestly gained life that in some extremely modest way would begin to resemble hers. (306)

Amabelle’s relationship with Valencia, which “had always been dangling between being strangers and being friends” (300), was in fact infused with class differences and based on Amabelle’s desire to, if not live, then at least be a part of, Valencia’s life.
The love that Amabelle shares with Sebastien is the only true and meaningful relationship during that period of her life, and as such it constitutes an important part of her identity in the first half of the novel. He is the only one with whom she can be a whole woman, not just one of the Haitians in the Dominican Republic, a servant, or a colleague. She shares her dreams and memories with him and is planning on setting up house with him. With her parents dead, Sebastien actually seems to determine Amabelle’s entire identity, as she says “I am afraid I cease to exist when he’s not there” (2). When Sebastien disappears, Amabelle almost does cease to exist. The dream chapters disappear for a while when she flees to Haiti, and her conscious self is only actively seeking to remember and not to move on. “I chose a living death because I am not brave”, Amabelle explains to Sebastien’s spirit in one of the later dream chapters (283). It is unclear whether she considers herself not brave enough to die or not brave enough to truly live on. This remains unclear even at the end of the novel, where she eventually finds the courage to lie down in the river, “looking for the dawn” (310), leaving it to the reader to decide what that dawn actually means.
Identity in Amabelle’s traumatic world is fragmented and uncertain. The relationships that usually constitute a big part of what we are, are undermined as land becomes meaningless, the body is violated and close personal relationships are constantly threatened between the violent forces of nature and homicide committed by humans. The post-colonial situation of Haiti, with a past of slavery and even more violence, is continued in much of the present-day problems like racism and economic crisis. Identity is challenged, as in the aftermath of horrible events it is hardly possible to remain whole as an individual, especially when the process of working through the past is sabotaged by society’s need to forget. The main character of The Farming of Bones possesses only a fragmented identity of constant remembering and mourning of the past.
12. Similarities with Danticat’s short stories
The theme of memory and testimony that featured so prominently in The Farming of Bones, is present in a number of Danticat’s short stories too. Danticat’s attempt at recording the ordinary lives of present-day Haitian migrants as well as those of anonymous historical figures is in itself a testimonial act of remembering. Within many of the stories, however, there is a recurring motive of testimony too. Throughout Danticat’s first short story collection Krik? Krak!, characters are writing, painting, acting and drawing. Often this is explained as an act of remembering or being remembered. In “Seeing Things Simply”, the main character is a young Haitian girl posing in her free time for a French painter. While posing she picks up an interest in painting herself, and at a certain point she realizes that “this is why she wanted to make pictures, to have something to leave behind even after she was gone, something that showed what she had observed in a way that no one else had and no one else would after her” (140). This could be read as an explanation of what drives an artist like Danticat, but it could also be read as an interpretation of the forces underlying ordinary people’s urge to testify: everyone is looking to leave behind “something that showed what she [or he] had observed”. Amabelle from The Farming of Bones will also explain her need to testity in this manner. 
In “The Missing Peace”, a young woman is looking for her journalist mother, who may have been killed in a coup that left the city of Port-au-Prince in the hands of the military
. The woman is trying to investigate, writing down names “for posterity” (120, 122). She is also sewing a quilt out of pieces of her mother’s old clothes in order to remember. Another character is called Lamort by her grandmother, because her mother died in childbirth (109). Instead of this name that continuously recalls the death of the mother, Lamort eventually takes on the name her mother was called when she was alive, choosing to remember a life more than a death (122). 
In the story “A Wall of Fire Rising”, a young Haitian boy plays the part of Boukman in a school play. Boukman was a famous Haitian voodoo priest who is considered to have inspired the slave revolution. The boy’s lines contain a famous speech that children all over Haiti still recite today (Dash 197). Although “[i]t was obvious that this was a speech written by a European man, who gave to the slave revolutionary Boukman the kind of European phrasing that might have sent the real Boukman turning in his grave”, it still makes the parents “stand on the tips of their toes from great pride”, feeling “as though for a moment they had been given the rare pleasure of hearing the voice of one of the forefathers of Haitian independence in the forced baritone of their only child” (56-57). The speech calls for black people to be proud of themselves and unite, and remembers the glorious revolution. Unfortunately, this memory stands in such a sharp contrast with the reality in which the family of the boy lives, that the father eventually commits suicide. The testimony of Haiti’s past has a painfully ironic effect in this story, comparable with the mentioning of Henry I’s citadel in The Farming of Bones.
A last short story from Krik? Krak! that is interesting for the theme of testimony is “Children of the Sea”. This story is an assembly of unsent letters of a pair of young lovers to each other. The boy is writing in his notebook on a boat that is trying to reach the United States. He had to leave Haiti after the coup that was also the inspiration for the story “The Missing Peace”, because he was a “revolutionary” radio maker
