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Preface

S

grew up in a family where history sat at the dinner table.
All his life, my father engaged in a number of parallel

'

_ professional activities, none of which alone defined him,
but most of which were steeped in his love of history. I was in my
teens when he started a regular program on Haitian television
that explored little-known derails of the history of the country.
That program rarely surprised me: the stories my dad told his au-
dience were not different from those he told at home. L had cata-
logued some of them on the yellowed cards that embodied a mas-
sive biographical dictionary of Haitian history my father never
finished. Later, in the class he taught in world history in my high
school, T worked harder than my classmates to earn a passing
grade. But his lectures, good as they were, never marched whar [
learned at home on Sundays.

Sunday afternoon was when my facher’s brother, my uncle He-
nock, came to visit. He was one of the few people I knew who
actually earned a living from knowing hiscory. He was nominally
the director of the National Archives, but writing was his true
passion and he published historical research too fast for most
readers to keep up with—in books, journals, and newspapers, at
times his preferred medium. On Sundays, he rested his ideas on
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my dad, for whom history was increasingly becoming only a fa-
vorite hobby as his law practice expanded. The brothers disagreed
more often than not, in part because they genuinely saw the
wotld quite differently, in part because the heat of their diver-
gences, both political and philosophical, fueled their ceremonial
of love.

Sunday afternoon was rirual time for the Trouillot brochers.
Hiscory was their alibi for expressing both their love and cheir dis-
agreemencs—with Hénock overplaying his bohemian side and
my father stressing bourgeois rationality. They argued abous
long-dead figures, Haitian and foreign, the way one chass abour
neighbors—with the concerned distance that comes from know-
ing intimate derails of the lives of people who are nor family.

Were | not suspicious of ebvious genealogies, T could claim rhis
mixture of intimacy and distance, and che class, race, and gender
positions that made it possible, as the central parc of my inctellec-
tual heritage. But I have learned on my own thar che point about
such claims may be less whart they assert than the fact of their as-
sertion. Growing up who [ was, [ could not escape historicity, but
I'also learned that anyone anywhere with the right dosage of sus-
picion can formulate questions to history with no pretense char
these questions themselves scand outside hiscory.

Long before I read Nietzsche's Untimely Meditations, | knew in-
tuitively that people can suffer from historical overdose, complai-
sant hostages of the pasts they create. We learned thar much in
many Haitian households at the peak of the Duvaliers' terror, if
only we dared to look ourside. Yet being who I am and looking at
the world from there, the mere proposition chat one could—or
should—escape history seems to me either foolish or deceitful. 1
find ic hard to harness respecr for those who genuinely believe
that postmodernity, whatever it may be, allows us to claim no
roots. | wonder why they have convictions, if indeed they have
any. Similarly, allegations thar we have reached the end of his-
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tory or that we are somewhat closer to a future when all pasts will
be equal make me wonder about the motives of those who make
such claims. I am aware thart there is an inherent tension in sug-
gesting thar we should acknowledge our position while raking
distance from it, but I find thac rension both healthy and pleas-
ant. 1 guess that, after all, I am perhaps claiming thac legacy of
intimacy and estrangement.

We are never as steeped in history as when we pretend not to be,
but if we stop pretending we may gain in understanding whar we
lose in false innocence. Naiveté is often an excuse for chose who
exercise power. For those upon whom that power is exercised, na-
ivete is always a mistake.

This book is abour history and power. It deals with the many
ways in which the production of historical narratives involves the
uneven contribution of competing groups and individuals who
have unequal access to the means for such production. The forces
I will expose are less visible than gunfire, class property, or poliri-
cal crusades. T want to argue that they are no less powerful.

1 also want to reject both the naive proposition thar we are pris-
oners of our pasts and the pernicious suggestion thar history is
whatever we make of it. History is the fruit of power, bur power
itselfis never so transparent that its analysis becomes superfluous.
The ultimate mark of power may be its invisibility; the ultimate

challenge, the exposition of its roots.
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The Power in the Story

\o? ]

his is a story within a story—so slippery at the edges
thar one wonders when and where it started and whether
it will ever end. By the middle of February 1836, the

army of general Antonio Lépez de Sanra Anna had reached the

.
.
+
3
-

crumbling walls of the old mission of San Antonio de Valero
in the Mexican province of Tejas. Few traces of the Franciscan
priests who had built the mission more than a century before had
survived the combined assaults of time and of a succession of less
religious residents. Intermitrent squatters, Spanish and Mexican
soldiers, had turned the place into something of a fort and nick-
named it “the Alamo,” from the name of a Spanish cavalry unit
that undertook one of the many transformasions of the crude
compound. Now, three years after Santa Anna first gained power
in independent Mexico, a few English-speaking squatters occu-
pied the place, refusing to surrender ro his superior force. Luckily
for Santa Anna, the squatrers were outnumbered —at mast 189
potential fighters—and the scrucrure itself was weak. The con-
quest would be easy, or so thought Santa Anna.

The conquest was not easy: the siege persisted through twelve
days of cannonade. On March 6, Santa Anna blew the horns that
Mexicans traditionally used to announce an attack to the death.



Later on that same day, his forces finally broke through the forr,
killing most aof the defenders. But a few weeks later, on April 21,
at San Jacinro, Santa Anna fell prisoner to Sam Houston, the
freshly certified leader of the secessionist Republic of Texas,

Santa Anna recovered from thar upser; he went on to be four
more times the leader of a much reduced Mexico. Bur in im-
portant ways, he was doubly defeated at San Jacinro. He lost che
battle of the day, but he also lost the bartle he had won ar the Al-
amo, Houston's men had puncruated their vicrorious attack on
the Mexican army with repeated shouts of “Remember the Al-
amo! Remember the Alamo!” With thac reference to the old mis-
sion, they doubly made history. As actors, they captured Santa
Anna and neucralized his forces. As narrarors, they gave the Al-
amo story a new meaning. The military loss of March was no
longer the end point of the narrative bur a necessary turn in the
plot, the trial of the heroes, which, in turn, made final victory
both inevitable and grandiose. With the battle cry of San Jacinro,
Houston's men reversed for more than a century the victory Santa
Anna thought he had gained in San Anronio.

Human beings participate in history both as actors and as narra-
cors. The inherent ambivalence of the word “history” in many
modern languages, including English, suggests this dual parrici-
pation. Tn vernacular use, history means both the facts of the mat-
ter and a narrative of those facts, both “what happened” and “thar
which is said to have happened.” The first meaning places the em-
phasis on the sociohistorical process, the second on our knowl-
edge of chat process or on a story abour that process.

11 write “The history of the United States begins with the May-
flower,” a statement many readers may hnd simplistic and con-
croversial, there will be lictle doubt thar 1 am suggesting thar the
first significant evene in the process that eventuared in what we
now call the United Stares is the landing of the Mayflower. Con-
sider now a sentence grammartically identical to the preceding

-
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one and perhaps as controversial: “The history of France scarrs
with Michelec.” The meaning of the word “history” has unam-
biguously shifted from the sociohistorical process to our knowl-
edge of that process. The sentence aflirms that the first significant
narrative abour France was the one wricten by Jules Micheler.

Yer the disrinction berween what happened and that which is
said to have happened is not always clear. Consider a third sen-
tence: “The history of the United States is a history of migra-
tion.” The reader may choose ro understand both uses of the
word history as emphasizing the sociohistorical process. Then,
the sentence seems to suggest that the fact of migration is the cen-
tral element in the evolution of the United States. Buran equally
valid interpretation of that sentence is that the best narrarive
about the Unired States is a story of migrations. That interpreta-
tion becomes privileged if I add a few qualifiers: “The true history
of the United States is a history of migrations. Thar history re-
mains to be written.”

Yet a third interpretation may place the emphasis on the socio-
historical process for the first use of the word “history” and on
knowledge and narrative for its second use in the same sentence,
thus suggesting that the best narrative about the United States
is one of which migration is the central theme. This third inter-
pretation is possible only because we implicitly acknowledge an
overlap berween the sociohistorical process and our knowledge of
- it, an overlap significant enough to allow us to suggest, wich vary-
ing degree of metaphorical intent, thar the history of the Unired
States is a story of migrarions. Not only can history mean cither

the sociohistarical process or our knowledge of that process, but
the boundary berween the two meanings is often quite Huid.

The vernacular use of the word history thus offers us a semantic
ambiguity: an irreducible distinction and yet an equally irreduc-
" ible overlap between what happened and thar which is said to

~ have happened. Yer it suggests also the importance of contexrt: che
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overlap and the distance between the two sides of historicity may
not be susceprible to a general formula. The ways in which what
happened and that which is said to have happened are and are not
the same may itself be hiscorical,

Words are not concepes and concepts are not words: berween
the two are the layers of theory accumulated chroughour the ages.
But theories are builr on words and with words. Thus it is not sue-
prising that the ambiguicy offered by the vernacular use of the
word history has caught the artention of many thinkers since ar
least antiquiry. Whart is surprising is the refuctance with which
thearies of history have deale with this fundamental ambiguirty.
Indeed, as history became a distinguishable profession, theorists
have followed two incompartible tendencies. Some, influenced by
positivism, have emphasized the distincrion berween the hiscori-
cal world and what we say or write about it. Others, who adopra
“constructivist” viewpoint, have stressed the overlap between the
historical process and narratives about that process. Most have
treared the combination itself, the core of the ambiguiry, as if ic
were a mere accident of vernacular parlance to be correcred by
theory. What 1 hope to do is to show how much room there is to
look at the production of history outside of the dichotomies that

chese positions suggest and reproduce,
One-sided Historicity

Summaries of intellectual trends and subdisciplines always shore-
change che various authors they somewhat compulsively regroup.
1 do not even attempt such a regrouping here. 1 hope thar the
following sketch is sufficient to show the limitations thac I ques-
tion.

Positivism has a bad name today, but at least some of that scorn

is well deserved. As history solidified as a profession in the nine-
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reenth century, scholars significantly influenced by positivist
views tried to theorize the distinction beeween historical process
and historical knowledge. Indeed, che professionalization of the
discipline is partly premised on that distinction: the more dis-
tant the socichistorical process is from its knowledge, the easier
the claim to a “scientific” professionalism. Thus, histarians and,
more particularly, philosophers of history were proud to discover
or reiterate instances where the distinction was supposedly indis-
putable because it was marked not only by semantic conrext, burt
by morphology or by the lexicon itself. The Latin distinetion be-
tween res gesta and (bistoria) verum gestarum, or the German dis-
tincrion beeween Geschiclite and Geschicheschreibung, helped o
inscribe a fundamental difference, somerimes ontological, some-
rimes epistemological, between what happened and whar was said
to have happened. These philosophical boundaries, in turn, rein-
forced the chronological boundary between past and present in-
herited from anriquity.

The positivist position dominated Western scholarship enough
to influence the vision of history among historians and philose-
phers who did not necessarily see themselves as positivists. Tenets
of thar vision still inform the public’s sense of history in most of
Europe and North America: the role of che historian is to reveal
the past, to discover or, at least, approximate the truth. Within
that viewpoint, power is unproblematic, irrelevant to the con-
struction of the narracive as such. At best, history is a story about
power, a story about those who won,

The proposition that history is another form of fiction is almost
as old as history itself, and the arguments used to defend it have
varied greatly. As Tzvetan Todorov suggests, there is nothing new .

‘even in the claim thar everything is an interpretation, except the
euphoria that now surrounds the claim.? Whar 1 call the con-

structivist view of history is a particular version of these two
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propositions that has gained visibility in academe since the
1970s. It builds upon recent advances in critical theory, in the
theory of che narrative and analytic philosophy. In its dominant
version, it contends chat the historical narrative bypasses the issue
of truth by virtue of its form. Narratives are necessarily emplotted
in a way that life is not. Thus they necessarily distort life whether
or not the evidence upon which they are based could be proved
correct. Wichin chat viewpoing, history becomes one among
many types of narratives with no particular distinction except for
its pretense of truth.? Whereas the positivist view hides the tropes
of power behind a naive epistemology, che constructivist one de-
nies the autonomy of the socichistorical process. Taken to its log-
ical end point, constructivism views the historical narrarive as

one fiction among, others.

But what makes some narratives rather than others powerful :

enough to pass as accepted history if not historicity irself? If his-
tory is merely the story told by those who won, how did they win

in the first place? And why don't all winners tell the same story?
Between Truth and Fiction

Each historical narrative renews a claim to gruth. TE I write a
story describing how U.5. troops entering a German prison at the
end of World War 11 massacred five hundred Gypsies; if I claim
this story is based on documents recently found in Soviet archives
and corroborated by German sources, and if I fabricate such

sources and publish my story as such, L have not written fiction, 1

ot B A BB AT

have a pmduced a fake. 1 have violated the rules that govern

claims to historical cruch.” Thart such rules are not the same in all :

times and all places has led many scholars to suggest that some
socicties (non-Western, of course) do not differentiate between
fiction and history. That assertion reminds us of past debates

among some Western observers about the languages of the
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peoples they colonized. Because these observers did not find
grammar books or dictionaries among the so-called savages, be-
cause they could not understand or apply the grammatical rules
that governed these languages, they promptly concluded that
such rules did not exist.

As befits comparisons between the West and the many subaltern
others it created for itself, the field was uneven from the starg the
objects contrasted were eminently incomparable. The compari-
son unfairly juxtaposed a discourse about language and linguistic
practice: the meralanguage of grammarians proved the existence
of grammar in European languages; spontaneous speech proved
its absence clsewhere. Some Europeans and their colonized stu-
denss saw in this alleged absence of rules the infantile freedom
thar they came to associare with savagery, while others saw in it
ane more proof of the inferioricy of non-whires. We now know
thar both sides were wrong; grammar funcrions in all languages.
" Could the same be said about history, or is history so infinitely
" malleable in some societies that it loses its differential claim to
~ rruth?

The classification of all non-Westerners as fundamensally non-
historical is ried also to the assumption that history requires a lin-
ear and cumularive sense of dime that allows the observer to iso-
* late the past as a distincr entiey. Yet lbn Khaldhin fruicfully ap-
_;:-.:_ ‘plied a cyclical view of time to the study of history. Further, the
* exclusive adherence o linear time by Western historians them-
* selves, and the ensuing rejection of the people left “withour his-
tory” both date from the nineteenth century.® Did the West have
a history before 18007

The pernicious belief that epistemic validity mateers only to

Western-educated popularions, either because orhers lack the
proper sense of time or the proper sense of evidence, is belied by
the use of evidentials in a number of non-European languages.”

An English approximation would be a rule forcing historians to
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distinguish grammatically between “T heard thar it happened,” *1
saw it happen,” or “I have obtained evidence that ir happened”

every time they use the verb “to happen.” English, of course,

has no such grammatical rule for assessing evidence. Does the -

fact char Tucuya has an elaborate system of evidentials predis- .

pose its Amazonian speakers to be becrer historians than most

Englishmen?

Arjun Appadurai argues convincingly that rules about what he

calls “the debarability of the past” operate in all societies.® Al-

though these rules exhibit substantive variations in time and |

space, they all aim to guarantee a minimal credibility in history.

Appadurai suggests a number of formal constraints chac univer-

sally enforce that credibility and limit the character of historical |

debartes: authority, continuity, depth, and interdependence. No- |

where is history infinitely susceprible to invention.

The need for a different kind of credibility sets the historical |

narrative apart from fiction. This need is both contingent and

necessary. It is contingent inasmuch as some narratives go back
and forth over the line berween fiction and history, while others

occupy an undefined position that seems to deny the very exis-

tence of a line. It is necessary inasmuch as, at some point, his- |

torically specific groups of humans must decide if a parricular
narrative belongs to history or to fiction. In other words, the epis-
remological break between history and fction is always expressed
concrerely through the historically situated evaluation of specihic

narratives.

Is island cannibalism fact or fiction? Scholars have long tried to ;

confirm or discredit some early Spanish colonizers’ contention |

i
i

char Narive Americans of che Anrcilles commicted cannibalism.” Is

the semantic association becween Caribs, Cannibals, and Caliban

based on more than European phantasms? Some scholars claim |

thar the fantasy has reached such significance for the West thar it

8 Silencing the Past
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matters little whether it is based on facts. Does this mean that che
line berween history and fiction is useless? As long as the conver-
sation involves Europeans talking abour dead Indians, the debare
is merely academic.

Yet even dead Indians can return to haunt professional and ama-
reur historians. The Inter-Tribal council of American Indians
afirms that the remains of more than a thousand individuals,
mostly Narive American Cathalics, are buried in grounds adja-
cent to the Alamo, in an old cemetery once linked to the Francis-
can mission, but of which the most visible traces have disap-
peared. The council’s effores to have the sacredness of the grounds
recognized by the state of Texas and che city of San Antonio have
met only partial success. Still, they are impressive enough to
threaten the control the organization that has custody of the Al-
amo, the Daughters of the Republic of Texas, holds over a hiscori-
cal site entrusted to them by the stace since 1905.

The debate over the grounds fits within a larger war that some
observers have dubbed “the second battle of the Alamo.” That
larger controversy surrounds the 1836 siege of the compoiiiid
by Sanra Anna’s forces. Is that bartle a momene of glory dur-
ing which freedom-loving Anglos, outnumbered bur undaunced,
spontaneously chose to fight until death rather cthan surrender
to a corrupt Mexican dicrator? Or is it a brural example of U.S.
expansionism, the story of a few white predators taking over

~what was sacred rerritory and half-willingly providing, with their
death, the alibi for a well-planned annexarion? So phrased the
- debate evokes issues that have divided a few historians and in-
habicants of Texas over the last twenty years. But with San An-
“tonio’s population now composed of 56 percent nominal His-
panics, many of whom also acknowledge some Native American
ancestry, “the sccond battle of the Alamo™ has literally reached
the streets. Demonstrations, parades, edicorials, and demands for
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various municipal or court orders—including one blocking the
streets now leading to the Alamo-—puncruate the debate berween
increasingly angry parties.

Tn the heated contexc of this debate, advocates on both sides are
questioning factual statements, the accuracy of which mattered
to few half a cencury ago. “Facts,” both erivial or prominent in

relative isolation, are questioned or heralded by each camp.

Historians had long questioned the veracity of some of the events
in Alamo narratives, most notably the story of the line on the
ground. According ro that scory, when it became clear thart che
choice for the 189 Alamo occupants was between escape and cer-
rain deach ar the Mexicans' hands, commandant William Barret
Travis drew a line on the ground. He then asked all those willing
to fight to the death to cross it. Supposedly, everyone crossed —
except of course the man who conveniently escaped o tell the
story. Texas historians, and especially Texas-based authors of text-
books and popular history, long concurred that this particular
narrative was only “a good story,” and that “it doesn’t really maz-
ter whecher it is rrue or not.”'® Such remarks were made before
the current conscructivise wave by people who otherwise believed
that facts are facts and nothing bur facts. But in a context where
the courage of the men who stayed at the Alamo is openly ques-
rioned, the line on the ground is suddenly among the many
“facts” now submirtted ro a test of credibility.

The list is endless.'"! Where exactly was the cemetery, and are che
remains scill chere? Are tourist visits to the Alamo violating the
religious rights of the dead and should the state of Texas inter-
vene? Did the stace itself ever pay the Roman Carholic Church
the agreed-upon price for the chapel of the Alamo and, if not, are

not the custodians usurpers of a historical landmark? Did James
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Bowie, one of the white American leaders, bury a stolen treasure
in the site? If so, is that the real reason why the occupants chose
to fight or, conversely, did Bowie try to negotiate in order to save
both his life and the treasure? In short, how much was greed,
rather than patriotism, central to cthe Alamo bartle? Did rhe be-
sieged mistakenly believe that reinforcement was on its way and,
if so, how much can we believe in their courage? Did Davy Crock-
et die during the battle or after the bacele? Did he try to surren-
der? Did he really wear a coonskin cap?

That last quescion may sound the most trivial of a racher bizarre
list; but ic appears less trifling and nor ar all bizarre when we note
that the Alamo shrine is Texas's main rourist attracrion, drawing
some three million visitors a year. Now thar local voices have be-
come loud enough ro question the innocence of a little gringe
wearing a Davy cap, mom and dad may think twice abour buying
one, and the custodians of history shiver, afraid char the past is
catching up too fast with the present. In the context of thar con-
troversy, it suddenly masters how real Davy was.

The lesson of the debate is clear. At some stage, for reasons thar
are themselves historical, most often spurred by controversy, col-
lectivities experience the need ro impose a test of credibility on
certain evenrts and narratives because it matters to them whether
these events are true or false, whether these stories are facr or
fiction,

That it matters to them does not necessarily mean chac ir mat-
ters to us. Bur how far can we carry our isolationism? Does it re-
ally not matter whether or not the dominant narrative of che Jew-
ish Holocaust is crue or false? Does it really not make a difference
whether or not the leaders of Nazi Germany acrually planned and
supervised the death of six million Jews?

The associates of the Institure for Historical Review mainrain
that the Holocaust narrative marters, bur they also maintain thar

itis false. They generally agree that Jews were victimized during
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World War 11, and some even accept that the Holocaust was a
tragedy. However, most profess to set the record straight on three
main issues: the reported number of six miliion Jews killed by che
Nazis; the systematic Nazi plan for the extermination of Jews; the
existence of “gas chambers” for mass murders.’* Revisionists
claim there is no irrcfurable evidence to back any of these central
“facts” of the dominant Holocaust narrative which serves only to
perpetuate various srate policies in the United Srates, Europe,
and Israel.