. The girl is still living with her parents in Port-au-Prince, where they are waiting for an opportunity to buy gasoline and flee to one of the less dangerous cities in the Haitian countryside. The girl is writing letters out of hope of seeing her lover again: “i [sic] will keep writing like we promised to do […] and when we see each other again, it will seem like we lost no time” (8). The boy is writing in the knowledge that he will probably die soon, as the boat is starting to leak and there is no sign of either land or a coastguard to pick them up. When asked by the other boatpeople what he is writing, he answers: “My will” (25). When he finally has to throw his notebook out into the ocean because of the added weight, he writes the final line: “In any case, I know that my memory of you will live even there as I too become a child of the sea” (28). Even if it is in a notebook on the bottom of the sea, there will still be some memory of her name. Others have the same urge to be remembered: an old man on the boat asks him to write his name in the book too (27). Those that have no means to write, take one last opportunity to tell their stories. The boatpeople, the boy writes, “go on and tell these stories to you, but mostly to themselves” (14). This passage resembles the one in The Farming of Bones, where the survivors of the massacre meet in the border clinic and each feels the desperate need to tell his or her story (see section 2). Story-telling becomes necessary for survival: it keeps insanity at bay in unusual, often traumatic situations. The need to be remembered in stories or in writing becomes even stronger than the need to survive.
The short story “Nineteen Thirty-Seven” was Danticat’s first literary exploration of the consequences of Trujillo’s genocide. In this story too, remembrance is a central theme. Josephine is the daughter of a woman who was imprisoned in the aftermath of the massacre. She regularly visits her mother in goal, but she never speaks to her: every time she is confronted with her bold-shaved, almost starved mother she loses her speech. Only in Josephine’s final visit before her mother is beaten to death by the guards, does she ask the question that has been on her tongue for a long time: whether her mother is guilty of the accusations that put her in prison. The story is a combination of the fantastical and the harsh reality: the mother was, like many other women, imprisoned after being charged as a witch. She does not answer her daughter’s question, however, and only after her mother’s death does Josephine remember the true events that inspired the ridiculous accusations. Her mother was accused of flying because she miraculously succeeded in crossing the river during the massacre. Years later she did perform certain rituals together with other women, but those were only rituals of remembering the deaths of their own mothers in the river Massacre in 1937. All of this, combined with just being present at the moment that a baby died an inexplicable cot death, was enough for a Haitian woman to be sentenced for life and ultimately beaten to death in prison. I interpret this story not only as a tribute to the strong bond that exists between women, but also as a comment on the impossibility of remembering when the state itself undertakes organized attempts to forget. 
The short stories “Children of the Sea” and “Nineteen Thirty-Seven” also offer some precedents to the theme of the border that is so important to The Farming of Bones. In “Nineteen Thirty-Seven” the river/border is “the place where it had all begun”: “We were all daughters of that river, which had taken our mothers from us” (41). Their special identity of daughters of the river, however, is not appreciated in the post-massacre Haitian society: it is seen as something dangerous, something to be kept under control and preferably locked up. Again, this is an instance of society’s conservative reaction after a traumatic event: it is in society’s best interest to pretend nothing happened and have everything back as it was as soon as possible.
In “Children of the Sea”, the boy on the boat remarks that “[t]here are no borderlines on the sea” (6). This makes the sea one big border, a no man’s land where everything and nothing is possible. The boat people may reach the coast of the United States, or of some other Caribbean island; they may be picked up and when they are, they may just as well be taken to Miami as back to Haiti. The last possibility is death, which according to the boy’s dreams as well as to voodoo religion, is represented in an afterlife under the waters
. As the story ends with him throwing his notebook into the water and his girlfriend being circled by black butterflies, a sign of the death of a loved one according to the mother, it is safe to assume that the last possibility comes true. As such, the border is not a place where new life is created but one where only death resides. This interpretation is even further reinforced by the image of the birth of a stillborn baby on the boat (20-23). It seems that “Nineteen Thirty-Seven” and “Children of the Sea” are complementary but that in both cases the border is a dangerous place. As has been shown in sections 3 and 4, Danticat would afterwards give even more importance to these complexities of the border as at the same time a site of death and one of tentative, endangered new life in The Farming of Bones. 
Conclusion
From the analysis of Breath, Eyes, Memory, Danticat’s first novel, it already becomes clear that the writer has a very specific agenda. She is concerned with many problems related to the Haitian and Haitian American society, like language, the influences of migration on an individual and on an entire culture, the treatment of women and the ways in which the post-colonial subject can liberate him- or herself from the weight of the past.