Revisionist cheses on the Holocaust have been refured by a
number of authors. Historian Pierre Vidal-Naquer, whose own
mother died at Auschwitz, has used his repeated rebuctals of revi-
sionist theses to raise powerful questions on the relation between
scholarship and political responsibility. Jean-Pierre Pressac, him-
self a former revisionist, documents better than any orher histo-
rian the German death machinery. Deborah Lipstadc’s mose re-
cent book on the subject examines the political motivations of
the revisionists in order o faunch an ideological critique of revi-
sionism. To chat lateer kind of critique, the revisionists reply that
they are historians: why should their motives master if they fol-
low “the customary methods of historical criticism™? We can’t dis-
miss heliocentric theory just because Copernicus apparently
hated the Catholic Church.™

The revisionists' claimed adherence to empiricist procedures
provides a perfecr case to test the limits of historical consreuc-
tionism." The immediate political and moral stakes of Holocaust
natratives for a number of constituencies worldwide, and the
competing strength and loudness of these constituencies in the
United Srates and in Europe leave the constructivists both politi-
cally and theoretically naked. For the only logical constructivist
position on the Holocaust debate is to deny that there is matter to

debate. Constructivists must claim thar it does not really matrer
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whether or not rhere were gas chambers, whether the death toll
was one or six million, ar whether the genocide was planned. And
indeed, constructivist Hayden White came dangerously close to
suggesting that the main relevance of the dominant Holocausr
narrative i$ thar it serves ro legitimate the paolicies of the state of
Israel.’® White later qualified his extreme constructivist stance
and now espouses a much more modest relacivism.!*

Bur how much can we reduce what happened to what is said to
have happened? If six million do not really martter, would two
million be enough, or would some of us seccle for three hundred
thousand? If meaning is totally severed from a referent “ourt
there,” if there is no cognitive purpose, nothing to be proved or
disproved, what then is the point of the story? White's answer is
clear: ro establish moral authoricy. Bur why bother with the Holo-
caust or plantation slavery, Pol Pot, or the French Revolution,
-when we already have Little Red Riding Hood?

Constructivism’s dilemma is that while it can point to hundreds
of stories that ilfustrare its general claim that narratives are pro-
duced, it cannot give a full account of the production of any single’
narrative. For either we would all share the same stories of legiti-
mation, or the reasons why a specific story matters to a specific
population are themselves historical. To state that a particular
narrative legitimates particular policies is to refer implicitly to a
“true” account of these policies through rime, an account which
itself can rake the form of another narrative. Buc to admit the
possibility of this second narrative is, in turn, to admit thar che
historical process has some auronomy vis-a-vis the narrarive. Ir is
to admis thac as ambiguous and conringent as it is, the boundary
berween whar happened and thac which is said to have happened
is necessary.

It is not that some societies distinguish berween fiction and his-

tory and others do not. Rather, the difference is in the range of
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narratives that specific collectivities must put to their own tests of
historical credibility because of the stakes involved in these

narratives,
Single-site Historicity

We would be wrong to think that such seaces proceed naturally
from the importance of the original event. The widespread no-
tion of history as reminiscence of important past experiences is
misleading. The model itself is well known: history is to a collec-
tivity as remembrance is to an individual, the more or less con-
scious retrieval of past experiences stored in memory. Its numer-
ous variations aside, we can call it, for short, the storage model of
memory-history.

The first problem with the srorage model is its age, the anti-
quated science upon which it rests. The model assumes a view of
knowledge as recollection, which goes back to Plato, a view now
disputed by philosophers and cognitive scientists. Further, the vi-
sion of individual memory on which it draws has been strongly
questioned by researchers of various seripes since at least the end
of the nineteenth century. Within chat vision, memories are dis-
crete represenfations stored in a cabiner, the contents of which
are generally accurate and accessible art will, Recent research has
questioned all these assumptions. Remembering is not always a
process of summoning representations of what happened. Tying
a shoe involves memaory, but few of us engage in an explicit recall
of images every time we rourtinely tie our shoes. Whether or nor
the distincrion berween implicit and explicic memory involves
different memory systems, the fact that such systems are inextri-
cably linked in practice may be one more reason why explicic
memories change. At any rate, there is evidence that the contents
of our cabiner are neither fixed nor accessible ar will.”?

Furcher, were such contents complete, they would nots form a
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history. Consider a monologue describing in sequence all of an
individual's recollections. It would sound as a meaningless ca-
cophony even to the narrator. Further, it is at least possible rhat
events otherwise significant to the life crajectory were not known
to the individual at the time of occurrence and cannor be told as
remembered experiences. The individual can only remember the
revelation, not the evenr itself. I may remember that [ wenc o Ja-
pan without remembering what i¢ fele like to be in Japan. [ may
remember being told that my parents took me to Japan when I
was six months old, But then, is it only the revelation thar belongs
to my life history? Can we confidently exclude from one’s history
all events not experienced or nor yert revealed, including, for in-
stance, an adoption ar the time of bircth? An adoption might pro-
vide a crucial perspective on episodes thar actually occurred be-
fore its revelacion. The revelation irself may affect the narrator’s
future memory of events that happened before.

If memories as individual history are constructed, even in this
minimal sense, how can the past they retrieve he fixed? The stor-
age model has no answer to that problem. Both its popular and
scholarly versions assume the independent existence of a fixed
past and posit memory as the retrieval of that conrent. Bur the
past does not exist independently from the present. Indeed, the
past is only past because there is a present, just as [ can point ta
something over there only because 1 am fere, Buc nothing is inher-
ently over there or here. In that sense, the past has no content.
The past—or, more accurately, pastness——is a position. Thus, in
no way can we identify the pase as past. Leaving aside for now the
fact char my knowledge that [ once wenrt o Japan, however de-
rived, may not be of the same nature as remembering what it was
like to be in Japan, the model assumes that both kinds of informa-
tion exist s past prior to my retrieval. But how do [ recrieve them
as past withour prior knowledge or memory of what consrirures

pastness?
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The problems of determining what belongs to the past mulriply
tenfold when chat past is <aid to be collective. Indeed, when the
memory-history equation is cransferred ro a collectiviry, method-
ological individualism adds its weight to the inherent difficulties
of the storage model. We may want (o assume for purposes of de-
scription that the lifc history of an individual starts with birth.
But when does the life of a collectiviry start? At what point do we
set the beginning of the pastto be retrieved? How do we decide—
nd how does the collecdvity decide—which events to include
and which to exclude? The storage model assumes not only the
past to be remembered but the collective subject that does the re-
membering. The problem with chis dual assumption is that the
constructed past itself is constitutive of the collectiviry.

Do Europeans and white Americans remember discovering the
New Wosld? Neither Europe as we now know it, nor whiteness as
we now experience it, existed as such in 1492. Both are constitu-
tive of this retrospective entity we now call the West, wichout
which the “discovery” is unchinkable in ics present form. Can the
citizens of Quebec, whose license plates proudly stare “I remem-
ber,” actually retrieve memories of the French colonial stare? Can
Macedonians, whoever they may be, recall the early conflicts and
promises of panhellenism? Can anybody anywhere actually re-
member the firse mass conversions of Serbians to Christianity? In
these cases, as in many others, the collective subjects who suppos-
edly remember did not exist as such at che rime of the events they
claim to remember. Rather, their constitution as subjects goes
hand in hand wich the continuous creation of the past. As such,
they do not succeed such a past: they are its contemporaries. .

Even when the historical continuities are unquestionable, in
no way can we assume a simple correlation berween the mag-
nitude of events as they happened and their relevance for the
generations that inherit them through history. The comparative

study of slavery in the Americas provides an engaging example
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that what we often call the “legacy of the past” may not be any-
thing bequeathed by the past itself.

At first glance, it would seem obvious that the historical rele-
vance of slavery in the Unired States proceeds from the horrors of
the past, That past is constantly evoked as the starting point of
an ongoing traumatism and as a necessary explanation to current
inequalities suffered by blacks. T would be che last to deny chat
plantarion slavery was a traumaric experience thac left strong
scars throughour the Americas. Bur the experience of African-
Americans outside of the United States challenges the direct cor-
relation berween past sraumas and hiscorical relevance,

In the context of the hemisphere, the United States imported a
relatively small number of enslaved Africans both before and after
its independence. During four centuries, che slave crade delivered
at least ten million slaves to the New World. Enslaved Africans
worled and died in the Caribbean a century before the sectlement
of Jamestown, Virginia. Brazil, the territory where slavery lasted
longest, received the lion’s share of the African slaves, nearly four
million. The Caribbean region as a whole imported even more
slaves than Brazil, spread among the colonies of various European
powers. Still, imports were high among individual Caribbean ter-
ritories, especially the sugar istands. Thus the French Caribbean
istand'of Martinique, a tiny territary less than ane-fourth the size
of Long Island, imported more slaves than all the U.5. states com-
bined.!® To be sure, by the early nineteenth century, the United
States had more Creole slaves than any other American country,
bur this number was due to natural increase. Seill, borh in terms
of its duration and in terms of the number of individuals in-
volved, in no way can we say that the magnirude of U.S. slavery
outdid chat of Brazil or the Caribbean.

Second, slavery was at least as significant to che daily life of Bra-
zifian and Caribbean societies as to U.S. society as a whole. The

British and French sugar islands in particular, from seventeenth-
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century Barbades and Jamaica ro eighteenth-cenrury Saint-
Domingue and Martinique, were not simply societies that had
slaves: they were slave societies. Slavery defined their economic,
social, and cultural organization: it was their raison d’éere. The
people who lived there, free or not, lived there because there were
slaves. The northern equivalent would be for che whole continen-
eal United States to look like the state of Alabama at the peak of
its cotron career.

Third, we need not assume thar human suffering can be mea-
cured to affirm that che slaves” macerial conditions were no better
sutside the Uniced States than within its borders. Allegations of
paternalism nocwithstanding, we know thar U.S. masters were no
more humane chan their Brazilian or Caribbean counterpasts.
Buc we know also that the human toll of slavery, both physical
and culrural, was intimately tied to the exigencies of production,
notably the work regimen. Working conditions generally im-
posed lower life expectancy, higher death rates, and much lower
birth rates among Caribbean and Brazilian slaves than among
their U.S. counterparts.'” From that viewpoint, sugarcane was
the slaves’ most sadistic tormentor.

In short, chere is a mass of evidence big enough to uphold a
modest empirical claim: The impact of sltavery as what actually
happened cannot in any way be said to have been stronger in the
Unirted States than in Brazil and the Caribbean. Bur then, why is
bath the symbolic relevance of slavery as trauma and the analyu-
cal relevance of siavery as socichistorical explanation so much
more prevalent today in the United States than in Brazil or the
Caribbean?

Part of the answer may be the way U.S. slavery ended: a Civil
War for which more whites seem to blame the slaves than Abra-
ham Lincoln-—whose awn motives in the enterprise remain oth-
erwise contested. Part of the answer may be the fate of the slaves’

descendants, but chat itself is not an issue of “the past.” The per-
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peruation of U.S. racism is less a legacy of slavery than a modern
phenomenon renewed by generations of white immigrants whose
own ancestors were likely engaged in forced labor, at one time or
another, in the hinterlands of Europe.

Indeed, not all blacks who witnessed slavery believed chac ic was
a legacy of which chey and their children would forever carry the
burden.?" Half a century after Emancipation, slavery was not a
major theme among white historians either, albeit for different
reasons. U.S. historiography, for reasons perhaps not too dif-
ferent from its Brazilian counterpart, produced its own silences
on African-American slavery. Earlier in chis century, there were
blacks and whires in North America who argued over both the
symbolic and analyrtical relevance of slavery for cthe present they
were living.** Such debates suggest that historical relevance does
not proceed directly from the original impact of an event, or its
mode of inscription, or even the continuity of that inscription.

Debates about the Alamo, the Holocaust, or the significance
of U.S. slavery involve not only professional historians bur ech-
nic and religious leaders, political appointees, journalists, and
various associations within civil society as well as independent
citizens, not all of whom are acrivists. This variety of narrarors
is one of many indicarions thac theories of history have a rather
fimited view of the field of historical production. They grossly
underestimate the size, the relevance, and the complexity of the
overlapping sites where history is produced, notably outside of
academia.™”

The strengeh of the historical guild varies from one society to
the next. Even in highly complex societies where che weight of the
guild is significant, never does the historians’ production consri-
tute a closed corpus. Rarher, that production interacts not only
wich the work of other academies, but importantly also with che
history produced outside of the universities. Thus, the thematic

awareness of history is not activated only by recognized academ-

The Fower in the Story 19



ics. We are all amateur historians with various degrees of aware-
ness abour our production. We also learn history from similar
amareurs. Universities and universicy presses are not the only loci
of production of the historical narrarive. Books sell even beteer
than coonskin caps at the Alamo gift shop, to which haif a dozen
titles by amateur historians bring more than $400,000 a year. As
Marc Ferro argues, history has many hearths and academics are
not the sole history teachers in the land.*

Most Europeans and North Americans learn their first history
lessons through media that have not been subjected to the stan-
dards set by peer reviews, university presses, or doctoral commit-
tees. Long before average citizens read the historians who set the
standards of the day for colleagues and students, they access his-
tory through celebrations, site and museum visits, movies, na-
tional holidays, and primary school books. To be sure, the views
they learn there are, in turn, suseained, modified, or challenged
by scholars invelved in primary research. As history continues to
solidify professionally, as historians become increasingly quick at
modifying their targets and refining their tools for investigarion,
the impact of academic history increases, even if indirecely.

But ler us not forger how fragile, how limited, and how recent
that apparent hegemony may be. Let us not forget that, quite re-
cently, in many parts of the United States national and world his-
tory prolonged a providential narrative with strong religious un-
dertones. The history of the world then starred with Creation, for
which the date was supposedly well known, and continued with
Manifesc Destiny, as befits a councry privileged by Divine Provi-
dence. American social science has yet to discard the belief in
U.S. exceptionalism that permeated ics birth and its evolution.™
Likewise, academic professionalism has not yet silenced cre-
arionist history, which is still alive in enclaves within the school
systeni.

Thar school system may not have the last word on any issue, but
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its limired efficiency cuts both ways. From the mid 1950s 1o the
late 1960s, Americans learned more abour the history of colonial
America and the American West from movies and television than
from scholarly books. Remember the Alamo? That was a history
lesson delivered by John Wayne on the screen. Davy Crocketr was
a television character who became a significanc historical figure
rather than the obverse.™ Before and after Hollywood’s long
commitment to the history of cowboys and pioneers, comic
books rather than textbooks, country songs racher than chrono-
logical tables filled the gaps left by the westerns. Then as now,
American children and quite a few young males elsewhere learned
to thematize parts of that history by playing cowboys and
Indians.

Finally, the guild understandably reflects the social and pelitical
divisions of American society. Yet, by virtue of its professional
claims, the guild cannot express political opinions as such—
quite contrary, of course, to activists and lobbyists. Thus, ironi-
cally, the more importanc an issue for specific segments of civil
society, the more subdued the interprecacions of the facts offered
by most professional historians. To a majority of the individu-
als involved in the controversies surrounding the Columbian
quincentennial, the “Last Face” exhibit ar the Smithsonian on the
Enola Gay and Hiroshima, the excavation of slave cemeteries, or
the building of the Vietham Memorial, the statements produced
by most historians seemed often bland or irrelevant. In these
cases, as in many others, those to whom history mattered most
looked for historical interpretations on the fringes of academia
when not alcogether outside it.

Yet che face thar history is also produced outside of academia has

and

largely been ignored in cheories of history. Beyond a broad
relatively recent—agreement on the situatedness of the profes-
sional historian, there is little concrete exploration of activities

that occur elsewhere but impact significantly on the object of
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study. To be sure, such an impact does nor lend irself easily to
general formulas, a predicament chat rebukes most theorists. I
have noced that while most thearists acknowledge at the outset
that history involves both the social process and narratives about
that process, theories of history actually privilege one side as if
the other did not marter.

This one-sidedness is possible because theories of history rarely
examine in detail the concrere production of specific narratives.
Narratives are occasionally evoked as illuscrations or, at best, de-
ciphered as texts, but the process of their production rarely con-
stitutes the object of study.® Similarly, most scholars would
readily admit chat historical production accurs in many sires. But
the relarive weight of these sites varies with context and these
variarions impose on the theorist the burden of the concrete.
Thus, an examination of French palaces as sites of historical pro-
duction can provide illustrative lessons for an understanding of
Hollywood’s role in U.S. historical consciousness, but no abstrace
theory can set, « priori, the rules that govern the relative impact
of French castles and of U.S. movies on the academic history pro-
duced in these two countries.

The heavier the burden of the concrete, the more likely it is o
be bypassed by theory. Thus even the best treatments of academic
hiscory proceed as if what happened in the other sites was largely
inconsequential. Yer is it really inconsequential thas the history
of America is being written in the same world where few little

boys want to be Indians?
Theorizing Ambiguity and Tracking Power
History is always produced in a specific historical context. His-

[DriC:l[ acrtors arc also narrators, le'lCl vice versa,

The affirmarion that narratives are always produced in history
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leads me to propose two choices. First, [ contend that a theory of
the historical narrarive must acknowledge both the distinction
and the overlap between process and narrative. Thus, although
this book is primarily abouc history as knowledge and narrarive,”
it fully embraces the ambiguirty inherent in the two sides of
historicity.

History, as social process, involves peoples in three distinct ca-
pacities: 1) as agents, or occupants of structural positions; 2) as
actors in constant interface with a context; and 3) as subjecss, that
is, as voices aware of their vocality. Classical examples of what I
call agents are the strata and sets to which people belong, such as
class and status, or the roles associatred with these. Workers,
slaves, mothers are agents.™ An analysis of slavery can explore the
socioculeural, political, economic, and ideological structures char
define such positions as slaves and masters,

By actors, I mean the bundle of capacities that are specific in
time and space in ways that both their existence and their under-
standing rest fundamentally on historical particulars. A compari-
son of African-American slavery in Brazil and cthe United Srares
that goes beyond a statistical table must deal with the historical
particulars that define the situations being compared. Historical
narratives address particular sitnations and, in that sense, they
must deal with human beings as actors.™

Burt peoples are also the subjects of history the way workers are
subjects of a strike: they define the very terms under which some
sicuations can be described. Consider a strike as a historical event
from a strictly narradive viewpoint, that is, withour the interven-
tions that we usually pur under such labels as interprecation or
explanation. There is no way we can describe a strike without
making the subjective capacities of the workers a central part of
the descriprion.? Stating their absence from the workplace is cer-
tainly not enough. We need to state that they collectively reached
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the decision to stay at home on what was supposed to be a regular
working day. We need to add thar they collectively acted upon
thar decision. But even such a descriprion, which rakes into ac-
count the workers' position as actors, is not a competent descrip-
tion of a strike. Indeed, there are a few other contexts in which
such a description could account for something else. Workers
could have decided: if the snowfall exceeds ten inches ronight,
none of us will come to work tomorrow. If we accept scenarios
of manipulation or errors of interpretation among the actors, the
possibilities become limitless. Thus, beyond dealing with the
workers as actars, a competent narrative of a strike needs to claim
access to the workers as purposeful subjects aware of their own
voices. It needs ctheir voice(s) in the first person ar, ac least, i
needs to paraphrase that first person. The narrative must give us
a hint of both the reasons why the workers refuse to work and the
objective they think they are pursuing-—even if that objective is
limited to the voicing of protest. To put it most simply, a strike
is a strike only if the workers think that chey are striking. Their
subjectivity is an integral part of the event and of any satisfactory
description of that event.

Workers work much more often than they strike, but the capac-
ity to serike is never fully removed from the condition of workers.
In other words, peoples are not always subjects constantly con-
fronting hiscory as some academics would wish, but the capacity
upon which they act to become subjects is always part of their
condirion. This subjective capacity ensures confusion because it
makes human beings doubly historical or, more properly, fully
historical. It engages them simultaneously in the sociohistorical
process and in narrative constructions about that process. The
embracing of this ambiguity, which is inherent in what I call the
two sides of historicity, is the first choice of this book.

The second choice of this bool is a concrete focus on the process

of historical production rather than an abstract concern for the
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nature of history. The search for the narure of history has led us
to deny ambiguity and eicher to demarcate precisely and at all
times the dividing line berween historical process and historical
knowledge or to conflate ar all times historical process and histor-
ical narrative. Thus between the mechanically “realist” and na-
ively “constructivist” extremes, there is the more serious task of
derermining not what history is—a hopeless goal if phrased in
essentialist terms—bur how history works. For what history is
changes with time and place or, better said, history reveals itself
only through the production of specific narracives. What matrers
most are the process and conditions of production of such narra-
tives. Only a focus on that process can uncover the ways in which
the two sides of historicity intertwine in a particular context,
Only through that overlap can we discover the differential exer-
cise of power that makes some narratives possible and silences
others.

Tracking power requires a richer view of historical production
than most theorises acknowledge. We cannot exclude in advance
any of the actors who participate in the production of history or
any of the sites where that production may occur. Next to profes-
siona! historians we discover artisans of different kinds, unpaid or
unrecognized field laborers who augment, deflect, or reorganize
the work of the professionals as politicians, students, fiction writ-
ers, filmmakers, and participating members of the public. In so
doing, we gain a more complex view of academic history itself,
since we do not consider professional historians the sole parrici-
pants in its production.

This more comprehensive view expands the chronological
boundaries of the production process. We can see that process as
boch starting earlier and going on later than most theorists admit.
The process does not stop with the last sentence of a professional
historian since the public is quite likely to contribute ro history

if only by adding its own readings to—and about—the scholarly
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productions. More important, perhaps, since the overlap be-
eween hiscory as soctal process and history as knowledge is fluid,
participants in any event may enter into the production of a nar-
rative about chac event before the historian as such reaches the
scene. In fact, che historical narrative within which an actual
event fits could precede thar evenrt itself, at least in theory, bur
perhaps also in practice. Marshall Sahlins suggests that the Ha-
wailans read their encounter with Caprain Cook as the chronicle
of a death forerold. Bur such exercises are not limited to the
peoples without historians. How much do narrarives of the end
of the cold war fit into a prepackaged history of capitalism in
kaightly armor? William Lewis suggests that one of Ronald Rea-
gan’s political serengths was his capacity to inscribe his presidency
into a prepackaged narrative about the Unired Srares. And an
overall sketch of world historical producrion through rime sug-
gests that professional historians alone do nort ser the narrative
framewark into which their stories fit. Most often, someone else
has already entered the scene and set the cycle of silences.?!

Does this expanded view still allow pertinent generalizations
about the production of the historical narrative? The answer to
this question is an unqualified yes, if we agree thac such generali-
zations enhance our understanding of specific practices buc do
not provide blueprints that practice will supposedly follow or
iliustrace.