In the first part of chapter one, I argued that Danticat as a post-colonial writer needed to free herself first to find a language fit for expression of her own experiences. She chose to write in English, a choice that in itself tells something about the intended audience, and by appropriation of this language she made it possible to inject the canon of literature in English with some of the Haitian experience. The next step was to choose a literary form in which she, as a migrant woman writer, could express herself. The form of Breath, Eyes, Memory fits in a tradition of fictional autobiographies by West Indian women writers. Danticat also made use of the communal voice in order to let four generations of women speak through the narrative of the protagonist. 

The diasporic experience, as I have shown in the second part of my analysis of Breath, Eyes, Memory, is a very important theme for Danticat. This is a result of the influence of the Haitian diaspora on her own life as well as the influence of the African slave diaspora on the hybrid culture of Haiti. Her reaction to these two diasporas is a preoccupation with the notion of “home” and a movement towards Anzaldúa’s consciousness of the border that will become even more prominent in The Farming of Bones. An important remark in this case is the fact that Danticat never really connects home with Africa. Her identity seems to be Haitian American rather than African American, as she often refers to the hybridized Haiti as the place of her origins and not to Africa. This is probably a natural consequence of the fact that Haiti has been an independent state since the end of the nineteenth century and that most of the Haitians have been living in the country for generations now. However this still is an important feature of Danticat’s work that separates her from some other (often older) African American writers.

In the third part, I described how Danticat represents the position of the Haitian woman. It appeared that in this case Haiti is not very different from other countries in the Caribbean and that Danticat’s female characters fit into a tradition of “madwoman” characters in fiction by West Indian women writers. In Breath, Eyes, Memory, madness is the consequence of a history of violence against women. It shows the connectedness between the female characters as they even pass on negative feelings and misogynist traditions to each other. As a result, Danticat shows, every woman has to come to terms with her past if she wants to be liberated from it.

The last part treated the solutions Danticat offers to the problems her characters experience with the complexity of the notion of home and the weight of history and cultural patterns in Haitian society. One solution lies in the control of language, as language means self-expression. Writing can be an act of resistance as it is not included in the historical cultural patterns of Haiti. Story-telling is a more widely accepted practice and can be liberating too. In Breath, Eyes, Memory, the stories that are told achieve their liberating power for example by focusing on forces stronger than human will and a life after the earthly misery. The stories bring the fantastical into everyday life.

Another solution Danticat points out is the strength of the community. I already mentioned the negative effects of strong bonding between women; but there is a healing aspect to this too. The past can and must not be forgotten, but its weight can be easier to bear when there are other people who can help. The novel as such is dedicated to the women of Haiti as a strong community. This focus will change markedly in The Farming of Bones, which moves, among other things, from a personal to a historical and more openly political scope.

Before examining the differences between Breath, Eyes, Memory and The Farming of Bones, I want to point out the resemblances. The two novels do have some basic things in common. Like Breath, Eyes, Memory, Danticat’s second novel was written in English, appropriated by the insertion of words in Haitian Kreyol and Spanish. The main character is again a traumatized young woman and the themes of exile and fractured identity also resurface. However, even though the two novels are thematically related, there are many differences situated in the choice of setting, the narrative situation and the interpretation of these themes.

The problems involved in exiled identity are the object of closer study in Danticat’s second novel, achieved through an examination of the border and the possibility of a border identity. The outcome, however, is not positive, as it is for example in Gloria Anzaldúa’s Borderlands/ La Frontera. This, among other things, makes The Farming of Bones an even more ambiguous novel than Breath, Eyes, Memory. The tentative solutions that Danticat offers in her first novel, are further problematized here. The community is questioned because nationalism becomes involved, the power of language turns out to be accessible only to the people in power and the possibility of a border consciousness remains uncertain and actually quite implausible until the very end. The past is still something one has to come to terms with, but this is made even more difficult, as Danticat’s narrative exploration of traumatic memory shows. Even the narrative itself is questioned, together with chronological linearity and traditional history-writing. 

In part one of my analysis of The Farming of Bones I agreed with Susana Vega-González that Danticat’s literary strategies in this novel resemble those that Toni Morrison uses in Beloved, namely the biblical epigraph and the fragmentary structure in which memory constantly interrupts the linear story-line. The genre of the fictional “testimonio”, which Danticat uses to her own advantage here, is thereby questioned for its truth value. I also followed Martin Munro and Amy Novak in their psychological interpretation of The Farming of Bones, noticing that the interrupting flashbacks are not just a narrative device used to undermine traditional history-writing but also a realistic representation of the workings of traumatic memory. From the analysis, it also appeared that trauma is not just an experience of the main character, but connects various characters in this novel, giving it a scope wider than the personal testimonial story of Amabelle Désir.

In section two I argued that the protagonists of The Farming of Bones, the poor and exiled cane workers, have no access to and control over written, oral and body language. Written language has the possibility of being official and therefore, powerful and influential on the historical discourse that will be build on it. However, this sort of language is hardly available to the Haitian workers, who often cannot write and are not even granted official documents confirming they live and work in the Dominican Republic. Oral language is linked to story-telling and becomes very important, especially in the form of testimonial. Oral discourse has the function of establishing a group identity, in the recollection of common memories, but also that of making traumatic events more real. Passing these traumatic events on to others is essential in the mourning process, but the official instances turn a dead ear. The body is one last possibility of communication, and it is the survivors’ bodies indeed that tell of the atrocities of the massacre years after everything has been hushed up. However, this does not create a possibility for language control for the survivors, as their bodies are in fact defined, mistreated and disfigured by the oppressors. 

Part three presented an analysis of exile and the border that features so prominently in The Farming of Bones. I argued that Danticat does not present exile as an exhilarating and positive experience in this novel but as something far more problematic. This has consequences for the theme of identity, which I discussed in part four. The possibility of the birth of a border people is questioned on a narrative as well as on a symbolical level, and the novel ends ambiguously too, with the main character lying down on the border looking for a new beginning of which we do not know whether it will be in life or death – with death as the more plausible possibility.

Identity is not just defined in relationship to a home country or a border. However, identity as defined by the body and in relationship to other people is problematized too. These problems arise mainly from the post-colonial, post-traumatic state of Haiti. The poor economical situation in Haiti leads to a definition of the body as a site of labour, and the massacre eventually puts its own traumatic marks on it. Relationships to other people, too, are riddled with class differences and the relationships that do exist between equally poor people are made extremely difficult in a world of continuous violence, often directed to them specifically.

The short stories discussed, the ones published before as well as after the two novels, repeat some of the themes that I extracted from the novels. As Breath, Eyes, Memory and The Farming of Bones in my opinion provide more complex and thus more interesting elaborations of these themes and ideas, I have not analyzed the short stories very extensively. Such a thing would have taken us too far from the original set-up of this study, and it suffices to see that there is a coherency in Danticat’s work. The themes from Breath, Eyes, Memory and The Farming of Bones, in their different aspects and elaborations, are obviously very important for the writer and they form a thread through her entire (fictional
) oeuvre.