Silences enter the process of historical production at four cru-
cial moments: the moment of fact creation (the making of
sonrees); the moment of facr assembly (the making of archives);
the moment of facr retrieval {the making of naratives); and the
moment of recrospective significance (the making of history in che
final instance).

These moments are conceptual tools, second-level abstractions
of processes that feed on each other. As such, cthey are not meant
to provide a realistic description of the making of any individual
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narracive. Racher, they help us understand why notall silences are
equal and why they cannot be addressed—or redressed—in the
same manner. To put it differently, any historical narrarive is a
particular bundle of silences, the result of a unique process, and
the operation required to deconstruct these silences will vary ac-
cordingly.

The strategies deployed in this book reflect these variations.
Each of the narratives treated in the next three chaprers combines
diverse rypes of silences. In each case, these silences crisscross or
accumulate over time to produce a unique mixture. In each case |
use a different approach to reveal the conventions and che ten-
sions within that mixture.

In chaprer 2, I sketch the image of a former slave turned colonel,
now a forgotren figure of the Haitian Revolution. The evidence
required to tell his story was available in the corpus I studied, in
spite of the poverty of the sources. T only reposition that evidence
to generate a new narrative. My alternative narrative, as it devel-
~ ops, reveals the silences that buried, until now, the story of the
colonel.

The general silencing of the Haitian Revolution by Western his-
toriography is the subject of chapter 3. Thar silencing also is due
to uneven power in the production of sources, archives, and nar-
ratives. But if [ am correct that this revolution was unthinkable as
it happened, the insignificance of the story is already inscribed in
the sources, regardless of what else they reveal. There are no new
facts here; not even neglected ones. Here, I have to make the si-
lences speak for themselves. T do so by juxtaposing the climate of
the times, the wrisings of historians on the revolution itself, and
narratives of world history where the effectiveness of the original
silence becomes fully visible.

The discovery of America, the theme of chaprer 4, provided me
with yet another combination, thus compelling yer a chird strat-

egy. Here was an abundance of boch sources and narrasives. Until
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1992, there was even a sense——although forged and recent—of
global agreement on the significance of Columbus’s first trip. The
main tencts of historical writings were inflecred and bolstered
through public cclebrations that seemed to reinforce chis signifi-
cance, Within this wide-open corpus, silences are produced not
so much by an absence of facts or interpretations as through con-
flicting appropriations of Columbus’s persona. Here, I do not
suggest a new reading of the same story, as I do in chaprer 2, or
even alternative interpretations, as in chapter 3. Rather, I show
how the alleged agreement about Columbus actually masks a his-
tory of conflicts, The methodological exercise culminates in a
narrative about the competing appropriations of the discovery.
Silences appear in the inrterstices of the conflices between previ-
Ous Interpreters.

The production of a historical narrative cannot be studied,
therefore, through a mere chronology of its silences. The mo-
ments [ distinguish here overlap in real time. As heuristic devices,
they only crystallize aspects of historical production thar best ex-
pose when and where power gets into the story.

Buc even this phrasing is misleading if ic suggests char power ex-
ists outside the story and can therefore be blocked or excised.
Power is constitutive of the story. Tracking power through various
“moments” simply helps emphasize the fundamentally processual
character of historical production, to insist that what history is
matters less chan how history works; that power ieself works
together with history; and that the historians’ claimed pelitical
preferences have little influence on most of the acrual practices
of power. A warning from Foucault is helpful: “I don'’t believe
thar the question of ‘who exercises power?’ can be resolved unless
that other question frow does it happen?” is resolved at the same
time.”3*

Power does not enter the story once and for all, bur ar different
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times and from different angles. It precedes the narrative proper,
contributes to its creation and to its interpretation, Thus, it re-
mains pertinent even if we can imagine a totally scientific his-
tory, even if we relegate the hiscorians’ preferences and srakes to
a separate, post-descriptive phase. In history, power begins at
the source.

The play of power in the production of alternative narratives be-
gins with the joint creation of facts and sources for ar least two
reasons. First, facts are never meaningless: indeed, they become
facts only because they marter in some sense, however minimal.
Second, facts are not creared equal: the production of traces is al-
ways also the creation of silences. Some occurrences are noted
from the start; others are not. Some are engraved in individual or
collective bodies; others are not. Some leave physical markers;
others do not. Whar happened leaves traces, some of which are
quite concrete—buildings, dead bodies, censuses, monuments,
diaries, polirical boundaries—that limit the range and signifi-
cance of any historical narrative. This is one of many reasons why
not any fiction can pass for history: the materiality of the socio-
historical process (historicity 1) sets the stage for furure historical
narratives (historicity 2).

The materiality of this first moment is so obvious that some of
us take it for granted. It does not imply thart facts are meaningless
objects waiting to be discovered under some timeless seal but
rather, more modestly, thar hiscory begins with bodies and arti-
facts: living brains, fossils, texts, buildings.?

- The bigger che material mass, the more easily it entraps us: mass
graves and pyramids bring history closer while they make us feel
small. A castle, a fort, a battlefield, a church, all these things big-
ger than we that we infuse with the reality of past lives, seem to
speak of an immensity of which we know little excepr that we are
part of it. Too solid to be unmarked, too conspicuous to be can-
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did, they embody the ambiguities of history. They give us rthe
power to rouch it, but not thae to hold it firmly in our hands-—
hence the mystery of their battered walls. We suspece thar their
concrereness hides secrets so deep thar no revelation may fully
dissipate their silences. We imagine the lives under the morrar,

but how do we recognize the end of a bottomless silence?
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The Three Faces of Sans Souci
Glory and

Silences in

the Haitian

Revolution

\of 2

P

walked in silence between the old walls, trying to guess ar

- .

the staries they wonld never dare tell. 1 had been in the fort
. since daybreak. I bad lost my companions on purpose: 1
wanted to tiptoe alone through the remains of history. Here and
theie, I touched a stone, a piece of ivon hanging from the mortar,
overlooked or left by unknown hands for unknown reasons, I almost
tripped over a rail track, a deep cut on the concrete floor, which led
10 a piece of artillery lost in a darkened corner. '

At the end of the alley. the sunlight caught me by surprise. Isaw the
grave at ance, an indifferent piece of cement lying in the middle of
the open courtyard. Crossing the Place d’Armes, I imagined the royal
cavalry, black-skinned men and women one and all on their black
horses, swearing to fight until the death rather than ro let go of this
Jort and return to slavery,

I stepped across my dreams up to the pile of concrere. As I moved
closer, the letters on the stane became more visible. I did not need to
read the inscription to know the man who was lying under the con-
crete. This was his fort, bis kingdom, the masr daring of his build-
ings—The Citadel, bis legacy of stone and arrogance. I bent over, let-
ting my fingers run across the marble plaque, then closed ny eyes to

t



let the fact sink in. I was as close as I wonld ever be to the body of
Christopbe— Henry 1, King of Haiti.

I knew the man. I had read about bint in my bistory books as do all
Haitian schoolchildren; but that was not why I felt close to him, wiy
[ wanted to be closer. More than a heve, be was a friend of the family.
My father and my uncle talked about bint by the howr when I was
seill a child, They were often critical, for reasons I did not always
nnderstand; but they were also proud of him. They both belonged to
The Society of King Christophe’s Friends, a small intellectual frater-
people I

nity that included Aimé Césaire and Alejo Carpentier
kuew to be famous. Back then, I thought of the society as something
of a fan club engaged in secret medieval vites. I found out later that I
was not entively wrong, As playwrights, novelists, and historians, the
writer-friends of Henry Chiistophe were alchemists of memory,
proud guardians of a past that they neither lived nor wished to have
shared. _

The mass of the Citadel towering over me, 1 stood alone in the Place
d'Armes, iy eyes still closed, smmeaning images too bright to settle
in the late morning sun. I tried to recall the face of Henry at various
stages of bis life. I had seen many pictures of bim, but none of them
came back. AT conld reach for bere were this stone and the cold can-
nonballs scattered a few feer away in the courtyard. I reached furdher
into myself. Relics danced behind my eyelids in fleeting shapes and
colors: the royal star of St. Henry, a medal that my father handled, a
green costume, a monochrome of the royal saber, an ofd coin I once
touched, a carrviage I once imagined. These were the things of which
my memory of Christophe was made but they were failing me when T
most needed them.

I opened ny eyes to the securing sight of the Citadel standing tall
against the sky. Memories are made of stone, and Henry I built more
than his share of forts and palaces so thar we conld come visit hin.
Walking over to the edge of the terrace, I surveyed the kingdom as he
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imagined ir: the fields, the roads, the past in the present; and below,
right below the clouds, the rayal walls of Sans Souci, the King’s favor-
ite residence.

Srns Souci: The Palace

In the northern mountains of the Republic of Haiti, there is an
old palace called Sans Souci thar many urbanites and neighboring
peasants revere as one of the most important historical monu-
ments of their country. The palace-—what remains of it——stands
on a small elevation berween the higher hills surrounding the
town of Milot. It is impressive if only because of its size—or what
one can now guess to have been its size. It was built to insull a
long lasting deference, and it still does. One does not stumble
upon these ruins; they are both too remote and too often men-
tioned within Haiti for the encounter to be fully accidental. Any-
one who comes here, enticed by the posters of Haiti's Departe-
ment du Tourisme or by one or another narrative of glory, is at
least vaguely familiar with Haiti’s record and assumes history to
be dormant within these crumbling walls. Anyone who comes
here knows that this huge dwelling was builr in the early nine-
teenth cencury, for a black king, by blacks barely out of slavery.
Thus che traveler is soon caught between the sense of desolation
that molds Sans Seuci’s present and a furtive awareness of bygone
glory. There is so little here to see and so much to infer. Anyone
who comes here comes too late, after a climax of which little has
been preserved, yer early enough to dare imagine whar it might
have been.

What it might have been is not left entirely to the visitor’s imag-
ination. Soon enough a peasant of the area will force himself
upon you and serve as your imprompru guide. He will take you
through the ruins and, for a small fee, will talk about Sans Souci.
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Henty [, King of Hairi, by British paincer Richard Evans

He will tell you that the palace was built by Henry Christophe, a
hero of the Haitian Revolution who fought against slavery and
became King of Haiti soon after che French defear and the 1804
independence. He may or not mention thar Haiti was then curt

into rwo states with Chriscophe ruling the northern one. He may
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or not know that Millot [sic] was an old French plantation that
Christophe took over and managed for some time during the
revolution; but he will surely relate the fabulous feasts thar went
on at Sans Souci when Christophe became king, the opulent din-
ners, the dances, the brilliant costumes. He might tefl you thar
the price was heavy, in currency and in human blood: the King
was both rich and ruthless. Hundreds of Haitians died building
his favorite residence, its surrounding town, and the neighboring
Citadel Henry, either because of the harsh labor conditions or
because they faced che firing squad for a minor breach of disci-
pline. Ac this point, you may start wondering if Sans Souci was
worth the price. Bur the peasant will continue describing the
property. He will dwell on its immense gardens now denuded, its
dependencies now gone, and especially its waterworls: its arrifi-
cial springs and the hidden channels that were directed through
the walls, supposedly to cool the castle during the summer. In che
words of an old hand who took me around che ruins: “Christophe
made water flow within these walls.” If your guide is seasoned
enough, he will preserve his main effect until the very end: having
seduced your imagination, he will conclude with a touch of pride
that this extravagance was meant to impress the &lan (whites/for-
eigners), meant to provide the world with irrefurable evidence of
the ability of the black race.!

On these and many other points, the printed record—the pic-
tures and the words left behind by those whe saw Sans Souci and
the town of Milot before the 1842 carthquake that precipitared
its ruin —corroborates the crux of the peasant’s story and some of
its amazing details. Geographer Karl Ritter, who drew a skerch of
the palace a few days after Christophe’s deach, found it “very im-
pressive to the eye.” Bricish visitor Joha Candler, who saw a de-
serted building he judged to be in poor style, admitred chac it
must have been “splendid” in Christophe’s time, U.S. physician

Jonathan Brown wrote that Sans Souci had “the repuration of
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having been one of the most magnificent edifices of the West In-
dies.” Writers also preserved passing descriptions of the warter-
works: Christophe did nor make water flow within the walls, bur
Sans Souci did have an arrificial spring and numerous water-
works. Similarly, the King’s ruthless reputation is well established
in books, some of which were written by his contemporaries; pro-
fessional historians are uncertain only abour the actual number
of laborers who died during the construction of the palace. Chris-
tophe’s racial pride is also well known: it exudes from whar re-
mains of his correspondence; it has inspired Caribbean writers
from Martiniquan playwright and poet Aimé Césaire to Cuban
novelist Alejo Carpentier. Long before this pride was fictional-
ized, one of Christophe’s closest advisers, Baron Valentin de Vas-
tey, chancellor of the Icingdnm, evolked the 1813 completion of
Sans Souci and the adjacent Royal Church of Milor in grandiose
~terms thar anricipated Afrocentrism by more than a cenrury:
“These two structures, erected by descendants of Africans, show
that we have not lost the architectural taste and genius of our an-
cestors who covered Echiopia, Egypt, Carthage, and old Spain
with cheir superb monuments,”

Though the written record and the oral history transmicted by
the local guides march quite closely on most substantial poines,
there is one topic of importance on which the peasants remain
more evasive. I asked about the name of the palace, even a neo-
phyte guide will reply, quite correctdy, thar “san sousi” means
“carefree” in Hairian (as “sans souci” does in French) and thar the
words are commonly used to qualify someone who worries about
little. Some may even add thac the expression aptly describes the
King himself, or at least the side of him that sought relaxation and
the easy lite of Sans Souci. Others may recall chat, during Chris-
tophe’s reign, the name of Sans Souci was extended to the town

newly built around the palace, now a rural burg more often re-
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ferred to as Milor. Bur few guides are prone to volunteer that
if b | .
Sans Souci” was also the name of 2 man and rhat this man was

killed by Henry Christophe himself.
The War Within the War

The circumstances surrounding the death of Sans Souci, the man,
arc often mentioned——though always in passing and rarely in de-
rail—in historical works dealing with the Haitian war of inde-
pendence. The main story line of the Haitian Revolution, which
augured the end of American slavery and evenruared in the birth
of Haiti from the ashes of French Saint-Domingue, will receive
only a summary rreacment here. In August 1791, slaves in north-
ern Saint-Domingue launched an uprising that spread through-
out the colony and turned into a successful revolution chas top-
pled both slavery and the French colonial erder. The revolurion
took nearly chirteen years to unfold from the initial uprising to
the proclamation of Haician independence in January 1804.

Key markers along thar path are successive concessions made by
France and the increasing political and military achievements of
the revolutionary slaves under the leadership of a Creole black,
Toussaint Louverture. In 1794, France'’s formal abolition of slav-
ery recognized the freedom dr fiucro gained by the slaves in arms.
Soon after, Louverture moved under the French banner with his
troops. From 1794 to 1798, he fought the Spaniards, who con-
trotled the eastern parc of the island, and helped the French
counter an invasion by Bricish forces. By 1797, the black general
had become the most influential political and military figure in
French Saint-Domingue. His “colonial™ army, composed mainly
of former slaves, ac times numbered more than twenty thousand
men. In 1801, his successful invasion of the Spanish parr of His-
paniola gave him control over the entire istand. Although Lou-
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vercure ruled in the name of France, he promulgated an indepen-
dent Constitution that recognized him as Governor-for-life with
EleOlll[E powcr.

Revolurionary France had followed these developments with
great concern. Many in the metropolis and maost whites in the
colony were waiting for the first opportunity to reestablish the
old order. That chance came with the Consulate. First Consul
Napoleon Bonaparte took advancage of the relative calm that fol-
lowed his coup d’étac of 18 Brumaire to prepare an expedition
with secret instructions to reestablish stavery in Saint-Domingue.
The historical sketch that most concerns us, which lasted less
than one year, starts with the 1802 landing of the French forces.

The French expedition was led by no less than Pauline Bona-
parte’s husband, General Charles Leclerc, Napoleon’s brother-in-
taw. When Leclerc reached Saint-Domingue, one key figure of
Louverture’s army in the north of the country, the man responsi-
ble for Cap Frangais, the most important town of the colony, was
General Henry Christophe. Born in neighboring Grenada, a free
man long before the 1791 uprising, Christophe had an unusually
broad life experience for a black man of thar time; he had been,
in turn, a scullion, a major-domo, and a hotel manager. He had
been slightly wounded in Georgia, at the battde of Savannah,
while fighting on the side of the American revolutionaries in the
Comte d’Estaing’s regiment. When che French forces reached the
port of Cap, Leclerc promptly senc Christophe a written ultima-
tum threatening to invade the town with fifteen thousand troops
if the blacks did not surrender by daybreak. The letter Christophe
wrote to Leclerc was characteristic of the man: “If you have the
means with which you threaten me, I shall offer you all the resis-
tance worthy of a general; and if fare favors your weapons, you
will not enter the town of Cap uncil | reduce it to ashes and, then

and there, I shall keep on fighting you.”
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Then, Christophe set fire to his own sumptuous house and pre-
pared his croops for combat.

After a few months of bloody engagements, Leclerc’s forces
broke down many of the revoludionaries’ defenses. Henry Chris-
tophe surrendered and joined the French forces in April 1802.
Soon after Christophe’s defection, other prominent black officers
(including Louverture’s most important second, General Jean-
Jacques Dessalines} also joined the French forces, quite probably
with Louverture’s consent. In early May 1802, Louverture him-
self capirulated. Even though a number of former slaves rejecred
that cease-hre and maintined isolated pockets of armed resis-
tance, Leclerc used the limited calm to entrap the black general.
Louverture was caprured in June 1802 and sent to jail in France.

Armed resistance had not stopped completely with the succes-
sive submissions of Christophe, Dessalines, and Louverture. It es-
calated after Louverture’s exile, especially when Leclerc ordered
the disarmament of all former slaves who did not belong ro the
celonial regiments now formally integrated within his army.
Many former slaves, now free cultivators or soldiers, had seen in
Louverture’s arrest a testimony of Leclerc’s treachery. They
viewed the disarmament decree as addirional proof thar the
French intended to reestablish slavery. They joined the resistance
in increasing numbers in August and September 1802. By Octo-
ber, most of the Louverture followers who had formally accepred
Leclerc’s authority the previous summer rejoined the resistance
with their troops. These black officers forged a new alliance with
light-skinned free coloreds who until then had supporred the ex-
pedition.' By November 1802, Dessalines had become the leader
of the alliance with the blessing of the most prominenct of the free
coloreds, mulatio general Alexandre Pétion, a former member of
Leclerc’s army. A year later, the reconstituted revolurionary

troops guincd full control of the calony, the French acknowl-
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edged defear, and Hairi became an independent country with
Dessalines as its first chief of state.

Historians generally agree on most of these facts, with the Hai-
tians usually insisting on the courage of their ancestors, and the

foreigners—especially white foreigners—usually emphasizing

the role of yellow fever in weakening che French troops. Both
groups mention only in passing that the Haitian war of indepen-
dence involved more than two camps. The army first pur together
by Toussaint Louverture and reconstituted by Dessalines did not
only fight against the French expeditionary forces. Ar crucial mo-
ments of the war, black officers turned also against their own, en-
gaging inco what was, in effect, # war within #he war.

The series of events that I call the “war within the war” stretches
from abour June 1802 to mid-1803. It comprises mainly two ma-
jor campaigns: 1) the one led by the black officers reintegrated
Llndf.'[' LECIE['C,S CDInmﬂ.Ild agﬂinst [hf: FD!‘ITIC[’ SlaVCS \'Vl-l(:) h;‘ld re-
fused to surrender to the French {June 1802-October 1802); and
2) the one led by the same generals and the free colored officers
associated with Périon against the former slaves who refused to
acknowledge the revolutionary hierarchy and the supreme au-
thority of Dessalines {November 1802-April 1803). Crucial to
the story is the fact that in both campaigns the leaders are mainly
black Creoles {i.e., natives of the island, or of the Caribbean) and
the dissident groups are composed of—and led by—Bossales
(i.c., African-born) ex-slaves, mainly from the Congo. The story
of Jean-Baptisce Sans Souci ties together these two campaigns.

Setnzs Sounci: The Man

Colonel Jean-Baptiste Sans Souci was a Bossale slave, probably
from the Congo, who played an important role in the Haidan
Revelution from the very first days of che 1791 uprising. He may

have obtained his name from a guarsier called Sans Souci, which
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bordered the parishes of Valli¢res and Grande Riviere.* Ar any
rate, it is in that area that we first find him in the written record.
Gros, a petty French ofheial captured by the slaves in Ocrober
1791, identified Sans Souci as the rebel commander of the camp
the slaves had set up on the Cardinaux plancation in Grande Ri-
viere. The prisonerseemed to know ofthe man, whom he described
only as a black slave and “a very bad lot” (s#és mawvais sujet).
However, since Gros stayed only one night in Cardinaux before
being moved to another plantation seized by the ex-slaves, he
does not provide any details about this camp or its commander,”

We know from other sources that Sans Souci remained acrive
within the same area. Like other Congo military leaders, he ex-
celled at the guerrilla-type ractics,reminiscent of the Congo civil
wars of the cighteenth century, which were critical to the mili-
tary evalution of the Haitian Revolution.® Afrer Toussaint Lou-
verture unified the revolutionary forces, Sans Souci maintained
his influence and became onc of Henry Christophe’s immediate
subalterns. At the time of the French invasion, he was military
commander of the arrendissement of Grande Riviére, then an im-
porrant military district in the north of Saint-Domingue thac in-
cluded his original Cardinaux camp. Between February and April
1802 he repeatedly won out over the French expeditionary forces
in the areas he controlled. Like many other black officers, he tac-
itly accepted Leclerc’s victory after Louverture’s surrender. I do
not know of a document indicating Sans Souci’s formal submis-
sion, but for the month of June ar least, the French referred to
him by his colonial grade—which suggests his integration within
Leclerc’s military organizadion.

Sans Souci’s formal presence in the French camp was quite
short—-Iasting less than a month. Leclerc, who had reports chat
the Colonel was covertly reorganizing the colonial ctroops and
calting on cultivators to join a new rebellion; gave a secret order

for his arrest on July 4, 1802. French general Philibere Fressinert,

The Three Faces of Sans Souci 41



a veteran of Napoleon’s Italian campaigns (then, nominally ac
least, the superior of both Christophe and Sans Souci who were
technically French colonial officers), took steps to implement
that order. But Sans Souci did not wairt for Fressiner. He defected
with mosrt of his £roops, launching a vigorous atrack on a ncigh-
boring French camp on July 7. Fressinet then wrote to Leclerc: “1
am warning you, General, that fe nommé [the so-called] Sans
Souci has just rebelled and tries to win to his party as many culti-
vators as he can. He is even now encircling the Cardinio [Car-
dinaux] camp. General Henry Christophe is marching againsc

7

him.”

Berween early July and November, troops from both the colo-
nial and expeditionary forces, led in turn by Christophe, Dessa-
lines, and Fressinet himself, among others, tried unsuccessfully
to overpower Sans Souci. The African, meanwhile, gained che
loyalty of other blacks, soldiers and cultivators alike. He soon
became the leader of a substantial army, at least one powerful
enough to give constant concern to the French. Using primarily
guerrilia—type racrics, sans Souci exploited his greager knowledge
of the topography and his troops’ better adapration o the lo-
cal environment to keep ar bay both the French and the colo-
nial forces still affiliated with Leclerc. While Christophe, Pétion,
and Dessalines managed to subdue other foci of resistance, the
extreme mobility of Sans Souci’s small units made it impossi-
ble to dislodge him from his moving rerrears in the northern
mountains,”

By early Seprember 1802, Leclerc ordered French general Jean
Boudet to launch an ali-our effort against Sans Souci with the
backing of French general Jean-Baptiste Bruner and Dessalines
himself, then recognized by the French as the most capable of the
Creole higher ranks. Bruner alone led three thousand troops.
Sans Souci’s riposte was brisk and fierce. Commenting soon after

on the massive affensive of 19 September, Leclerc wrote to Napo-
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leon: “This day alone cost me 400 men.” By che end of September
Sans Souci and his most important allies, Makaya and Sylla, had
nearly reversed the military situation in the northern parr of che
country. They never occupied any lowland territory for long, if at
all; bue they made ic impossible for the French troops and their
Creole allies to do so securely.”

The sustained resistance of various dissident groups {compased

mainly of Africans—among whom those conrrolled or influ-

enced by Sans Souci were the most important) and their continu-
ous harassment of the French created an unrenable sicuarion for
both Leclerc and the Creole officers under his command. On che
one hand, an ailing and exasperated Leclerc (he died before the
end of the war) took much less care to hide his ultimare plan: the
deporration of most black and mulatto officers and the restora-
tion of slavery. On the other hand, the Creole officers, consrantly
suspected by the French to be in connivance with Sans Souci or
other leaders of the resistance, found themselves under increasing
pressure to defect. By November 1802, most colonial officers had
turned once more against the French, and Dessalines was ac-
knowledged as the military leader of the new alliance forged be-
tween himself, Pécion, and Christophe.

Bue just as some former slaves had refused to submit to the
French, some (often the same) contested cthe new revolutionary
hierarchy. Jean-Baptiste Sans Souct notably declined the new
leaders’ repeated invitations to join ranks with them, arguing that
his own unconditional resistance to the French exempred him
from obedience to his former superiors, He would not serve un-
der men whose allegiance to the cause of freedom was, ar the very
least, dubious; and he especially resented Christophe whom he
considered a traitor. It is in this second phase of the war wichin
the war thar Sans Souci marched to his dearth. Within a few
weeks, the Creole generals defeated or won our over most of the

dissidents. Sans Souci resisced Eonger than maost but eventually
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agreed to negotiarions with Dessalines, Pétion, and Christophe
abour his role in the new hicrarchy. At one of these meerings, he
virtually assured Dessalines that he would recognize his supreme
authority, thus in effect reversing his dissidence bur without ap-
pearing to bow to Christophe personally. Sill, Christophe asked
for one more meeting with his former subaltern. Sans Souci
showed up at Christophe’s headquarcers on the Grand Pré planta-
tion with only a small guard. He and his followers feil under the
bayonets of Christophe’s soldiers.

Sans Souci's existence and death are mentioned in most written
accounts of the Haitian war of independence. Likewise, profes-
sional historians who deal with Christophe’s rule always note the
king’s fondness for grandiose constructions and his predilection
for the Milot palace, his favorite residence. But few writers have
puzzled over the palace’s peculiar name. Fewer have commented
on the obvious: that its name and the pacronym of the man killed
by Christophe ten years before the erection of his royal residence
are the same. Even fewer have noted, let alone emphasized, that
there were three, rather than rwo, “Sans Soucis”: the man and
two palaces. Six decades before Christophe’s coronartion, Prus-
sian Emperor Frederick the Great had builc himself a grandiose
palace on top of a hill in the town of Potsdam, a few miles from
Bertin. Thac palace, a hant-lien of the European Enlightenment,
which some observers claim to have been part inspiration for the
purpose—and perhaps the architectural design—of Milot, was

calied Sans Souci.

Sans Souci Revisited

Wich their various layers of silences, the three faces of Sans Souci
provide numerous vantage points from which to examine the

means and process of historical production. Concrete reminders

that the uneven power of historical production is exprcssed also
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through the power o rouch, to see, and to feel, they span a mate-
rial continuum thar goes from the solidity of Potsdam to the
missing body of the Colonel, They also provide us wirh a concrete
example of the interplay beoween inequalities in the historical
process and inequalities in the historical narrative, an interplay
which starts long before the historian (qua collecror, narrator, or
interpreter) comes to the scene.

Romantic reevaluation of the weak and defeated notwithsrand-
ing, the starting points are differenc. Sans Souci—Potsdam is
knowable in ways that Sans Souci-Milot will never be. The Pocs-
dam palace is still standing. Its mass of stone and mortar has re-
tained most of its shape and weight, and it is still furnished with
what passes for the best of rococo elegance. Indeed, Frederick’s
successor started its historical maintenance, its transformartion
into an archive of a sort, by reconstructing Frederick’s room the
very year of Frederick’s death. Frederick’s own body, in his weli-
kept coffin, has become a marker of German history. Hitler stood
at his Potsdam grave to proclaim the Third Reich. Devoted Ger-
man officers removed the coffin from Potsdam as the Soviet army
moved into Berlin. Chancellor Kohl had the coffin reinterred in
the Potsdam garden in the early 1990s as a cribute to—and sym-
bol of—German reunification. Frederick has been reburied be-
side his beloved dogs. Two centuries after Frederick’s death, both
he and his palace have a marerialicy that history needs both to ex-
plain and o acknowledge.

In conrrast o Porsdam, the Milot palace is a wreck. Tes walls
were breached by civil war, neglect, and natural disasters. They
testify to a physical decline that starced the very year of Chris-
tophe’s death and accelerated over the years. Christophe had no
political heir, certainly no immediate successor eager and able to
preserve his personal quarters. He com mitted suicide in the midst
of an uprising, and the republicans who took over his kingdom

had no wish to transform Sans Souci into 4 monument. Although
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Sans Souci-Milot, today

Christophe’s stature as myth preceded his death, his full-fledged
conversion into national hero came much lacer. Still, like Freder-
ick, he is buried in his most famous construction, the Ciradel
Henry, now a UNESCO World Heritage landmark nor far away
from Sans Souci. The Milot palace itself has become a monu-
ment—though one¢ which reflects both the limited means and
the determination of the Haitian government and people to
invest in historical preservation. In spite of the devotion of two
Haitian archicects, its rescaration lags behind schedule, in part
for lack of funds. Further, even a reconstrucred Milot will not
have the same claims to history as a regularly maintained histori-
cal monument, such as the palace at Potsdam. The surrounding

town of Milor, in turn, has lost historical significance.
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As for the body of the Colonel, it is somewhar misleading to
state ir as “missing,” for it was never reported as such. As far as we
know, no one ever claimed it, and its memory does not even live
in the bodies of his descendants—if any-—in or around Milort.
Further, whereas we know what both Christophe and Frederick
looked like because both had the wish and the power to have their
features engraved for posterity, ane of the three faces of Sans
Souci may have disappeared forever, at least in its most material
form. The royal porrrair commissioned by Henry I from Richard
Lvans, reproduced in many recent books, remains a source thar
Sans Souci the man has yet to march: there is no known image
of the Colonel. In short, because historical traces are inherently
uneven, sources are not ¢reated equal.

But if lived inequaliries yield unequal historical power, they do
50 in ways we have yer to determine. The distribution of historical
power does not necessarily replicate the inequaliries (vicrories
and setbacks, gains and losses) lived by the actors. Historical
power is not a direct reflection of a past occurrence, or a simple
sum of past inequalities measured from an acror’s perspective or
from the standpoint of any “objective” standard, even at the first
moment, The French superiority in artillery, the strategic supert-
ority of Sans Souci, and the political superioricy of Christophe
can all be demonstrared, but no such demonstration would en-
able us to predicr their relative significance then and now. Simi-
larly, sources do not encapsulate the whole range of significance
of the occurrences ro which they testify.

Furcher, the outcome itself does not determine in any linear way
how an event or a series of events enters into histery. The French
expeditionary forces lost the Haitian war. (They thoughe chey
did, and they did.) Similarly, Colonel Sans Souci was the loser
and Christophe the uleimate winner both politically and mili-
carily within rhe black camp. Yec the papers preserved by General
Donatien Rochambeau {Leclerc’s successor as commander of the
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French expedition) show more than fifty entries abour French
general Fressiner in spite of the fact thac Fressinet was, by any-
one’s standard, a fairly minor figure in the Saint-Domingue cam-
paigns. In comparison, there are eleven encries abour Christaphe,
whom we know gave both Leclerc and Rochambeau much more
to think abour than Fressiner ever did. Sans Souci, in turn—who
came close to upseteing the plans of both the French and colonial

officers and indeed forced both to change racrics in mid-course
received a single encry. '

Thus the presences and absences embodied in sources (artifaces
and bodies that turn an evenr inco fact) or archives (facts col-
lected, thematized, and processed as documents and monuments)
are neither neurral or natural. They are created. As such, they are
not mere presences and absences, but mentions or silences of vari-
ous kinds and degrees. By silence, I mean an active and cransitive
process: one “sifences” a facr or an individual as a silencer silences
a gun. One engages in the practice of silencing. Menrions and si-
lences are thus active, dialecrical counterparts of which hiscory is
the synthesis. Almost every mention of Sans Souci, the palace, the
very resitience of the physical strucrure itself, effeccively silences
Sans Souci, the man, his political goals, his military genius.

Inequalities experienced by the actors lead ro unceven histarical
power in the inscription of traces. Sources buile upon these traces
in curn privilege some events over others, not always the ones
privileged by the actors. Sources are thus instances of inclusion,
the ocher face of which is, of course, whar is excluded. This may
now be obvious enough to those of us who have learned (though
more recently than we care to remember) thar sources imply
choices. But the conclusion we tend o draw thar some occur-
rences have che capacity (a physical one, I would insist) to enter
hisrory and become “fact” ac the first stage while others do nor is
much roo general, and ultimarely useless in its ecumenical form.

That some peoples and things are absent of hisrory, lost, as ic
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were, to the possible world of knowledge, is much less relevant to
the historical pracrice than the fact that some peoples and things
are absent in history, and chac this absence itself is constiturive of
the process of historical production,

Silences are inherent in history because any single event enters
history with some of its constituting parts missing. Something
is always left our while something else is recorded. There is no
perfect closure of any event, however one chooses to define the
boundaries of thar event. Thus whatever becomes fact does so
with irs own inborn absences, specific to its production. [n other
words, the very mechanisms that make any historical recording
possible also ensure that historical facts are not created equal.
They reflece differential control of the means of historical pro-
duction art che very first engraving that transforms an event into a
fact." Silences of this kind show the limits of strategies thar im-
ply a more accurate reconstitution of the past, and cherefore the
producrion of a “better” hiscory, simply by an enlargement of the
empirical base.'* To be sure, the continuous enlargement of the
physical boundaries of historical production is useful and neces-
sary. The turn toward hitherto neglecred sources (e.g., diaries,
images, badies) and the emphasis on unused faces (e.g., facts of
gender, race, and class, facts of the life cycle, facrs of resistance)
are pathbreaking developments. My point is that when these tac-
tical gains are made to dictate strategy they lead, at worst, to a
neo-empiricist enterprise and, at best, to an unnecessary restric-
tion of the battleground for historical power.

As sources fill the historical landscape with cheir facts, they re-
duce the room available 1o other facts. Even if we imagine the
landscape to be forever expandable, the rule of interdependence
implies chat new facts cannot emerge in a vacuum. They will have
to gain their right to existence in light of the field constitured by
previously created facts. They may dethrone some of these facts,

erase or qualify others. The point remains that sources occupy
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competing positions in the historical landscape. These positions
themselves are inherently imbued with meaning since facts can-
not be created meaningless. Even as an ideal recorder, the chroni-
cler necessarily produces meaning and, cherefore, silences.

The tenets of the distinction berween chronicler and narracor
are well known.'? The chronicler provides a play-by-play account
of every event he witnesses, the narraror describes the life of an
entity, person, thing, or institcution. The chronicler deals with
discrete chunks of rime united only by his record-keeping; the
narrator deals with a continuity provided by the life span of che
entity described, The chronicler describes only evenrs thar he
witnessed; the narrator can tell stories both abour what he saw
and what he learned to be true from others. The chronicler does
not know the end of the story—indeed, there is no point to the
story; the narrator knows the full scory. The speech of the chroni-
cler is akin to that of a radio announcer giving a play-by-play ac-
count of a sports game; the speech of the narraror is akin to thac
of a storyteller,'

Even if we admir char distinction as couched, silences are inher-
ent in the chronicle. The sportscaster’s account is a play-by-play
description but only of the occurrences that martter to the game.
Even if it is guided mainly by the seriality of occurrences, it tends
to leave our from the series witnesses, participants, and events
considered generally as marginal. The audience enters primarily
when ir is seen as influencing the players. Players on the bench
are left our. Players in the field are mentioned mainly when they
capture the ball, or at least when they try to caprure it or are
meant to do so. Silences are necessary to the account, for if the
sportscaster told us every “thing” that happened ateach and every
moment, we would not understand anything. If the account was
indeed fully comprehensive of all facrs ic would be incomprehen-
sible. Further, the selection of whar marrers, the dual creation of

mentions and silences, is premised on the understanding of the
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rules of the game by broadcaster and audience alike. In short,
play-by-play accounts are restricted in terms of whar may enter
them and in terms of the order in which these elements may
enter.

What is true of play-by-play accounts is no less true of norary
records, business accounts, population censuses, parish registers.
Historians familiar with the plantation records that inscribe che
daily life of Caribbean slaves are well aware that births are under-
reported in these records.'? Planters or overseers ofren preferred
not to register the existence of a black baby whose survival was
unlikely, given the high incidence of infant mortality, Temporary
omission made more sense: it could be corrected if che child sur-
vived beyond a certain age.

We are not dealing here with a case in which technical or ideo-
logical blinders skewed the reporting of the chronicler. Itis notas
if these lives and deaths were missed by negligence. Nor were they
inconsequential to the chronicler: pregnancies and births consid-
erably affected the amount of available labor, the linchpin of the
slave system. Masters were not even trying to conceal these births.
Rather, both births and deaths were acrively silenced in the rec-
ords for a combination of practical reasons inherent in the re-
porting itself. To be sure, slavery and racism provided the context
within which these silences occurred, but in no way were the si-
lences themselves the direct products of ideology. They made
sense in terms of the reporting, in terms of the logic of irs ac-
counting procedures. In shore, the chronicler-accountant is no
fess passive than the chronicler-sportscaster. As Emile Benveniste
reminds us, the census taker is always a censor—and not only be-
cause of a lucky play of etymology: he who counts heads always

16 Silences are inherent in che crearion of

stlences faces and voices.
sources, the first moment of historical production.
Unequal control over historical production obtains also in the

second momentc of historical production, the making of archives
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and decuments. Of course, sources and documents can emerge
simultaneously and some analysts conflate the two.!” My own in-
sistence on distinguishing a moment of face-assembly from that
of fact-creation is meant first co emphasize thar uneven historical
power obtains even before any work of classification by non-
participants. Slave plantation records entered history as sources
with the added value of the inequalities that made them possible
long before they were classified into archives. Second, I want to
insist that the kind of power used in the creation of sources is not
necessarily the same thar allows the creation of archives.'®

By archives, I mean the institurions thar organize facts and
sources and condition the possibility of existence of historical
statements. Archival power determines the difference between a
historian, amateur or professional, and a charlacan.

Archives assemble. Their assembly worlt is not limited to a more
or less passive act of collecting. Rather, it is an active act of pro-
duction thar prepares facts for historical intelligibility. Archives
sec up boch the substancive and formal elements of the narrative.
They are the institucionalized sites of mediation between the so-
ciohistorical process and the narrative abour that process. They
enforce the constraints on “debarabilicy” we noted earlier with
Appadurai: they convey authority and set the rules for credibility
and interdependence; they help select the stories that matter.

So conceived, the category covers competing institutions with
various conditions of existence and various modes of labor orga-
nization. It includes not only the libraries or depositories spon-
sored by states and foundations, bur less visible institutions that
also sort sources to organize facts, according to themes or periods,
into documents to be used and monuments to be explored. In
that sense, a tourist guide, a museum tour, an archaeological ex-
pedition, or an auction at Sotheby’s can perform as much an ar-
chival role as the Library of Congress.'” The historical guild or,
more properly, the rules that condition academic history perform

W
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similar archival dudes. These rules enforce constraines chat be-
lic the romantic image of the professional historian as an inde-
pendent artist or isolated artisan. The historian is never alone
even within the most obscure corner of the archive: the encounter
with the document is also an encounter with the guild even for
the amateur,

In short, the making of archives involves a number of selective
operations: selection of producers, selection of evidence, selec-
tion of themes, selection of procedures—which means, ar best
the differenrial ranking and, ar worst, the exclusion of some pro-
ducers, some evidence, some themes, some procedures. Power en-
ters here both obviously and surrepritiously. Jean-Bapriste Sans
Souci was silenced nor only because some narrators may have
consciously chosen not to mention him but primarily because

most writers followed the acknowledged rules of their time.
Silences in the Historical Narrative

The dialectics of mentions and silences obtain also ar the third
moment of the process, when events that have become facts (and
may have been processed through archives) are retrieved. Even
if we assume instances of pure historical “narrativiry,” that is,
accounts thar describe an alleged past in a way analogous 1o a
sportscaster's play-by-play description of a game, even if we
postulate a recording angel—with no stakes in the story—who
would ducifully note all thar was mentioned and collecred, any
subsequent narrative {or any corpus of such narratives) would
demonstrate to us that rerrieval and recollection proceed un-
equally. Occurrences equally noted, and supposedly nor yet sub-
ject to interpretation in the most common sense of the word, ex-
hibit in the historical corpus an unequal frequency of retrieval,
unequal (factual) weight, indeed unequal degrees of factualness.
Some facts are recalled more often than others; some strings of
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facts are recalled with more empirical richness than others even
in play-by-play accounts.

Every fact recorded in my narrative of the Sans Souci story is
part of the available record in relatively accessible form since |
have used only sources available in multiple copies: memoirs,
published aceounts, so-called “secondary” sources—rthat is, ma-
terial already produced as history. But the frequency with which
they appear in the total corpus from which the narrative was
drawn varies. So does the material weighe of mention, that is, the
sheer empirical value of the string within which any single fact
is enmeshed.

That Colonel Sans Souci was noc the leader of an imprompru or
marginal rebel band burt an early leader in the slave uprising and,
lacer, a high-ranking officer of Louverture’s army curned dissidenc
has been a constant face within the published record from the late
- eighteenth century 1o our times.”™ But that fact remained largely
unused until recently: its frequency of recrieval was low, its em-
- pirical elaboration defective in rerms of the informartion already
available in that corpus. Sans Souci was most often alluded to
without mention of grade or origins, without even a first name,
all available facts within the corpus. Lietle was said of the size of
his troops, of the details of his death, of his few stated positions.!
Yer there was enough o sketch a picture of Sans Soucl, even if 2
very fleeting one, certainly not as elaborate as that of Christophe,

Still, materials of thar sort had to re-enter the corpus, so to
speak, quite slowly and in restricted ways—for instance, as part
of a catalogue of documents within which they remained more
or less inconspicuous.”* Only in the 1980s have they surfaced as
(re)discoveries in their own right within a narracive.” Thus, to
many readers who had access to most of this corpus and who may
or may not have different stakes in the narrative, the extent of
Sans Souci’s polictical dissidence—if not that of his exisrence—is

likely to be apprehended as “news.” So is (for a different erou
group
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the first one) the

of readers, overlapping—and as substantial as
suggestion that the palace at Milot may have been modeled after
the palace at Porsdam to an extent still undetermined.

Now, the individuals who constructed this corpus came from
various times and backgrounds, sought to offer various interpre-
tarions of the Haitian Revolurion, and passed at times opposite
value judgments on cither the revolution irself or Christophe.
Given these conflicring viewpoints, what explains the greater fre-
quency of certain silences in the corpus?

Let us go back to the actual practice of an 1deal Chronicler. Our -
description of that practice suggests that play-by-play accounts
and even inventory lists are restricted, not only in terms of the
occurrences they register, but afso in terms of the order in which
these occurrences are registered. In other words, no chronicle can
avoid a minimal structure of narration, a movement that gives it
some sense. Thar structure, barely visible in the typical chronicle,
becomes fundamental to the narrative proper.