Edwidge Danticat is one of today’s important American writers. This is not just because she is the most popular Haitian woman writer in the United States at the moment, but also because she is taking post-colonial woman writing to another stage. In the introduction, I explained that post-colonial theory is becoming outdated and subject to heavy criticism. Post-colonial theory was constructed in answer to the growing body of so-called post-colonial literature, literature from the margins of the western world. However, this literature has moved on since the seventies and eighties, and the reader should always be aware of the generation differences between authors such as Jamaica Kincaid or Merle Hodge, whose writings are often used in an illustration of (Caribbean) post-colonial women writing , and new migrant woman writers like Danticat. Nowadays, for example, post-colonial writing is often further complicated by new waves of migration, creating new minorities of migrants from the former colonies within the United States. These new migratory experiences create new definitions of home and new oppositions slowly replacing the old ones. The shift from the post-colonial opposition between margin and centre to a focus on the border as a site where two more or less equals meet is a good example of this. Thus, I say that for Danticat, her native country of Haiti is more or less equal to her new country of the United States. Obviously, she still pays attention to power imbalances, but emotionally the relationship between the two countries is not one of margin and centre. This can carefully be deduced from the author’s interviews, as cited in the introduction, and it is also the case for the characters in her novels. Sophie from Breath, Eyes, Memory has constantly shifting perceptions of home, with parental as well as national homes being problematized over and over, and Amabelle from The Farming of Bones cannot find a home in Haiti nor in the Dominican Republic and ultimately chooses to lie down on the border. An attempt to force these characters’ movements into a centre-margin opposition prevents us from seeing new intercultural relationships emerge.

New theories for the analysis of transnational/ multicultural literature often rely on the different experiences of exile, as explained in chapter II section 3, on exile as a permanent state of mind, and on the concept of the border. Gloria Anzaldúa wrote an influential work on her own existence as a child of the border (1987
) and Carole Boyce-Davies proposed to analyse black women’s writing through the concept of “migratory identities” (1994). I felt that it was best to use some still relevant post-colonial concepts in my analysis of Danticat’s work; however thereby paying a lot of attention to issues of exile and migrant identity, as Danticat’s novels clearly demand such an approach. It has been made sufficiently clear in my analysis that Danticat does not share Anzaldúa’s enthusiasm for the creation of a new border people and that she has serious doubts about the very possibility of such a people. The violent history of Haiti and the problematic new migratory wave of thousands of boat people probably have something to do with this. I would therefore prefer to use Isabel Hoving’s view on interculturality as “a violently hybrid field that is riddled by shifting but fierce antagonisms” (319). Many post-colonial texts are better understood – especially by a western readership – if we let go of the “liberal vision of happy, colorful multiculturalism” (319). Danticat’s texts too, in my opinion, offer interesting thoughts on intercultural dialogue and the multicultural society, if only readers allow themselves to see the problems and contradictions involved in this. 

However, if Danticat’s texts present intercultural dialogue as difficult and violent, then how is it possible that her own books are so popular within the United States? Ifeona Fulani answers this question using the concept of anancyism
. In her article “Caribbean Women Writers and the Politics of Style: A Case for Literary Anancyism”, she investigates the obstacles the Caribbean woman writer must overcome in order to be published in the first place and reach a wide readership in the second place. Danticat, she argues, has shown “that it is possible for Caribbean women writers to resist the efforts of editors and publishers to shape our work to fit their concepts of multicultural marketing” (66). As I have argued before, Danticat succeeds in bringing the Haitian experience into the American literary canon and in getting messages across that are often painful to hear. Her readership accepts this, according to Fulani, because she “engages the imagination of the reader through the dynamics of sympathetic response” (77). I think Fulani provides a very important clue to understanding Danticat’s popularity in stating that “sympathy is the means – the strategy – by which Danticat crosses cultural barriers to gain access to the imagination of the non-Haitian, non-Caribbean reader, and enter the American imagination” (77). The emphasis on strategy is what is important here, as the goal of Danticat’s writing is not some form of universal sympathy but an attempt at true intercultural dialogue. 
Edwidge Danticat is a worthy subject of study. Not only is she one of today’s best-loved ethnic American writers, her work is also of great literary value. She is situated in a tradition of black migrant woman writers but she also gives a new impulse to this tradition. My analysis of her two adult novels, Breath, Eyes, Memory and The Farming of Bones, showed that Danticat prefers to write about the Haitian experience and that of the Haitian migrant, focusing on issues such as trauma, exile and identity in all its aspects. These themes, while definitely undergoing transformations, form a thread throughout her short stories too, providing Danticat’s oeuvre with an interesting coherency. While using sympathy as a literary strategy to draw the reader’s attention, she, like the trickster spider Anancy, promotes cultural diversity and intercultural dialogue despite the complexities and the conflict inherent in it.
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� I am aware of the discussion surrounding the spelling of this term. By choosing the unhyphenated form I want to remain neutral, not privileging either part of the compound over the other.