Historical narratives are premised on previous understandings,
which are themselves premised on the distribution of archival
power. In the case of Haitian hiscoriography, as in the case of
most Third World countries, these previous understandings have
been profoundly shaped by Western conventions and procedures.
First, the writing and reading of Haitian historiography implies
literacy and formal access to a Western— primarily French--lan-
guage and culture, two prerequisites thar already exclude the
majority of Haitians from direct participation in its produc-
tion. Most Haitlans are illiterate and unilingual speakers of Hai-
tian, a French-based Creole. Only a few members of the already
tiny elite are narive bilingual speakers of French and Haitian, The
first published memoirs and histories of the revolurion were writ-
ten almost exclusively in French. So were most of the written
traces (letters, proclamations) that have become primary docu-
ments. Currencly, the vast majoricy of history books abourt Saint-
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Domingue/Haici is written in French, with a substantial minority
of those published in France iwelf. The firsc full-length history
book (and for that matter che firse full-length non-fiction book)
written in Haitian Creole is my own work on the revolution,
which dates from 1977+

Second, regardless of their training and the degree o which they
may be considered members of a guild, Haitian and forcign nar-
rators aim ro conform to guild practice. The division between
guild historians and amareurs is, of course, premised on a particu-
lar Western-dominared pracrice. In cthe Haitian case, few if any
individuals make a living writing history. Haitian historians have
included physicians, lawyers, journalists, businessmen, bureau-
crats and politicians, high school teachers and clergymen, Starus
as historian is not conferred by an academic docroral degree but
by 2 mixture of publications that conform to a large extent to the
standards of the Western guild and active participarion in ongo-
ing historical debates. Previous understandings here include an
acknowledgment of the now global academic division of labor as
shaped by the particular history of Western Europe. Just as
sportscasters assume an audience’s [imited knowledge of the play-
ers (who is who, whar are the two sides), so do historians build
their narrative on the shoulders of previous ones. The knowledge
that narrators assume abourt their audience limics both their use
of the archives and the context within which their story finds sig-
nificance. To contribure to new knowledge and 1o add new sig-
nificance, the narracor must both acknowledge and contradice che
power embedded in previous undersrandings,

This chaprer itself exemplifies the point. My narrarive of the
Haitian Revolution assumed both a cerrain way of reading his-
tory and the reader’s grearer knowledge of French than of Fairian
history. Whether or noc these assumptions were correct, they re-
Hect a presumprion about the unevenness of historical power. But
if they were correct, the narrarive had to present an overview of
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the last years of the Haitian Revolution. Otherwise, the story of
Sans Souci would not make sense to most readers. 1 did not feel
the need to underscore that Haiti is in the Caribbean and thar
Afro-American slavery had been going on in the Caribbean for
exactly three centuries when these events occurred. These men-
tions would have added to the empirical weight of the narrarive,
bus the story still made sense without them. Further, | assumed
that most of my readers knew these facts. Scill, expecring many
of my readers to be North American undergraduates, I took the
precaution of inserting throughout the text some clues about
Haiti's copography and its general history. I did not reporr that
Toussaint’s capture (which I qualified as an entrapment) occurred
on June 7, 1802, because the exact date did not seem to matter
much in the narrative. But if I had done so I would have used, as
I do now, the Christian calendar, the year indexation system the
West inherited from Dionysius Exiguus rather than, say, an orien-
ral system. Nowhere in this text do [ use the calendiier républicain
(the system that indexed months and years in most of the primary
documents of this story) because it did not prevail in post-
revolutionary narratives and lost, therefore, its archival power.
Even individuals who were forced to learn its correspondence
with Dionysius’s system at an early age (as [ was in school) would
take some time to ascertain thar “le 18 prairial de I'an dix” was
indeed June 7, 1802. In short, I bowed to some rules, inherited
from a history of uneven power, to ensure the accessibility of my
narrative,

Thus, in many ways, my account followed a conventional
line—but only up to a cerrain point because of my trearment of
Sans Souci. Until now indeed, the combined effect of previous
understandings about plot structures and common empirical
knowledge resulted in a partial silencing of che life and death of
the Colonel. Players have been discributed according to the major
leagues, and the event-units of Haitian history have been cut in
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slices that cannor be easily modified. Thus the war wichin the war
has been subsumed within accounts of the war berween the
‘French and the colonial troops, rarely (if ever) derailed as a nar-
rative irvits own righe. In that sense, indeed, it never consrirured
a complete sequence, a play-by-play account of any “thing.”
Rather, its constituting events were retrieved as marginal sub-
parts of other accounts, and che life and death of Sans Souci him-
self as a smaller segmenc of these subparts, To unearth Colonel
Sans Souci as more than a negligible figure within the story of
Haiti’s emergence, [ chose to add a section that recast his story as
a separate accounc after the chronological sketch of the revolu-
rion. This was a choice based on both possible procedures and as-
sessment of my readers’ knowledge. Thar choice acknowledges
power, but it also introduces some dissidence by serting up the
war within the war as a historical topic.

To be sure, I could have highlighted the figure of the Colonel
in a different way. But [ had to resort to a procedure of empha-
sis based on both content and form in order to reach my final
goal, chae of suggesting new significance to both the Haitian Rev-
olution and to the Colonel’s life. I could not leave to chance
the transformation of some silences into mentions or the possi-
bility thar mentions alone would add recrospecrive significance.
In short, this unearthing of Sans Souci required extra labor not so
much in the production of new facts bue in their transformation

info a new narrative.
Silences Within Silences

The unearthing of silences, and the historian’s subsequenr em-
phasis on the retrospeciive significance of hitherto neglecred
events, requires not only extra labor at the archives—whether or
not one uses primary sources—burt also a project linked to an
interprecation. This s so because the combined silences accrued
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through the first three steps of the process of historical produc-
tion intermesh and solidify at the fourth and final moment when
retrospective significance itself is produced. To call this moment
“final” does not suggest that it follows the chronological disap-
pearance of the actors. Recrospective significance can be creared
by the actors themselves, as a past within their past, oras a future
within cheir present. Henry I killed Sans Souci twice: firse, liter-
ally, during their last meeting; second, symbolically, by naming
his most famous palace Sans Souci. This killing in history was as
much for his benefit as it was for our wonder. It erased Sans Souci
from Christophe’s own past, and it erased him from his future,
what has become the historians’ present. It did not erase Sans
Souci from Christophe’s memory or even from the sources. His-
corian Hénock Trouillot, one of the few Haitians to emphasize
the similarity berween the two names, suggests that Christophe
may even have wanred to perpetuate the memery of his enemy as
che most formidable one he defeated. In other words, the si-
lencing of Sans Souci could be read as an engraving of Christophe
himself, the ultimare viceor over all mortal enemies and over

death irself:

In erecting Sans Souci at the foothills of Milor, did
Christophe want to prove how solidly his power was im-
planted in this soil2 Or else, was he dominated by a more
obscure thought? For a legend reports that a diviner
foretold Christophe that he would die by the hand of a
Congo. Then, superstitious as he was, having satisfied
his propensity for magic, did he believe that in erecting
this town he could defy destiny? . . . We do not know.”

The suggestion is not far-ferched. That Christophe deemed

himself one notch above most mortals was well known even in his
lifetime. Further, his reliance on transformarive rituals, his desire
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to control both humans and death itself are epicomized in his lasc
moments. Having engaged unsuccessfully in various rituals to re-

store his fziling healch and knowing that he had lost the personal
magnetism that made his contemporaries tremble ac his sight,
a paralyzed Christephe shot himself, reportedly with a silver bul-
ter, before a growing crowd of insurgents reached Sans Souci.
Whether that bulier was meant to save him from a Congo, as
such, we do not know.

But we know thar the silencing was effecrive, that Sans Souci’s
life and death have been endowed with only marginal retrospec-
tive significance while neither Christophe’s apologists nor his de-
tractors fail to mention the king’s thirst for glory and the excent
to which he achieved it in his lifetime and thereafter, The legend
of the diviner may one day be transformed into face. Bur Trouil-
lot’s references o superstition notwithstanding, the real magic re-
mains this dual production of a highly significant mencion of
glory and an equally significant silence. Christophe indeed defied
the future with this silencing.

For silencing here is an erasure more effective than the absence
or failure of memory, whether faked or genuine.*® French general
Pamphile de Lacroix had no particular reason to take publicly the
side of either man at the time thar he wrote his memoirs. He knew
them both. His own life intersected with theirs in ways thar usu-
ally inscribe events in memory: they were both his enemies and
his subalterns ac different times in a foreign war about which he
was half-convinced and ended up losing. He is the only human
being we know to have left records of a conversation with Churis-
tophe about Colonel Sans Souci. That sixty pages after he reporrs
this conversation, de Lacroix mentions by name the favorite pal-
ace of Henry [ withoutr commenting on the connection berween
that name and the Colonel’s patronym testifies to the effecrive-
ness of Christophe’s silencing.?”

Indeed, de Lacroix’s silence typifies an obliteration that may
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have gone beyond Christophe’s wishes. For in many non-Haitian
circles, the disappearance of Sans Souci the man tied the entire
significance of the palace at Milot to Sans Souci—~Potsdam. Jona-
than Brown, the physician from New Hampshire who visited
Haiti a decade after Christophe’s death and failed to note the con-
nection berween the Colonel and the palace, wrote: “{Chris-
tophe] was particularly delighted with history, of which his
knowledge was extensive and accurate; and Frederick the Great of
Prussia was a personage with whom above all others he was cap-
tivated, the name of Sans Souci having been borrowed from
Potsdam.”=*

The excerpt from Brown is one of the earliest written mentions
of a relationship between the two palaces and the mose likely
source for subsequent writers in the English language. The only
reference to Potsdam prior to Brown in the corpus covered here
is buried in a diatribe against Christophe by Haitian writer and
politician Hérard Dumesle. Dumesle does not say that the Milot
palace was designed or named after Potsdam. Rather, he empha-
sizes a fundamental contradiction between what he perceives as
Frederick's love of justice and Christophe’s tyranny.*” Elsewhere
in the book, Dumesle also compares Christophe with Nero and
Caligula. He derides Christophe’s ceremonial corps of amazons
who, in his view, were much less graceful than the real amazons
of pre-conquest South America. In short, as mentioned by Du-
mesle, the connection between Potsdam and Milot is purely rhe-
rorical. Has history turned this rhetoric into a source? Hubert
Cole, who wrote an important biography of Christophe, expands
on the theme of German influence on Haitian architecture of the
time and claims that “German engineers” built the Citadel. Cole,
likke Brown, does not cite sources for his suggestions.

Implicicly contradicting Brown and Cole, Haitian historian
Vergniaud Leconte credits Christophe’s military engineer, Henri

Barré, for the design of the Citadel and one Chéri Warloppe for
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. the design and building of Sans Souci.?* Leconte examined most
writings then available about Christophe and claimed to have
used new documents as well as oral sources, hur excepr for locat-
ing Warloppe’s grave in a cemetery in northern Haiti, he does not
tie his dara to specific archives or sources. Leconte does not allude
to any German influence. Expliciily rejecting such influence,
Haician architecr Parrick Delatour, who is involved in the rescora-
tion of the palace, insists upon viewing it within Christophe’s
larger project of building a rayal town. For Delatour (personal
communications), the foreign association—if any——is thar of
French urban planning ar the turn of ¢he cencury. Did someone

dream of the German connection?

There were German-——and orher European—residents in
Christophe’s kingdom. There were Hairians Aluenst in German —
and in other European languages—ar che king’s personal ser-
vice.”! Moreover, Christophe did hire German military engineers
to stcrengthen the defenses of his kingdom. Charles Mackenzie,
the British consul in Haiti and a self-avowed spy, describes the
case of two of these Germans whom Christophe jailed in order ro
prevent them from divulging military secrets. Yer Mackenzie,
who visited and described Sans Souci less than ten years after
Christophe’s death, does not connece the rwo palaces.™

Sull, given what we know of Henry I, and given the presence of
German military archireces in his kingdom, itis more than proba-
ble that he was aware of Porsdam’s existence and thar he knew
whar it looked like. That Frederick contributed ro the design of
Sans Souci-Potsdam, wrote poetry, received in his palace celebri-
ties of his time, men lile Johann Sebastian Bach and Volrajre—
also suggest an example thac could have inspired Christophe.
Henry I indeed supervised personally the construction of Sans
Souci-Milot and mainzained there the closest Haitian equivalent
ro an intellecrual salon, thus reproducing, knowingly or not, as-
pects of the dream of Porsdam, None of this aurhenricates a
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Sans Souci-Milot, a ninereenth-century engraving

sttong Potsdam connection. Having compared numerous images
of the two pa]ates, which include sketches of Sans Souci before
1842, 1 find chat they betray some vague similarities both in gen-
eral layour and in some derails (the cupola of the church, the
fronc arcades). Bur I will immediately confess that my amateur-
ish associations require at least a suspicion of influence. How
grounded is such a suspicion?

The strongest evidence against a sirong Potsdam connection is
yet another silence. Austro-German geographer Karl Ricrer, a sea-
soned traveler and a keen observer of peoples and places, visited
Sans Souci eight days after Christophe’s death. Rirter climbed
upon a hill and drew a picture of the palace. His text describes in
detail a building thac was “built entirely according to European
taste” and emphasizes such features as Christophe’s bathroom

and the “European” plants in the garden.® Indeed, the word "Eu-
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topean” returns many tintes in the written description, but no-
where is there the suggestion of an affinity between Christophe’s
residence and thar of Frederick.

Ritter had the benefic of both immediacy and hindsight. Mose
resident foreigners had been kepr away from the road to the Cira-
del and, therefore, from Sans Souci during Christophe’s tenure.
A tew days after the king's suicide, some Ruropean residents
rushed ro discover by themselves Chriscophe’s two most famous
constructions. Ritter joined that party. Thus, he visited the pal-
ace in the company of other whites at a time when Sans Souci
“triggered so much interest” among the few whire residents of
Haiti that “every white had ro talk abour it.”*

Ricrer does not report these conversations buc one can presume
that he roak them into consideration while writing his text. Ar
the same time, since that text was published much later, indeed
after that of Dumesle and that of Mackenzie, Rirter could have
picked up from cither of these two writers hints to a German con-
nection. Yer Ritter never alludes to a specifically “German” or
“Prussian” influence on Sans Souci-Milor.** Either he never
heard of it, even from fellow German speakers residing in Haiti,
or he thought it inconsequential both chen and later, How intet-
esting, in light of this silence, thar later writers gave Potsdam so
much retrospective significance.

Hubert Cole is one of the few writers to have noted explicitly
the connection berwcen Porsdam, Milot, and Sans Souci the
man, whom he identifies as a major-general. But he depreciaces
the link berween che latter two and makes Potsdam pivotal. Cole
spends a single sentence on the three faces of Sans Soudi to pro-
duce a quite eloquent silence: “Here, at the foor of the Pic de la
Ferriere, guarded by the fortress chac he called Citadel-Henry, he
builr Sans-Souci, naming it our of admiration for Frederick the
Great and despite the fact that it was also the name of the bicter
enemy whom he had murdered.”%¢
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For Cole, the coincidence between Sans Souci~Milot and Sans
Souci the man was an accident thac the king easily bypassed. The
Colonel had no symbolic significance (I am aware of being redun-
dant in phrasing it this way), only a factual one. In retrospect,
only Sans Souci~Potsdam marttered, though Cole does not say
why it should matrer so much. In so stressing Potsdam, Cole not
only silences the Colonel, he also denies Christophe’s own at-
tempt to silence Sans Souci the man. Cole’s silencing thus pro-
duces a Christophe who is a remorseless murderer, a rasteless po-
tentate, a bare mimic of Frederick, a man who consumes his
victim and appropriates his war name, not through a ritual of
reckoning but by gross inadvertence.”

Such a picture is not convincing. A 1786 map of northern Saint-
Domingue shows the main Grand Pré plancation to be adjacent
to the Millor [sic] plantacion.®® Christophe used both places as
headquarters. Given the size of the palace and its dependencies,
the royal domain may have run over part of Grand Pré. In other
words, Christophe built Sans Souci, the palace, a few yards away
from—if not exactly—where he killed Sans Souci, the man. Co-
incidence and inadvertence seem quite improbable. More likely,
the king was engaged in a transformative ritual ro absorb his old
enemy.””

Dahoman oral history reports that the country was founded by
Tacoodonou after a successful war against Da, the ruler of Abo-
mey. Tacoodonou “put Da to death by cutting open his belly, and
placed his body under the foundation of a palace that he built in
Abomey, as 2 memorial of his victory; which he called Dahomy,
from Da the unfortunate victim, and Homy his belly: that is a
house built in Da’s belly.”*® The elements of the Sans Souci plor
are there: the war, the killing, the buildiag of a palace, and the
naming of it after the dead enemy. Chances are that Christophe
knew this story. He praised Dahomans as grear warriors. He

bought or recruited four thousand blacks—many of whom were
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reportedly from Dahomey—rto bolster his army. A hundred and
ffty of his Royal-Dahomets, based at Sans Souci, formed his
cherished cadet troop.*" In fight of this, the emphasis on Poesdam
by non-Hairian historians, which deprives the Colonel’s deach of

any significance, is also an act of silencing,
The Defear of the Barbarians

For Haidians, the silencing is elsewhere. To start with, Potsdam
ts not even a matter of fact. When [ raised the issue of the influ-
ence of the German palace on the conscruction of Sans Souci,
most of my Hairtian interlocutors acknowledged ignorance. Some
historians conceded thar they had “heard of it,” bur the connee-
tion was never taken seriously. In thar sense, Haitian hiscorians
are playing by the rules of the Western guild: there is no irrefur-
able evidence of a connecrion between Milot and Porsdam. But
for most Haicians (most urbanites ac least), the silencing goes way
~ beyond this mere matter of fact. The literace Haitians with whom
1 raised the Potsdam connection did not stmply question the evi-
“dence. Rather, the attitude was thar, even if proven, this “fact”
~itself did not much masrer. Just as the Colonel’s name and mui-
der

For the Haitian urban elites, only Milot counts, and two of the

of which they are well aware—does not much marrer,

faces of Sans Souci arc ghoses thar are best left undisturbed. The
Colonel is for them the epitome of the war within the war, an epi-
~sode thac, until recently, they have denied, any retrospective sig-
~ nificance. This fracricide sequence is the only blemish in the glo-
' tious cpic of their ancestors’ victory against France, the only
~ shameful page in the history of the sole successful slave revolution
“in the annals of humankind. Thus, understandably, it is the one
page they would have written otherwisc if history depended only
on the wishes of the narrator. And indeed, they tried to rewrite it
as much as they could. For most writers sympathetic to the cause
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of freedom, Haitians and foreigners alike, the war within the war
is an amalgam of unhappy incidents that pitted the black Jacob-
ins, Creole slaves and freedmen alike, against hordes of unedu-
cated “Congos,” African-born slaves, Bossale men with strange
surnames, like Sans Souci, Makaya, Sylia, Mavougou, Lamour
de la Rance, Petit-Noél Prieur (or Priere), Va-Malheureux, Ma-
caque, Alaou, Coco, Sanglaou—slave names quite discinguish-
able from the French sounding ones of Jean-Jacques Dessalines,
Alexandre Périon, Henry Christophe, Augustin Clervaux, and
the like.

That many of these Congos were carly leaders of the 1791 up-
rising, that a few had become bona fide officers of Louverture’s
army, that all were staunch defenders of the cause of freedom
have been passed over. The military experience gathered in Af-
rica during the Congo civil wars, which may have been crucial
to the slave revolution, is a non-issue in Haiti.** Nor just because
few Haitians are intimate with African history, but because Hai-
tian historians {like everyone else) long assumed chat vicrorious
strategies could only come from the Europeans or the most Eu-
ropeanized slaves. Words like Congo and Bossale carry negative
connotations in the Caribbean roday. Never mind thar Haict was
born wich a majority of Bossales. As the Auguste brothers have
recently noted, no one wondered how the label “Congo™ came to
describe a purported political minority at a time when the bulk
of the population was certainly African-born and probably from
the Congo region.™

Jean-Bapeisce Sans Souci is the Congo par excellence. He was
the most renowned of the African rebels and the most effective
from the point of view of both French and “colonial” higher

ranks. He is a ghost that most Hattian historians—urban, liter-

ave, French speakers, as they all are—would rather lay to rest.
“Mularco”™ historian Beaubrun Ardouin, who helped launch Hai-

tian historiography on a modern path, and whose thousands of
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pages have been pruned, acclaimed, plagiarized, and contested, is
known for his hatred of Christophe and his harsh crirticism of the
dark-skinned heroes of Haitian independence. Yet, when it came
to Sans Souci, Ardouin the “mulatto” rook the black Creole’s
side. Describing a meeting during the negoriations over the lead-
ership in which a “courageous,” “energetic,” “distinguished,”
“intelligent” and (suddenly) “good-looking” Christophe used his
legendary magnetism to influence Sans Souci, Ardouin writes:

[B]randishing his sword, (Christophe) moved toward
{Sans Souci) and asked him to declare whether or not he
did not acknowledge him as a général, his superior. . . .
[S]ubjugated by the ascendance of a civilized man, and
a former commander ac that, the African told him:
“General, what do you want to do?” “You are calling me
genéral (replied Christophe); then, you do acknowledge
me as your chief, since you are not a general yourself.”

Sans Souci did not dare reply. ... The Barbarian was

defeated.

Ardouin is quick to choose sides nor only because he may feel
culturally closer to Christophe, a “civilized man,” bur also be-
cause, as a natienalist hisrorian, he needs Christophe against
Sans Souci.

As the first independent modern state of the so-called Third
World, Haiti experienced carly all the trials of postcolonial
nation-building. In conrrast to the United States, the only post-
colonial case before 1804, it did so wirhin a context characterized
by a dependent economy and freedom for all, Thus, while the
elites’ claims to state control required, as elsewhere, the pardal
appropriation of the culture-history of the masses, they also re-
quired, perhaps more than elsewhere, the silencing of dissent.

Both the silencing of dissent and the building of stace insticutions
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started with the Louverture regime whose closest equivalent in-
post-independent Haiti was Henry Us kingdom. In short, Chris-

tophe’s fame as a builder, both figuratively and literally, and his

reputation as a ruthless leader are two sides of the same coin. Ar-,
douin, a political kingmaker in his own rime, knows this. Both he :
and Christophe belong to the same elites that must control and

normalize the aspirarions of the barbarians.”

Ardouin also needs Christophe against the French. In spite of
the artributes that Ardouin abhors and thar he finds elsewhere
hard to reconcile with civilization, Christophe is part of the glory
that Ardouin claims to be his past. Chriscophe bear the French;
Sans Souci did not. Christophe erected these monuments to the
honor of the black race, whereas Sans Souci, the African, nearly
stalled the epic.

For Ardouin, as for many other Haitians, Sans Souci is an in-
convenience inasmuch as the war within the war may prove to
be a discraction from the main event of 1791-1804: the success-
ful revolution that their ancestors launched againse both slav-
ery and colonialism and that the white world did its best to for-
get. Here, che silencing of Sans Souci the man and thart of Sans
Souci—Potsdam converge. They are silences of resiseance, silences
thrown against a superior silence, that which Western historiog-
raphy has praduced around the revolution of Saint-Domingue/
Haici. In the context of chis silencing, which we explore in the
next chapter, Potsdam remains a vague suggestion, the Colonel’s
death is a mere matter of fact, while the crumbling walls of Milot

still stand as a last defense against oblivion.
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An Unrthinkable History

The
Haitian
Revolurion

a5 &

Non-event % ¢ 3

he young womau stood up in the middle of my lecture. “Mr.
Trouillos, you make us read all these white scholars. What
can they know abour stavery? Where were they when we
were jumping off the boats? When we chose deatly over misery and
killed our own children ro sparve them from a life of rape?”

[ was scared and she was wrong. She was not reading white authors
only and she never jumped from a slave ship. [ was dumbfounded and
she was angry; but how does one reason with anger? I was on my way
tea PHh.D., and iy r.ﬁ'm‘/u'ng this course was /Jm‘t'{}* a stopover, a way
of paying the dues of guilt in this lily-white fustitution. She had
taken ny class as @ mental break on her way to med 5(‘/)‘00/_. or Har-
vard law, or soine lily-whire corporation.

I had entitled the course “The Black Experience in the Americas.” !
should have known better: it attracred the few black students
around—plus a few courageous whites—and they were all expecting
too much, much more than I could deliver. They wanted a life thar
no narrative could provide, even the best fiction. They wanted a life
that only they could build vight now, right here in the United
Smtesmexcq:r that r/u;y did nor know this: r/,fr,-'_y were too close to the
nnfolding story. Yer alveady T could see in their eyes that part of my
lesson rf.gisrc"rm'. L wanrted thew to know that sia very did not /Jappe’n
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only in Georgia and Mississippi. [ wanted them to learn that the Af-
rican connection was mare complex and tortnous than they had ever
imagined, that the U.S. monopoly on both blackness and racisin was
itself a racist plot. And she bad broken the spell on her way to Har-
vard faw, | was a novice and so was she, cach of us struggling with
the history we chase, each of us also fighting an imposed oblivion.

Ter years later, I was visiting another institution with a less presti-
gions clientele and more modest dreams when another young black
womann, the same age but much more timéd, canght me again by sur-
prise. "Lant tived, " she said, “to hear about this slavery stuff. Can we
hear the story of the black millionaires?” Had times changed so fast,
or were their different takes on slavery veflections of class differences?

I flashed back to the first woman clinging so tightly to that slave
boat. I understood better why she wanted to jump, even onuce, on her
way to Harvard law, med school, or wherever. Custodian of the fu-
ture for an imprisoned race whose young males do nor live long
enough to have a past, she needed this narrative of resistance. Niets-
sche was wrong: this was no extra baggage, but a necessity for the
jozzrmj!, and whe was [ to say that ir was no better a past than a
bunch of fake millionaires, or a medal of St. Henry and the crum-
bling walls of a decrepit palace?

T wish I could shuffle the years and put both young womnen in the
same roont. We would have shared stories not yet in the archives. We
would have read Ntozake Shange’s tale of a colored givl dreaming of
Toussaint Lowverture and the revolution that the world forgot. Then
we would have returned to the planters’ journals, to economerric his-
tory and its industry of statistics, and none of us would be afraid of
the numbers. Hard facts ave no more frightening than darkuness. You
can play with them if you are with friends. They are scary o aly if you
read them alone.

We all need histories that ne history book can tell, but they are not
in the classroom—itot the history classrooms, anyway. They are in

the lessons we learn at home, in poetry and childhood games, in what
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is left of history when we close the bistory books with their verifiable
facts. Otherwise, why wonld a black woman born and raised in the
richest conntry of the late nwentieth century be more afraid ro talk
abornt sz’m;m:}f than a white pfmrrfr 111 colonial Saint-Domingue just
days before rebellions slaves knocked on bis door?

This is a story for young binck Americans who are still afraid of the
dark. Althongh they are not alone, it may tell them why they feel

they are.
Unthinking a Chimera

In 1790, just a few months before the beginning of the insurrec-
tion that shook Saint-Domingue and brought abous the revolu-
tionary birth of independent Haici, French colonist La Barre re-
assured his metropolitan wife of the peaceful state of life in the
tropics. He wrote: “There is no movement among our Negroes.
... They don't even think of it. They are very tranquil and obedi-
ent. A revolt among them is impossible.” And again: “We have
nothing to fear on the part of the Negroes; they are tranquil and
obedient.” And again: “The Negroes are very obedient and al-
ways will be. We sleep with doors and windows wide open. Free-
dom for Negroes is a chimera.™

Historian Roger Dorsinville, who cites these words, notes thar
a few months later the most important slave insurrection in re-
corded history had reduced to insignificance such abstract argu-
ments about Negro obedience. I am not so sure. When reality
does not coincide with deeply held beliefs, human beings tend ro
phrase interpretations that force reality within the scope of these
beliefs. They devise formulas to repress the unchinkable and ro
bring it back within the realm of accepred discourse.

La Barre’s views were by no means unique. Witness this manager

who constantly reassured his patrons in almost similar words: “]
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live tranquilly in the midst of them without a single thought of
their uprising unless that was fomented by the whites them-
selves.””* There were doubrs at rimes. Bur the planters’ pracrical
precautions aimed at stemming individual actions or, at worst, a
sudden riot. No one in Saint-Domingue or elsewhere worked out
a plan of response to a general insurrection.

Indeed, the contention that enslaved Africans and their descen-
danss could not envision freedom~—let alone formulate strategies
for gaining and securing such freedom—was based not se much
on empirical evidence as on an onrology, an implicit organization
of the world and its inhabitancs. Although by no means mono-
lithic, this worldview was widely shared by whites in Europe and
the Americas and by many non-white plantation owners as well.
Although ic left room for variations, none of these variations in-
cluded the possibility of a revolutionary uprising in the slave
plantations, let alone a successful one leading to the crearion of
an independent state,

The Haitian Revolurion thus entered history with the peculiar
characreristic of being unthinkable even as it happened. Ofhcial
debates and publications of the times, including the long list of -
pamphlers on SaintzDomingue published in France from 1790 to
1804, reveal the incapacity of most contemporaries to under-
stand the ongoing revolution on its own terms.” They could read
the news only with their ready-made categories, and these cate-
gories were incompatible with the idea of a slave revolusion.

The discursive context within which news from Saint-
Domingue was discussed as it happened has important conse-
quences for the historiography of Saint-Domingue/Hairi. If some
events cannot be accepred even as chey oceur, how can they be as-
sessed later? In other words, can historical narratives convey plots
that are unthinkable in the world within which chese narratives

take place? How does one write a history of the impossible?
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The key issue is not ideological. Ideological treatments are now
more current in Hairi itself (in the epic or bluncly political inter-
pretations of the revolution favored by some Haitian writers)
than in the more rigorous handling of the evidence by profession-
als in Europe or in North America. The international scholarship
on the Haitian Revolution has been racher sound by modern
standards of evidence since at least the 1940s. The issue is rather
epistemological and, by inference, methodological in the broad-
est sense, Srandards of evidence norwithstanding, to whar exrent
has modern historiography of the Hairian Revolution—as parr
of a conrinuous Western discourse on slavery, race, and colo-
nization-—broken the iron bonds of the philosophical milieu in

which it was born?
A Certain Idea of Man

The West was created somewhere at the beginning of the six-
teenth century in the midst of a global wave of marerial and sym-
bolic transformations. The definirive expulsion of the Muslims
from Europe, the so-called voyages of explorarion, the first devel-
opments of merchant colonialism, and the maruration of the ab-
solurist state set the stage for the rulers and merchants of Western
Christendom ta conquer Europe and the rest of the world. This
historical itinerary was political, as evidenced by the now well-

Columbus, Magellan, Charles V,

the Hapsburgs, and the turning moments thart set its pace—

kknown names that it evokes

the reconquest of Castile and of Aragon, the laws of Burgos, the
transmission of papal power from the Borgias to the Medicis.
These political developments paralleled the emergence of a new
symbolic order. The invention of the Americas (with Waldsee-
mulfer, Vespuccei, and Balboa), the simultancous invention of
Europe, the division of the Mediterranean by an imaginary line
going from the south of Cadiz to the north of Constantinople,
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the westernization of Christianity, and the invention of a Greco-
Roman past to Western Europe were all part of the process
through which Europe became the West.? What we call the Re-
naissance, much more an invention in its own right than a re-
birth, ushered in a number of philosophical questions to which
politicians, theologians, artists, and soldicrs provided both con-
crete and abstract answers. What is Beaury? Whar is Order? What
is the Stare? Bur also and above all: Whac is Man?

Philosophers who discussed thar last issue could not escape the
fact that colonization was going on as they spoke. Men (Euro-
peans) were conquering, killing, dominaring, and enslaving other
beings thought to be equally human, if only by some. The contest
berween Bartolomé de Las Casas and Juan Gines de Sepiilveda at
Valladolid on the narure and fare of the Indians in 1550~1551
was only one instance of this continuous encounter berween the
symbolic and the pracrical. Whence, the very ambiguities of che
early Las Casas who believed both in colonizadon and in the hu-
maniry of the Indians and found it impossible to reconcile the
two. But despire Las Casas and others, the Renaissance did not—
could not—serttle the question of the ontological nature of con-
quered peoples. As we well know, Las Casas himself offered a poor
and ambiguous compromise cthac he was to regret later: freedom
for the savages (the Indians), slavery for the barbarians (the Afri-
cans). Colonization won the day.

The seventeenth century saw the increased involvement of En-
gland, France, and the Netherlands in the Americas and in the
slave trade. The eighreenth century followed the same pach wich
a touch of perversity: the more European merchanes and merce-
naries bought and conguered other men and women, the more
European philosophers wrote and ralked abour Man. Viewed
from outside the West, with its extraordinary increase in both
philasophical musings and concrete attention to colonial prac-

tice, the century of the Enlightenment was also a century of con-

i
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fusion. There is no single view of blacks——or of any non-white
group, for that matter—even within discrete European popula-
tions. Rather, non-European groups were forced to enter into var-
ious philosophical, ideological, and practical schemes. Most im-
portant for our purposes is that all these schemes recognized
degrees of humanity. Whether these connecting ladders ranked
chunks of humanity on ontological, ethical, political, scientific,
cultrural, or simply pragmaric grounds, the fact is chat alt assumed
and reasserted that, ultimately, some humans were more so chan
others.

For indeed, in the horizon of the Wesr ar the end of the century,
Man (wich a capical M} was primarily European and male. On
this single point everyone who mattered agreed. Men were also,
to z lesser degree, females of European origins, like the French
“citoyennes,” or ambiguous whites, such as European Jews. Fur-
ther down were peoples tied to sirong state structures: Chinese,
Persians, Egyptians, who exerted a different fascination on some
Furopeans for being ar the same time more “advanced” and yet
poteniially more evil than other Westerners. On reflection, and
only for a timid minerity, Man could also be westernized man,
the complacent colonized. The benefit of doubr did not extend
very far: westernized (or more properly, “westernizable”) hu-
mans, natives of Africa or of the Americas, were at the lowest level
of this nomenclarure.’

Negarive connorations linked ro skin colors increasingly re-
grouped as “black” had first spread in Christendom in the lare
Middle Ages. They were reinforced by the fanciful descriptions
of medieval geographers and travellers. Thus, the word “negre”
entered French dictionaries and glossaries with negarive under-
tones increasingly precise from its first appearances in the 1670s
to the universal dictionaries that augured the Encyclopedia.® By

the middle of the cighteenth century, “black” was almost univer-
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sally bad. Whar had happened in the meantime, was the expan-
sion of African-American slavery.

Indeed, the racher abstract nomenclature inherired from the Re-
naissance was altogether reproduced, reinforced, and challenged
by colonial practice and the philosophical literature. Thac is,
eighteenth-cencury colonial practice brought to the fore both che
certitudes and the ambiguities of the ontological order that paral-
leled the rise of the West.

Colonization provided the most potent impetus for the trans-
formation of European cthnocentrism into scientific racism. In
the early 1700s, the ideological rarionalization of Afro-American
slavery relied increasingly on explicit formulations of the onto-
logical order inherited from the Renaissance. Burt in so doing, it
also transformed the Renaissance worldview by bringing its pur-
ported inequalities much closer to the very pracrices that con-
Grmed them. Blacks were inferior and therefore enslaved; black
slaves behaved badly and were therefore inferior. In short, the
practice of slavery in the Americas secured the biacks’ position at
the bortom of the human world.

With the place of blacks now guaranteed at the botrom of che
Western nomenclature, anti-black racism soon became che cen-
tral element of planter ideology in the Caribbean. By the middle
of the eighteenth century, the arguments justfying slavery in
the Antilles and Norch America relocaced in Europe where they
blended with the racist strain inherent in eighteenth-century
rationalist thought. The literature in French is telling, though
by no means unique. Buffon fervently supported a monogenist
viewpoint: blacks were not, in his view, of a different species.
Still, they were different enough ro be destined to slavery. Voltaire
disagreed, but only in part. Negroes belonged to a different spe-
cies, one culturally destined to be slaves. Thac the material well-

being of many of these thinkers was often indirectly and, some-
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times, quite directly linked to the exploitation of African slave la-
bor may not have been irrelevant to their learned opinions. By the
time of the American Revolution, scientific racism, whose rise
many historians wrongly attribute to the nineteenth century, was
already a feature of the ideological landscape of the Enlighten-
ment on both sides of the Atlantic.”

Thus the Enlightenment exacerbated the fundamental ambigu-
ity that dominared the encounter between ontological discourse
and colonial practice. If the philosophers did reformulate some
of the answers inherited from the Renaissance, the gquestion
“Whar is Man?” kept stumbling against the practices of domina-
tion and of merchant accumulacion. The gap between abstracrion
and practice grew or, better said, the handling of the contradic-
rions berween the two became much more sophisticaced, in part
because philosophy provided as many answers as colonial practice
itself. The Age of the Enlightenment was an age in which the slave
drivers of Nantes bought ritles of nobility to better parade with
philosophers, an age in which a freedom hghter such as Thomas
Jefferson owned slaves without bursting under the weight of his
intellectual and moral contradictions.

In the name of freedom and democracy also, in July 1789,
just a few days before the storming of the Bastille, a few planters
from Saint-Domingue mer in Paris to petition the newly formed
French Assembly to accepr in its midst twenty representatives
from the Caribbean. The planters had derived this number from
the population of the islands, using roughly the mathemarics
used in France to proportion metropolitan representatives in the
Assembly. But chey had quite advertently counted the black slaves
and the gens de coulenr as pare of the population of the islands
whereas, of course, they were claiming no rights of suffrage for
these non-whires. Honoré Gabriel Riquetti, Count of Mirabeau,
took the stand to denounce the planters’ skewed mathematics.

Mirabeau told the Assembly:
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Are the colonies placing their Negroes and their gens
de conlenr in che class of men or in that of che beasts of
burden?

If the Colonists want the Negroes and gens de conlenr
ro count as men, let them enfranchise the first; that all
may be electors, thar all may be elected. If not, we beg
them to observe thar in proportioning the number of -
depuries ro the population of France, we have taken into
consideration neither the number of our horses nor thar

of our mules.”

Mirabeau wanted che French Assembly to reconcile the philo-
sophical positions explicic in the Declaration of Rights of Man
and irs political stance on the colonies. But the declaration spoke
of “the Rights of Man and Citizen,” a tide which denotes, as
Tzvetan Todorov reminds us, the germ of a contradiction.” In this
case the citizen won over the man—ar least over the non-white
man. The National Assembly granted only six deputies to the
sugar colonies of the Caribbean, a few more than they deserved if
only the whites had been counted but many less than if the As-
sembly had recognized che full political rights of the blacks and
the gens de coulenr. In the mathemarics of realpolitik, che half-
million slaves of Saint Domingue-Haici and the few hundred
thousands of the other colonies were apparently worth three dep-
uties—white ones at char.

The ease with which the Assembly bypassed its own contradic-
tions, an echo of the mechanisms by which black slaves came w0
account for three-fifths of a person in the United Stares, perme-
ated the pracrices of the Enlightenment. Jacques Thibau doubrs
that contemporaries found a dichotomy berween the France of
the slavers and that of the philosophers. “Was not the Western,
maritime France, an integral part of France of the Enlighten-

ment?” ! Louis Sala-Molins furcher suggests thar we distinguish
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berween the advocacy of slavery and the racism of the time: one
could oppose the first {on practical grounds) and not the other
(on philosophical ones). Volrire, notably, was racist, bur often
opposed slavery on practical rather than moral grounds, So did
David Hume, not because he believed in the equality of blacks,
but because, like Adam Smith, he considered the whole business
too expensive. Indeed, in France as in England, the arguments for
or against slavery in formal political arenas were more often than
not couched in pragmatic terms, nowwithstanding the mass ap-
peal of British abolitionism and its religious connorarions.

The Enlightenment, nevertheless, broughra change of perspec-
tive. The idea of progress, now confirmed, suggested thar men
were perfectible. Therefore, subhumans could be, theoretically at
lcast, perfectible. More important, the stave trade was running ics
course, and the economics of slavery would be questioned in-
creasingly as the century neared its end. Perfectibility became an
argument in the practical debate: the westernized other looked
increasingly more profitable ro the West, especially if he could be-
come a free laborer. A French memoir of 1790 summarized the
issue; “It is perhaps not impossible to civilize the Negro, to bring
him ro principles and make a man out of hine: there would be more
to gain than ro buy and sell him.” Finally, we should nor underes-
timare the loud anti-colonialist stance of a small, ¢litisc but vocal
group of philosophers and politicians. '

The reservations expressed in the metropolis had licde impact
within the Caribbean or in Africa. Indeed, the slave crade in-
creased in the years 1789-1791 while French politicians and phi-
losophers were debating more vehemently than ever on the righss
of humanicy. Further, few politicians or philosophers arracked
racism, colonialism, and slavery in a single blow and with equal
vehemence. In France as in England colonialism, pro-slavery

rhetoric, and racism intermingled and supported one another
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withour ever becoming totally confused. So did their opposires.
Thar allowed much room for multiple positions.'”

Such multiplicity nocwichstanding, there was no doubrt abour
Western superiority, only about its proper use and effect. L'His-
toire des deux Indes, signed by Abbé Raynal with philosopher and
encyclopedist Denis Diderat acting as ghost—and, some would
say, premier—-contriburor ro the anti-colonialist passages, was
perhaps the most radical eritique of colonialism from rhe France
of the Enlighrenment.'? Yet the book never fully questioned the
ontological principles behind the colonialist enterprise, namely
thar the differences between forms of humanity were not only of
degree but of kind, not historical but primordial. The polyphony
of the book further limired its anci-slavery impact.'" Bonnert
rightly points cthat the Histoire is a book thar reveres at once the
immobile vision of the noble savage and the benefits of industry
and human activiry."

Behind che radicalism of Diderot and Raynal stood, ultimarely,
a project of colonial management. Tr did indeed include the aboli-
tion of slavery, but only in the fong term, and as part of a process
that aimed at the berrer conerol of the colonies.'" Access to hu-
man status did not lead ipso facro o self-determinacion. In shore,
here again, as in Condorcer, as in Mirabeau, as in Jefferson, when )
all is said and done, there are degrees of humaniy. "

The vocabulary of the times reveals that gradarion. When one
talled of the biological product of black and of white intercourse,
one spoke of “man of color” as if the two terms do not necessar-
ily go together: unmarked humanity is white. The caprain of a
slave boar bluntly emphasized this implicit opposition berween
white “Men” and the rest of humankind. After French support-
ers of the free coloreds in Paris creared the Société des Amis des
Noirs, the pro-slavery caprain proudly labelled himself “I’Ami des
Hommes.” The Friends of the Blacks were not necessarily Friends
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of Man.'” The lexical opposition Man-versus-Native (or Man-
versus-Negro) tinted the European literature on the Americas
fram 1492 to the Haidian Revolution and beyend. Tven the radi-
cal duo Diderot-Raynal did not escape it. Recounting an early
Spanish exploration, they write: “Was not chis handful of men
surrounded by an inaumerable mulcitude of natives . . . seized
with alarm and terror, well or ill founded?”**

One will nort castigate long-dead writers for using the words of
their time or for not sharing ideclogical views that we now take
for granted. Lest accusations of political correctness trivialize the
issue, let me emphasize that I am not suggesring thar eighreenth-
century men and women should have thoughr about the funda-
mental equality of humankind in the same way some of us do to-
day. On the contrary, I am arguing that they conld nor have done
s0. But1am also drawing a lesson from the understanding of this
historical impossibility. The Haitian Revolution did challenge
the ontological and political assumptions of the most radical
writers of the Enlighcenmenc. The events that shook up Saint-
Domingue from 1791 to 1804 constituted a sequence for which not
even the extreme political left in France or in England had a concep-
tual frame of reference. They were “unthinkable” facts in the
framework of Western thought.

Pierre Bourdieu defines the unthinkabie as thar for which one
has no adequate instcruments to conceprualize. He writes: “In the
unchinkable of an epoch, there is all that one cannort think for
want of ethical or policical inclinations thac predispose to rake it
in account or in consideration, but also thar which one cannot
think for want of instruments of thoughe such as problematics,
concepes, methods, techniques.”'” The unthinkable is that which
one cannot conceive within the range of possible alternatives,
thar which perverts all answers because ic defies che terms under
which the questions were phrased. In that sense, the Haitian Rev-

alution was unthinkable in its time: it challenged the very frame-
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work within which proponents and opponents had examined

race, colonialism, and slavery in the Americas.
Prelude to the News: The Failure of Categories

Berween the first slave shipments of the early 1500s and the 1791
insurrection of northern Saint-Domingue, most Western observ-
ers had rreated manifestations of slave resistance and defiance
wich the ambivalence characteristic of their overall treatment of
colonization and slavery. On the one hand, resistance and defi-
ance did not exist, since to acknowledge them was to acknowl-
edge the humanity of the enslaved.”® On the other hand, since re-
sistance occurred, it was dealt with quite severely, within or
around the plantations. Thus, next to a discourse thae claimed
the contentment of slaves, a plethara of laws, advice, and mea-
sures, both legal and illegal, were set up to curb the very resistance
denied in theory.