� Although her novels have been translated in Dutch and Danticat has provoked quite some academic interest, a small investigation on my part taught me that hardly anyone in Belgium knows her name and that bookstores generally do not have her work in stock.


� Since it is not clear whether this is a novel or a short story collection, I use the term ‘novel’ to talk about the narrative frame.


� In this sentence I use “feminist” in a general way, to denote someone who is primarily interested in and occupied with women’s literature. I want to avoid the historical connotations of the various feminist movements.


� In this sentence I use “post-colonial” in a general way, to denote someone who is primarily interested in and occupied with literature from the former colonies. I will later on discuss the problems involved in post-colonialism as a theory. 


� Carole Boyce-Davies mentions, among others, Barbara Christian’s “The Race for Theory” and Susan Hekman’s “Reconstituting the Subject. Feminism, Modernism and Postmodernism” (40-41).


� This expression was introduced by Gayatri Spivak.


� This can be contested. As Danticat writes in an afterword to Anacaona, Golden Flower (2005): “It is believed that most if not all of Hispaniola’s Taínos [one of the ethnic groups living on the isle of Hispaniola before the arrival of the Spanish] were exterminated, but there are groups of people in the Dominican Republic, Puerto Rico, and Cuba who identify themselves as Taíno. Some have even proven themselves to be legitimate descendants of the Taínos through DNA tests” (165).


� Haitian Body Odor. The pun is very much intended, as it was a common belief in the beginning of the AIDS-crisis that the disease had its origins in Haiti (Danticat 2004: 137).


� It is not clear from this story whether the main character was born in the United States or arrived there at a very young age.


� For a short summary of the contents and historical background of this novel, see Introduction 1.


� The epigraph to Beloved is this: “I will call them my people, / which were not my people; / and her beloved, / which was not beloved” (Romans 9:25). This quotation emphasizes Morrison’s hope of reconciliation and freedom for her people (Vega-González 142).


� The Kreyol word for parsley is “pèsi” and the Haitians’ attempt to pronounce “perejil” would make for something like “pewegil” (Farming 304).


� The Farming of Bones actually begins with a dreamlike bold-type chapter, which for the moment I will not take into account for the chronological storyline.


� This article was consulted online, in an unnumbered twelve pages long pdf document.


� I use the term exile, as in my opinion Said’s distinction is not very useful in this case. Economic migration is rather complex, as the question whether this is voluntary does not have a clear-cut answer. The term “refugee” or “expatriate” does not seem appropriate here.


� See also: chapter I section 2.


� See also: the explanation on schizophrenia in chapter I, section 3.2.


� See chapter I section 4.


� The historical fact that inspired this story is the coup of 1991, in which the army actually deposed the recently elected President Jean-Bertrand Aristide (Arthur 18).


� After the coup, everyone who was or had been associated with the old regime was in danger. An estimated five thousand were killed at the time while another four hundred went underground and tens of thousands of people tried to escape the country by boat (Arthur 18). 


� For an explanation of the voodoo heaven “Guinea”, see chapter I section 2.


� Some of these themes will no doubt be present in Danticat’s non-fictional work too. For example, the travel journal After the Dance examines the origins of the different, hybrid traditions in the Haitian carnival. However, as I have limited the scope of this thesis to Danticat’s fictional literary work, I am hesitant to make definite statements about her other work. 


� Although Borderlands/ La Frontera was published even before Ashcroft, Griffiths and Tiffin’s The Empire Writes Back from 1989, in my research I noticed that only articles from at least a decade later made extensive use of Anzaldúa’s work. Carole Boyce-Davies’s book from 1994 was the only “early” work on migrant women’s writing I encountered to thoroughly discuss border theory.


� The spider Anancy is well-known throughout the Caribbean world, figuring in many folk tales. He is “the trickster spider and antihero of West African and African diasporic folk traditions” (Fulani 69). He also represents a way of life, in which quick-wittedness and trickery, which can be used for both positive and negative ends, are central. 