Publications by and for planters, as well as plantation journals
and correspondence, often mixed both actitudes. Close as some
were to the real world, planters and managers could not fully
deny resistance, but they tried ro provide reassuring certitudes by
trivializing all its manifestations. Resistance did not exise as a
global phenomenon. Rather, cach case of unmistakable defiance,
each possible instance of resistance was treated separately and
drained of its political content. Sfave A ran away because he was
particularly mistreated by his master. Slave B was missing because
he was not properly fed. Slave X killed herself in a fatal tancrum,
Slave Y poisoned her mistress because she was jealous. The run-
away emerges from this literarure—which still has its disciples—
as an animal driven by biological constraints, at best as a patho-
logical case. The rebellious slave in turn is a maladjusted Negro,
a mutinous adolescent who eats dirt until he dies, an infanti-

- cidal mother, a deviant. To the extent that sins of humaniry
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are acknowledged they are acknowledged only as evidence of a
pathology.

In retrospect, this argument is not very convincing to anyone
aware of the infinite spectrum of human reactions to forms of
dominarion. It is at best an anemic caricarure of methodological
individualism, Would each single explanarion be true, the sum of
all of them would say little of the causes and effects of the reperi-
tion of such cases.

In fact, this argumene didnt convince the planters themselves.
They held on to it because it was the only scheme thar allowed
them not to deal with the issue as a mass phenomenon. Thar lar-
ter interpretation was inconceivable. Built into any system of
domination is the tendency to proclaim its own normalcy. To ac-
knowledge resistance as 2 mass phenomenon is to acknowledge
the possibility that something is wrong wich the system. Carib-
bean planters, much as their counterparts in Brazil and in the
United States, systematically rejected thar ideological concession,
and their arguments in defense of slavery were central to the de-
velopment of scientific racism.

Yer, as time went on, the succession of plantation revolts, and
especially the consolidation—in Jamaica, and in the Guianas—
of large colonies of runaways with whom colonial governments
had to negoriate, gradually undermined the image of submission
and the complementary argument of pathological misadapration.
However much some observers wanted to see in these massive de-
partures a sign of the force that nature exerted on the animal-
slave, the possibility of mass resistance penetrated Western dis-
COursc.

The penetrarion was nevertheless circumspect. When Louis-
Sébastien Mercier announced an avenger of the New World in
1771, it was in a novel of ancicipation, a utopia.®’ The goal was
to warn Europeans of the fatalities that awaited them if they
did not change their ways., Similarly, when the duo Raynal-
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Diderot spoke of a black Spartacus, it was nort a clear prediction
of a Louverture-type character, as some would want with hind-
sight.” In the pages of the Histoire des deux Indes where the pas-
sage appears, the threat of a black Spartacus is couched as a warn-
ing. The reference is not to Saint-Domiague bur to Jamaica and
to Guyana where “there are two established colonies of fugitive
negroes. . . . These flashes of lightning announce the thunder,
and the negroes lack only a chief courageous cnough to drive
them to revenge and to carnage. Where is he, this great man whom
nature owes perfiaps to the honor of the human species? Where is
this new Spartacus? . . 7%

In this version of the famous passage, modified in successive edi-
tions of the Histoire, the mose radical stance is in the unmistak-
able reference to a single human species. But just as with Las Ca-
sas, just as with Buffon or the left of the French Assembly, the
practical conclusions from whac looks like a revolutionary philos-
ophy are ambiguous. In Diderot-Raynal, as in che few other times
it appears in writing, the evocation of a slave rebellion was pri-
marily a rherorical device. The concrete possibility of such a re-
beltion flourishing inro a revolution and a modern black state was
still part of the unthinkable.

Indeed, the political appeal —if appeal there was—is murky. To
start with, Diderot’s interlocutors are not the enslaved masses nor
even the Spartacus who may or may not rise in an uncertain fu-
ture. Diderot here is the voice of the enlightened West admon-
ishing its colonialist counterpart.?®

Second and more imporrtant, “slavery” was at that rime an casy
metaphor, accessible to a large public who knew that the word
stood for a number of evils excepr perhaps the evil of itself. Slav-
ery in the parlance of the philosophers could be whatever was
wrong with European rule in Europe and elsewhere. To wit, the
same Diderot applauded U.S. revolutionaries for having “burned

their chains,” for having “refused slavery.” Never mind that some
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of them owned slaves. The Marseillaise was also a cry againse
“slavery.”*” Mulatto slave owners from the Caribbean told the
French Assembly that their stacus as second-class free men was
cquivalent to slavery.”® This meraphorical usage permeared the
discourse of various nascent disciplines from philesophy to polis-
ical economy up to Marx and beyond. References to slave resis-
tance must thus be regarded in light of these rhetarical clichés,
For if today we can read the successive “Declarations of the
Rights of Man” or the U.S. Bill of Rights as naturally including
every single human being, it is far from certain thac this revision-
ist reading was the favored interpretation of the “men” of 1789
and 1791,

Third, here as in the rarer texts thar speak clearly of the righr ro
insurrection, the possibility of a successful rebellion by slaves or
colonized peoples is in a very distanc future, still a specter of what
might happen if the syseem remains unchanged.” The implica-
tion is, of course, that improvement within the system, or ar any
rate, starting from the system, could prevent carnage, surely not
the philosophers’ favorite outcome.

Fourth and finally, this was an age of change and inconsistency.
Few thinkers had the politics of their philosophy. Radical action
on the issuc of slavery often came from unsuspected corners, no-
tably in England or in the United States.”® After examining the
contradictions of the Histoire, Micheéle Ducher concludes thar
the book is politically reformist and philosophically revolution-
ary, Bur even the philosophical revolution is not as neat as it fiest
appears, and Ducher admits elsewhere that for Raynal to civilize
is to colonize.™

Contradictions were plentiful, within philosophy, within poli-
tics, and between the two, even within che radical lefr. They are
clearly displayed in the tactics of the pro-mulatto lobby, the So-
ciété des Amis des Noirs. The Société’s philosophical point of de-

parture was, of course, the full equality of humankind: some of
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its founding members parricipated in drafting the Declaration of
Rights of Man. But here again were degrees of humanity. The sole
sustained campaign of the self-proclaimed Friends of the Blacks
was their effort to guarantee the civil and policical rights of free
mularto owners, This emphasis was not simply a tactical maneu-
ver. Many members on the left side of the Assembly went way be-
yond the call of duty to emphasize that not all blacks were equally
worth defending. On December 11, 1791, Grégoire, for instance,
denounced the danger of suggesting political rights for black
slaves. “To give political rights to men who do not know their
duties would be perhaps like placing a sword in the hands of a
madman.”'

Contradictions were no less obvious elsewhere. Under a pscud-
onym evoking both Judaity and blackness, Condorcer demon-
strated all the evils of slavery but then called for gradual abo-
lition.** Abolitionist Dideror hailed the American Revolution
that had retained slavery. Jean-Pierre Brissot asked his friend
Jefferson, whose stance on slavery was not questioned in France,
to join the Ami des Noirs!?® Marat and—rto a much lesser ex-
tent— Robespierre aside, few leading French revolutionaries rec-
ognized the right of white Frenchmen to revolt against colonial-
ism, the same right whose application they admired in Brirish
North America,

To sum up, in spite of the philosophical debates, in spite of the
rise of abolitionism, the Haitian Revolution was unthinkable in
the West nor only because it challenged slavery and racism bur
because of the way it did so. When the insurrection first broke in
northern Saint-Domingue, a number of radical writers in Europe
and very few in the Americas had been willing to acknowledge,
with varying reservations-—both practical and philosophical —
the humanity of the enslaved. Almost none drew from this ac-
knowledgment the necessity to abolish slavery immediately. Sim-
ifarly, a handful of writers had evoked intermitrently and, most
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often, metaphorically the possibility of mass resistance among
the slaves. Almost none had actually conceded that the slaves
could—Iletr alone should—indeed revole.?* Louis Sala-Molins
claims thar slavery was the ulcimate test of the Enlighten-
ment. We can go one siep further: The Haitian Revolution was
the ultimate rest to the universalist pretensions of both che
French and the American revolutions. And they both failed.
I 1791, there is no public debate on the record, in France, in
England, or in the United States on the right of black slaves to
achicve self-determination, and the right to do so by way of armed
resistance.

Not only was the Revolution unchinkable and, therefore, unan-
nounced in the West, it was also-—ro a large extent— unspoken
among rhe slaves themselves. By this [ mcan thae the Revolution
was not preceded or even accompanied by an explicir intellecrual
discourse.”® One reason is thar most slaves were illiterate and the
printed word was not a realistic means of propaganda in the con-
rext of a slave colony. But another reason is that the claims of the
revolurion were indeed too radical to be formulared in advance of
its deeds. Vicrorious practice could assert them only after the
fact. In thar sense, the revolution was indeed ac che limits of che
thinkable, even in Saint-Domingue, even among the slaves, even
among its own {eaders.

We need to recall thar the key tenets of the political philosophy
that became explicit in Saint-Domingue/Haiti berween 1791 and
1804 were nort accepred by world public opinion unsil after
World War I1. When the Haitian Revolution broke our, anly five
percent of a world population estimared ar nearly 800 million
would have been considered “free” by modern standards. The
British campaign for abolition of the slave trade was in its in-
fancy; the abolition of slavery was even further behind. Claims
about the fundamental uniqueness of humankind, claims abouc

the ethical irrelevance of racial categories or of geographical siru-
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ation to matters of governance and, certainly, claims abourt the
right of af/ peoples to self-determination went against received
wisdom in the Atlantic world and beyond. Each could reveal it-
self in Saint-Domingue only through practice. By necessity, the
Haitian Revolution thoughs itself ouc politically and philosophi-
cally as it was taking place. Its project, increasingly radicalized
throughout thirteen years of combat, was revealed in successive
spurts. Berween and within its unforeseen stages, discourse al-
ways lagged behind practice.

The Haitian Revolution expressed itself mainly through its
deeds, and it is through political practice that it challenged West-
ern philosophy and colonialism. It did produce a few texts whose
philosophical import is explicit, from Louverture’s declaration
of Camp Turel to the Haitian Act of Independence and the Con-
sticution of 1805. But its intellectual and ideological newness
appeared most clearly with each and cvery political threshold
crossed, from the mass insurrection (1791) to the crumbling
of the colonial apparatus (1793), from general liberty (1794)
‘1o the conquest of the scate machinery (1797-98), from Lou-
verture’s taming of that machinery (1801) to the proclamation of
Haitian independence with Dessalines (1804). Each and every

one of these steps—Ileading up ro and culminating in the emer-
gence of a modern “black state,” stifl largely part of the unthink-
able until the rwentieth century—challenged further the onro-
logical order of the West and the global order of colonialism.
This also meant that the Haician revolurionaries were not overly
restricted by previous ideological limits set by professional intel-

lectuals in the colony or elsewhere, that they could break new

ground-—and, indeed, they did so repeatedly. Buc ic further
meant that philosophical and political debate in the West, when
it occurred, could only be reactive. It deale with the impaossible
only after that impossible had become fact; and even then, the

facts were not always accepted as such.
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Ratrle in Saint-Domingue, & contemporary vhagraving

Dealing with the Unthinkable: The Failures of Narration

When the news of the massive uprising of August 1791 first hic
France, the most common reaction among interested parties was
disbelief: the facts were too unlikely; cthe news had to be false.
Only the most vocal representatives of the planter parey ook
them seriously, in part because they were the first to be informed
via their British contacts, in part because they had the most to
lose if indeed che news was verified. Others, including colored
plantation owners then in France and most of the left wing of the
French assembly, jusc could not reconcile their perceprion of

% In an impas-

blacks with the idea of a large-scale black rebellion.
sioned speech delivered to the French assembly on 30 Ocrober
1791, delegate Jean-Pierre Brissot, a founding member of the

Aniis des Noirs and moderace anti-colonialise, outrlined che reasons
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why the news had 1o be false: a) anyone who knew the blacks had
to realize thar it was simply impossible for fifty thousand of them
to get rogether so fast and act in concerr; b} slaves could not con-
ceive of rebellion on their own, and mulattoes and whites were
not so insane as to incite them to full-scale violence; ¢) even if
the slaves had rebelled in such huge numbers, the superior French

troops would have defeated them. Brissotr went on:

What are 50,000 men, badly armed, undisciplined and
used to fear when faced with 1,800 Frenchmen used to
fearlessness? What! In 1751, Dupleix and a few hundred
Frenchmen could break the siege of Pondicheri and beat
a well-equipped army of 100,000 Indians, and M. de
Blanchelande with French troops and cannons would

fear a much inferior troop of blacks barely armed?*’

With such statements from a “Friend,” the revolution did not
need enemies. Yet so went majority opinion from left to center-
right within the Assembly until the news was confirmed beyond
doubr. Confirmarion did not change the dominant views. When
detailed news reached France, many observers were frightened
not by the revolt itself burt by the fact that the colonists had ap-
pealed to the English. A serious long-term danger coming from
rhe blacks was still unthinkable. Slowly though, the size of the
uprising sank in. Yet even then, in France as in Saint-Domingue,
as indeed in Jamaica, Cuba, and the Unired States before, plant-
ers, administrators, politicians, or ideologues found explanations
that forced the rebellion back within their worldview, shoving the
facts into the proper order of discourse. Since blacks could not
have generated such a massive endeavor, the insurrection became
an unfortunate repercussion of planters’ miscalculations. It did
not aim at revolutionary change, given its royalist influences. It

was not supported by a majority of the slave population. It was

An Unthinkable History 91



due to outside agicators. It was the unforeseen consequence of
various conspiracies connived by non-slaves. Every party chose its
favorite enemy as the most likely conspirator behind the slave up-
rising. Royalise, Brirish, mulatto, or Republican conspirators
were seen or heard everywhere by dubious and interested wit-
nesses. Conservative colonialists and anti-slavery republicans ac-
cused each other of being the brains behind the revolr. Inferences
were drawn from writings that could not have possibly reached or
moved the slaves of Saint-Domingue even if they knew how to
read. In a revealing speech, deputy Blangilly urged his colleagues
to consider the possibilicy chat che rebeltion was due, at least in
part, to the slaves” natural desire for freedom—a possibility that
most rejected then and larer. Blangilly then proceeded to suggest
what was in his view the most logical conclusion: a law for the
amelioration of slavery.* Legitimate as it was, che slaves’ narural
desire for freedom could not be sacisfied, lest it chreaten France’s
Enrerests.

For thirteen years at least, Western public opinion pursued this
game of hide-and-seck with the news coming out of Saint-
Domingue. With every new threshold, the discourse accommo-
dated some of the irrefutable dara, questioned others, and pro-
vided reassuring explanations for the new package so creared. By
the spring of 1792, for instance, even the most distant observer
could no longer deny the extent of the rebellion, the extraordi-
nary number of slaves and plantations invelved, the magnitude
of the colonists’ material losses. But then, many even in Saint-
Domingue argued that the disaster was temporary, thar every-
thing would return to order. Thus, an eyewirness commented: “If
the whites and the free mulattoes knew whar was good for them,
and kept rightly together, it is quite possible that things would
return to normal, cansidering the ascendancy that the white bas al-
ways had over the negroes” ™ Note the doubt (the witness is
tempted to believe his eyes}; burt note also that the nomenclature
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has not moved. Worldview wins over the faces: white hegemony
is narural and taken for granted; any alternative is still in the do-
main of the unthinkable. Yet this passage was written in Decem-
ber 1792. At chac time, behind the political chaos and the many
battles between various armed factions, Toussaint Louverture
and his closest followers were building up the avant-garde that
would push the revolution to the point of no return. Indeed, six
months later, civil commissar Léger Félicit¢ Sonthonax was
forced to declare free all slaves willing to fight under the French
republican fag. A few weels after Sonchonax’s praclamation, in
August 1793, Toussaint Louverture raised the stakes with his
proclamation from Camp Turel: immediate unconditional free-
dom and equality for all.

By then, the old conspiracy theories should have become irrele-
- vant. Clearly, the Louverture party was not willing to take orders
from colonists, French Jacobins, or agents of foreign powers.
What was going on in Saint-Domingue was, by all definitions,
the most important slave rebellion ever witnessed and it had de-
veloped its own dynamics. Surprisingly, conspiracy theories sur-
vived long enough to justify the trials of a few Frenchmen accused
~ to have fomented or helped the rebellion, from Blanchelande, the
old royalist governor of 1791, to republican governor Lavaux, o
Félicité Sonchonax, the Jacobin.®!

As the power of Louverture grew, every other party struggled to
convince itself and its counterparts that the achievements of the
black leadership would ultimately benefit someonc else. The new
black elire had to be, willingly or not, the pawn of a “major” in-
ternational power. Or else, the colony would fall aparr and a legir-
imate international state would pick up the pieces. Theories as-
suming chaos under black leadership continued even after
" Louverture and his closest lieutenants fully secured the milirary,
political, and civil apparatus of the colony. If some foreign gov-
ernments—notably the United States—were willing to maintain
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a guarded collaboration with the Louverture regime, ic was in
part because they “knew” that an independenc state fed by for-
mer slaves was an impossibility. Toussaine himself may have
not believed in the possibility of independence whereas, for all
practical purposes, he was ruling Saint-Domingue as if it were
independent.

Opinion in Saint-Domingue, in North America, and in Europe
constantly dragged after the facts. Predictions, when they were
made, revealed themselves useless. Once the French expedition of
reconquest was launched in 1802, pundits were easily convinced
that France would win the war. In England, the Cobber Political
Register doubred that Toussaine would even oppose a resistance:
he was likely to flee the councry.’? Leclerc himself, the com-
mander of the French forces, predicted in early February that the
war would be over in two wecks. He was wrong by two years, give
or rake two months. Yer planters in Saint-Domingue apparently
shared his optimism. Leclerc reported to the Minister of che
Marine that French residents were already enjoying the smell of
victory. Newspapers in Europe and North and Latin America
rranslated and commented on these disparches: restoration was
near,

By mid-1802, the debacle of Louverture’s army seemed ro verify
that prophecy. The rejection of the truce by a significant minor-
ity of armed rebels—among whom was Sans Souci——and che full-
scale resumption of military operations when the war within the
war forced the colonial high brass to rejoin the revolution in che
fall of 1802 did little to change the dominant views. Despite
the alliance berween the forces of Dessalines, Pétion, and Chris-
tophe and the repeated viceories of the new revolutionary army,
few outside of Saint-Domingue could foresee the outcome of this
Negro rebellion, As late as the fall of 1803, a complere vicrory by
the former slaves and the creation of an independent state was

still unthinkable in Europe and North America. Only long after

94 Silencing the Past



the 1804 declaration of independence would the faitaccompli be
ungraciously accepred.

Ungraciously, indeed. The international recognition of Haitian
independence was even more difficule to gain rhan milicary vic-
tory over the forces of Napoleon. It took more rime and more re-
sources, more than a half century of diplomaric struggles. France
imposed a hcavy indemnity on the Haitian state in order to for-
mally acknowledge its own defeat. The United Srates and the Vat-
ican, notably, recognized Haitian independence enly in the sec-
ond half of the nineteenth cenrury.

Diplomatic rejection was only one symprom of an underlying
denial. The very deeds of the revolution were incompatible with
major tenets of dominant Western ideologies. They remained so
until at lease the first quarter of this century. Berween the Haitian
independence and World War [, in spite of the successive aboli-
tions of slavery, little changed within the various ladders thae
ranked humankind in the minds of the majorities in Europe and
the Americas. In fact, some views dereriorated.” The ninereenth
century was, in many respects, a century of retreat from some of
the debares of the Enlightenment. Sciencific racism, a growing
but debated strain of Enlightenment thought, gained a much
wider audience, further legitimizing the ontological nomencla-
ture inherited from the Renaissance. The carving up of Asia and
above all of Africa reinforced both colonial practice and ideology.
Thus in most places outside of Haici, more than a century after it

happened, the revolution was still largely unthinkable history.
Erasure and Trivialization: Silences in World History

I have feshed out two major points so far. First, the chain of
events that consrirute the Flaitian Revelution was unthinkable

before these events happened. Second, as they happened, the suc-

cessive events within that chain were systematically recast by
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many participants and observers to fit a world of possibilirties.
That is, they were made to enter into narratives that made sense
ro a majority of Western observers and readers. T will now show
how the revolution thac was thought impossible by its contempo-
raries has also been silenced by historians. Amazing in this story
is the extent to which historians have treated the evenes of Saint-
Domingue in ways quite similar to the reactions of its Western
contemporaries. That is, the narratives they build around these
facts are strikingly similar to the narratives produced by individu-
als who thoughr that such a revolution was impossible,

The creatment of the Haitian Revolution in written history out-
side of Hairti reveals two families of tropes thar are idencical, in
formal (rhetorical} terms, to Agures of discourse of the lare cigh-
reenth century. The first kind of tropes are formulas thac tend to
erase directly the fact of a revolution. T call them, for short, for-
mulas of erasure. The second kind tends to empty a number of
singular events of cheir revolutionary content so thar the entire
string of facts, gnawed from all sides, becomes crivialized. T call
them formulas of banalizadion. The first kind of tropes characrer-
izes mainly the generalists and c¢he popularizers—rtextboolk au-
thors, for example. The second are the favorite tropes of the spe-
cialists. The frst type recalls the general silence on resistance in
cighteench-cencury Europe and North America. The second re-
calls the explanadions of the specialists of the times, overseers and
administrarors in Saint-Domingue, or politicians in Paris. Both
arc formulas of silence.

The literarure on slavery in the Americas and on the Holocaust
suggests that there may be structural similaricies in global silences
or, at the very least, rhar erasure and banalization are not unique
to the Haitian Revolution. At the level of generalities, some nar-
racives cancel what happened through direcr erasure of facrts or
their relevance. “It” did not really happen; it was not chac bad, or

that important, Frontal challenges to the fact of the Holocaust
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or to the relevance of Afro-American slavery belong to this type:
The Germans did noc really build gas chambers; slavery also hap-
pened to non-blacks. On a seemingly different plane, other nar-
ratives sweeten the horror or banalize the uniqueness of a situ-
ation by focusing on detatls: each convoy to Auschwitz can be
explained on its own terms; some U.S. slaves were better fed than
British workers; some Jews did survive. The joint effect of these
two types of formulas is a powerful silencing: whatever has not
been cancelled out in the generalities dies in the cumulative irrel-
evance of a heap of derails. This is certainly the case for the Hai-
tian Revolution.™

The general silence that Western historiography has produced
around the Haitian Revolution originally stemmed from the in-
~capacity to express the unthinkable, bue it was ironically rein-
forced by the significance of the revolution for its contemporaries
and for the generation immediately following. From 1791-1804
to the midd!e of the cenrury, many Europeans and North Ameri-
cans came to see that revolution as a litmus test for che black race,
certainly for the capacities of all Afro-Americans. As Vastey's pro-
nouncements on Sans Souci clearly show, Haitians did likewise.*
Christophe’s forts and palaces, the military efhiciency of the for-
mer slaves, the impact of yellow fever on the French troops, and
the relative weight of external factors on revolutionary dynamics
figured highly in these debares. But if the revolution was signifi-
cant for Haitians—and especially for the emerging Hairian elites
as its self-proclaimed inheritors—to most foreigners it was pri-
marily a lucky argument in a larger issue. Thus apologists and
detracrors alike, abolitionists and avowed raciscs, liberal intellec-
tuals, economists, and slave owners used the events of Saint-
Domingue to make their case, withour regard to Haitian history
as such. Haiti mactered to all of them, but only as pretext 1o ralk
about something else.™

Wich time, the silencing of the revolution was strengthened by
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the fate of Haiti itself. Ostracized for the better part of the nine-
reenth century, the country deteriorated both economically and
politically—in part as a resulc of this ostracism.* As Hairi de-
clined, the reality of the revolution seemed increasingly distant,
an improbability which took place in an awkward past and for
which no one had a rational explanartion. The revolurion thar was
unthinkable became a non-event.

Finally, the silencing of the Haitian Revolution also fit the rele-
gation to an historical backburner of the threc themes to which
it was linked: racism, slavery, and colonialism. In spite of rheir
importance in the formation of whar we now call the West, in
spite of sudden outburses of interest as in the United States in the
carly 1970s, none of these chemes has ever become a cencral con-
cern of the historiographic rradition in a Western country. In
facr, each of them, in turn, experienced repeated periods of si-
lence of unequal duration and intensity in Spain, France, Brirain,
Porrugal, The Netherlands, and the Unired States. The less colo-
nialism and racism seem important in world history, the less im-
portant also the Haitian Revolurion.

Thus not surprisingly, as Western historiographies remain
heavily guided by national—if not always narionalist—interests,
the silencing of Saint-Domingue/Haiti conrinues in historical
writings otherwise considered as models of the genre. The silence
is also reproduced in the textbooks and popular writings thar are
the prime sources on global history for the lirerate masses in Eu-
rope, in the Americas, and in large chunks of the Third World,
This corpus has taught generations of readers that che period
from 1776 to 1843 should properly be called “The Age of Revo-
lurions.” At the very same time, this corpus has remained silent
on the most radical policical revolution of thar age.

In the Unired States, for example, with the notable exceptions
of Henry Adams and W. E. B. Du Bois, few major writers con-

98 Silencing the Past



ceded any significance to the Haitian Revolucdion in their histori-
cal writings up to the 1970s, Very few textbooks even mentioned
it. When they did, they made of it a “revols,” a “rebellion.” The
ongoing silence of most Latin-American textbooks is still more
eragic. Likewise, historians of Poland have paid littde artention to
the five thousand Poles involved in the Saine-Domingue cam-
paigns. The silence also persists in England in spite of the facc
that the British lost upward of sixty thousand men in eight years
inan anti-French Caribbean campaign of which Saint-Domingue
was the most coveted prize. The Haitian Revolution appears
obliquely as part of medical history. The vicror is disease, nor che
Haitians. The Penguin Dictionary of Modern History, a mass cir-
cularion pocker encyclopedia char covers the period from 1789 to
1945, has neither Saint-Domingue nor Haici in it encries. Like-
wise, historian Eric Hobsbawm, one of the best analysts of this
era, managed to write a book entitled 7he Age of Revolutions,
17891843, in which the Hairian Revolurion scarcely appears.
That Hobsbawm and the editors of the Dictionary would proba-
bly locate themselves quite differently within England’s political
spectrum is one indication that historical silences do not simply
reproduce the overt polirical posicions of the hiscorians involved.
What we are Observing here is archival power at 1ts strongest, the
power to define whar is and whar is not a serious object of re-
search and, therefore, of mention.
~ The secondary role of conscious ideology and the power of the
historical guild to decide relevance become obvious when we con-
sider the case of France. France was the Western country most di-
rectly involved in the Haitian Revolution. France foughe hard o
keep Saine-Domingue and paid a heavy price for it. Napoleon lost
nineteen French generals in Saint-Domingue, including his
brother-in-law. France lost more men in Saint-Domingue than at
Waterloo—as did England.” And although France recovered
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economically from the loss of Saint-Domingue, it had indeed
surrendered the control of its most valuable colony o a black
army and that loss had ended the dream of a French empire
on the American mainland. The Haitian Revolution prompred
the Louisiana Purchase. One would expect such “facts,” none of
which is controversial, to generate a chain of mentions, even if
negattve. Yet a perusal of French historical writings reveals multi-
ple layers of sitences.

The silencing starts with revolutionary France itself and is
linked ro a more general silencing of French colonialism. Al-
though by the 1780s France was less involved than Britain in the
slave trade, both slavery and colonialism were crucial to the
French economy in the second half of the eighteenth century.®
rather than the fact—of

Historians debate only rhe excent
France’s dependence on its Caribbean slave territories. All concur
thar Saint-Domingue was, at the time of its Revolution, the most
valuable colony of the Western world and France's most im-
portant possession.” Many contemporaries would have agreed.
Whenever the colonial issue was evoked, for instance in the as-
semblies, it was almost always mingled with Afro-American slav-
ery and boch were presented—most often, but not only, by the
colonists—as a matter of viral importance for the furure of
France. ™

Even if one leaves room, as one should, for rhecorical hyperbole,
the fact that such rhetoric could be deployed is itself telling, But
then, we discover a paradox. Every time the revolutionary assem-
blies, the polemists, journalists, and politicians that helped de-
cide che fate of France between the outbreak of the French Revo-
lurion and the independence of Hairi evoked racism, slavery, and
colonialism, they explicitly presented these issues as some of the
most importanc questions thar France faced, either on moral or
on economic grounds. Yer the number of times they debated
those same issues was strikingly limited. Considering both the
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weight of the colonies in French economic life and che heat of the
rhetoric invelved, the public debate was of shorr range. The num-
ber of individuals involved, the fact that most came from the
elites, the limired amount of time that most participants devoted
to these issues do not reflect the central place of colonialism in
France’s objective existence. They certainly do not reflect eicher
the colonists’ claim thar the economie future of the country, or
the Amis des Noirs' claim that the moral present of the nation was
at stake. Recent research, including ewo impertanc books by Yves
Benor on colonialism and the French Revolurion, has nor chal-
lenged Daniel Resnicl’s earlier judgment char slavery was, even
for France’s liberrarians, “a derivative concern.”??

Still, revolutionary France left a trail of records on rhese sub-
jects. Colonial managementand both private and public commu-
nications between France and the Americas also left cheir paper
trail. In short, the inaccessibility of sources is only relacive. Ir can-
not explain che massive disregard thar French historiography
shows for the colonial question and, by extension, for the Haitdan
Revolution. In fact, French historians continue to neglect the co-
lonial question, slavery, resistance, and racism more chan the rev-
olutionary assemblies ever did. Most historians ignored or simply
skipped whatever record there was. A few took the time for short
and often derogatory passages on the Haitian revolutionaries be-
fore moving, as it were, to more important subjects.

The lisc of writers guilty of chis silencing includes names
attached to various eras, historical schools, and ideological posi-
tions, from Mme. de Stagl, Alexis de Tocqueville, Adolphe
Thiers, Alphonse de Lamartine, Jules Micheler, Albert Mathiez,
and André Guérin, ro Albert Soboul. Besides minor—and debat-
able—-exceptions in the writings of Ernest Lavisse and, most es-
pecially Jean Jaures, the silencing continues.® Larousse’s glassy
compilacion of The Grear Events of World History, meant to

‘duplicate—and, one supposes, fashion—“the memory of hu-
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mankind” produces a more polished silence than the Penguin
pocket dictionary. It not only skips the FHaitian Revolution; i at-
tributes very lirtle space to either stavery or colonialism.” Even
the centennial celebrations of French slave emancipation in the
1948 did not stimulate a substandal literature on the subject.
More surprising, neither the translation in French of C.L.R.
James's Black Jacobins nor the publication of Aimé Césaire’s Tous-
saint Lonverture, which both place colonialism and the Haitian
Revolurion as a central question of the French Revolution, acti-
vated French scholarship.®®

The public celebrations and the Hood of publications chat ac-
companied the Bicentennial of the French Revolution in 1989-
1991 acrively renewed the silence. Massive compilations of five
huadred to a thousand pages on revolutionary France, published
in the 1980s and directed by France’s most prominent historians,
show near toral neglect both for colonial issues and the colonial
revolution thac forcibly brought them to the French estates. Sala-
Molins describes and decries the near toral erasure of Hairi, slav-
ery, and colonization by French officials and the general public
during ceremonies surrounding the Bicentennial.””

As this general silencing goes on, increased specialization within
the hisrorical guild leads to a second trend. Saint-Domingue/
Haiti emerges at the intersection of various interests: colonial his-
tory, Caribbean or Afro-American history, the hisrory of slavery,
the history of New World peasantries. In any one of these sub-
fields, it has now become impossible to silence the fact that a rev-
olution ook place. Indeed, the revolution itself, or even series of
facts within it, have become legitimate topics for serious research
within any of these subfields.

How interesting then, that many of che rhecorical figures used
to interpret the mass of evidenee accumulared by modern histori-
ans recall tropes honed by planters, politicians, and administra-
tors both before and during the revolutionary struggle. Examples
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are plentiful, and I will only cite a few, Many analyses of marro-
nage (“desertion” some still would say) come quite close to the
biophysiological explanations preferred by plantation man-
agers.”® | have already sketched the pattern: slave A escaped be-
cause she was hungry, slave B because she was mistreared. . ..
Similarly, conspiracy theories still pravide many hiscorians wich a
deus ex machina for the events of 1791 and beyond, just as in the
rhetoric of the assemblymen of the times. The uprising must have
been “prompred,” “provoked,” or “suggested” by some higher be-
ing than the slaves themselves: royalists, mulatroes, or other ex-
ternal agencs.™

The search for external infuences on the Haitian Revolution
provides a fascinating example of archival power at work, not be-
cause such influences are impossible bur because of the way the
~same historians treat contrary evidence that displays the internal
* dynamics of the revolution. Thus, many historians are more will-
ing to accept the idea that slaves could have been influenced by
whites or free mulatroes, with whom we know they had limited
contacts, than they are willing to accepr the idea chat slaves could
have convinced other slaves that they had the right to revelt. The
~existence of extended communication networks among slaves, of
- which we have only a glimpse, has not been a “serious” subject of
historical research.®
Similarly, historians otherwise cager ro find evidence of “exter-
- nal” participation in the 1791 uprising skip the unmistakable ev-
- idence that the rebeltious slaves had cheir own program. In one of
their earliest negotiations with representatives of the French gov-
ernment, the leaders of the rebellion did not ask for an abstracedy
couched “freedom.” Rarher, their most sweeping demands in-
~ cluded three days a week to work on their own gardens and the
~climination of the whip. These were noc Jacobinist demands
-adapred vo the tropics, nor royalist claims twice creolized. These

- were slave demands with the strong peasant touch that would
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characrerize independent Haitl. Buc such evidence of an internal
drive, although known to most historians, is nor debated—not
even to be rejected or interpreted otherwise. It is simply ignored,
and this ignorance produces a silence of trivialization.

In that same vein, hiscorian Robert Stein places most of the
credit for the 1793 liberation of the slaves on Sonthonax. The
commissar was a zealous Jacobin, a revolutionary in his own
right, indeed perhaps the only white man to have evoked con-
cretely and with sympathy the possibility of an armed insurrec-
tion among Caribbean slaves both befare the fact and in a public
forum.®! We have no way to estimate the probable course of the
Revolutrion withour his invaluable contribution to the cause of
freedom. But cthe poinr is not empirical. The point is that Stein’s
rheroric echoes the very rhetoric first laid out in Senthonax’s trial.
Implicit in char rhetoric is the assumprion that the French con-
necrion is both sufficient and necessary to the Haitian Revolu-
tion. Thar assumption trivializes the slaves’ independent sense of
their right to freedom and the right to achieve this freedom by
force of arms. Other writers tend to stay prudently away from the
word “revolution,” more often using such words as “insurgents,”
“rebels,” “bands,” and “insurrection.” Behind this terminologi-
cal fuzziness, these empirical blanks and these preferences in
interpretation is the lingering impossibility, which goes back to
the eighteenth century, of considering the former slaves as the
main actors in the chain of events described.®

Yert since ar least the first publication of C. L. R. James’s classic,
The Black Jacobins (but note the cicde), the demonstration has
been well made ro the guild chac the Haitian Revolution is indeed
a “revolution” in its own right by any definition of the word, and
not an appendix of Bastille Day. Bur only with the popular reedi-
tion of James’s book in 1962 and the civil rights movement in the
Uniced States did an - internarional counter-discourse emerge,

which fed on rthe historiography produced in Haiti since the
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nineteenth century. That counter-discourse was revitalized in the
1980s with the contributions of histerians whose specialty was
neither Haiti nor the Caribbean. Then, Eugene Genovese and—
later—Robin Blackburn, echoing Henry Adams and W, E. B. Du
Bois, insisted on the central role of the Hairian Revolution in the
collapse of the entire system of slavery.®* The impact of this
counter-discourse remains limited, however, especially since Hai-
tian researchers are increasingly disrant from these internarional
debates.

Thus, the historiography of the Haitian Revolution now finds
itself marred by two unforrunare rendencies, On the one hand,
most of the literature produced in Haiti remains respectful——too

‘respectful, [ would say—of the revolutionary leaders who led the

masses of former slaves to freedom and independence. Since the
~early nineteenth century, the Hairian elites have chosen to re-
spond to racist denigration with an epic discourse lauding their
revolution. The epic of 1791-1804 nurtures among them a posi-
tive image of blackness quite useful in a white-dominared world.
- Bur the epic is equally useful on the home front. It is one of the
rare historical alibis of chese elites, an indispensable reference to
“their claims to power.

The empirical value of this epic tradition has steadily declined
after its spectacular launching by such nineteenth-cenrury giants
“as Thomas Madiou and Beaubrun Ardouin, and in spite of indi-
“vidual achievements of the early twentieth century. Unequal ac-
cess 10 archives——products and symbols of neo-colonial domina-
-rion—and the secondary role of empirical precision in this epic
-discourse continue to handicap Haitian researchers. They excel at
- putting facts into perspective, but their faces are weak, sometimes
_wrong, especially since the Duvalicr regime explicitly poliricized
“historical discourse,®

On the other hand, the history produced outside of Haiti is in-
-creasingly sophisticated and rich empirically. Yer its vocabulary
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and often its entire discursive framework recall frighteningly
those of the eighteenth century. Papers and monographs take the
tone of plantation records. Analyses of the revolution recall the
lercers of a La Barre, the pamphlets of French politicians, the mes-
sages of Leclerc to Bonaparte or, at best, the speech of Blangilly. I
am quite willing to concede that the conscious political mortives
are not the same. Indeed again, that is part of my point. Effective
silencing does not require a conspiracy, net even a political con-
sensus. Its roots are seructural. Beyond a stated—and most often
sincere—political generosity, best described in U.S. parlance
within a liberal continuum, the narracive scructures of Western
historiography have not broken with the ontological order of the
Renaissance. This exercise of power is much more important than
the alleged conservacive or liberal adherence of the historians
involved.

The solution may be for the two historiographic tradirions—
that of Hairi and that of the “foreign” specialists—ro merge or o
generate a new perspective that encompasses the best of each.
There are indications of a move in this direction and some recent
works suggest that it may become possible, sometime in the fu-
ture, to write the history of the revolution thar was, for long,
unthinlkable.®?

But whae I have said of the guild’s reception of The Black
Jacobins, of colonial history in France, and of slavery in U.S. his-
tory suggests also that neither a single grear book nor even a sub-
stanrial increase in slave resistance scudies will fully uncover the
silence that surrounds the Haitian Revolution. For the silencing
of that revolurion has less ro do with Haiti or slavery than ir has
ro do with the West.
 Here again, whar is at stake is the interplay between historicity .
1 and hisroricity 2, berween what happened and thar which is said -
to have happened. Whar happened in Haiti berween 1791 and
1804 conrradicted much of what happened elsewhere in the -
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warld before and since. Thar facc itself is not surprising: cthe his-
torical process is always messy, often enough contradictory. Burt
what happened in Haiti also contradicted most of what the West
has told both itself and others about itself. The world of the West
basks in what Francois Furer calls the second illusion of rruth:
what happened is what musc have happened. How many of us can
think of any non-European population withour the background
- ofa global dominarion that now looks preordained? And how can
- Haiti, or slavery, or racism be more than distracting foernotes
within that narrative order?
The silencing of the Haitian Revolution is only a chapter within
a narrarive of global domination. It is parr of the history of the
West and it is likely to persist, even in attenuarted form, as long as
 the history of the West is nor retold in ways thar bring forward
- the perspective of the world. Unfortunately, we are not even close
- 1o such fundamental rewriting of world history, in spire of a few

¢ The next chaprer goes more directly,

- spectacular achievements.
~atheit from a quite unique angle, into this narrative of global

at the end

- domination which starss in Spain—or is it Portugal?
* of the fifteenth century.
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Good Day, Columbus

o 4

walked past Vasco da Gama’s body with premonitions of
typhoons. Lwas in Portugal, ar the Mosteiro dos Jéronimos,
right where Europe started to redefine the world. Here Lis-
bon becomes Belém, in honor of Bethlehem, to absorb in the memory
of the West the Orient where Christ was born. Here Da Gama knelt
for bis last blessing before facing the seven seas. Here he was brought
back to be buried as if to engrave on this soil the history of un-
charted oceans.

There were too many facts for that story to be simple—too many
names crowding my thoughis, teo many relics for a single image. This
monastery was named after one Saint Jerome whose Hieronymite fol-
lowers ran plantations in Santo Dominge. Its mounstrance was made
with gold that Da Gama, en route to Calicut, extorted from the Mus-
lim sultan of Kilwa, Its main entrance faced an avenue called India.
Everything here evoked an elsewhere and the hidden face of Eurape:
Christendom had not left a single continent untouched, The world
started and ended here with a confusion of tangues and cultures.

The babel of Belém intruded on my memories: Jevome, Jéronimos,
Hieronymites, Had not that name become a symbol of native resis-
tance in the United States after an Indian born Goyahkla, in what
used to be Mexico, was renamed Geronimo? My feelings as jumbled
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as the lands of Arizona, I kepr wondering why so many Europeans
deny that they created the United States. Didn't the line go straight
from Afonso de Albuguerque to Albuguerque, New Mexico? Had
not Da Gama died in Cochin less than five hundred years before
Vietnam?

Outside the monastery, the sun over Belém spoke of pasts unknown
and uncertain waters. I turned away from the Jéranimos. On the
Avenue of Brazil, Lisbon flaunted firther its long encounter with the
seas. Yer the surfeit of names continued ro defy the established story,
There were toa many sigas here for history ro remain official. Iinages
of India, of Indians north, south, and west— from Calicut to Brazil,
from Brazil to Arizona, persistent flave s of continents congquered in
the name of spices and gold filled up the empty space between the
HONHINETIES.

Moving among these ghosts, I savored the ireny of this human land-
stape caught in the wheels of time. A clutter of colonial parapherna-
lia displayed itself on and off an avenue called Brazil—afier the col-
ony that for a brief moment was Portugal’s metropolis. On nry right,
overlooking the Tagus, the Tower of Belém reminded e of piracy, of
the time when Europe had to defend itself against its own. On my
left, a few bundred yards from the Tower, the Menument to the Dis-
coveries repackaged Portugal’s past in a grandiose display of adven-
trous innocesce,

A tribute to Prince Henry the Navigator, whose quincentennial it
< honored in 1960, the huge structiere shows the Prince leading the
- Portuguese to the Discoveries. But the memorial was just roo big to
" conpince me of its chastity: its arched mass spoke of conguest, of FHen-
rys desive to bend the onlooker under his will. Here Bethiehen met
- Brazil. Here Europe was confused about where it came from and
“where it had taken the world. Here anyone was ar home and yet no
one could rest in peace—unot even Da Gama, whose vemains were
':5-.:: bought by the Portuguese in exchange for their weight in go ld.

In the few square miles of Belém, the managers of history had tried
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repeatedly to impose a narrative. Perlaps they had tried roo much.
For in the monumental effores of the Portuguese state to catch up with
a bistory now eclipsed by nostalgia, I saw the nostalgia of the eutire
West for a bistory that it never lived, its constant longing for a place
thar exists only in its mind. The West was Calicut, Brazil, Cochin
and Kilwa. The West was America, a dveam of conquest and rapture.
In the confusion of Belém, I could almost bear this line from Mon
Oncle d’Amérigue: "America does not exist. I know. I've been there.”
Excepr that I was in Beléwm whence Europe’s fuce looked no clearer
than that of the Americas, no truer than that of Prince Henry, of
whem there is no surviving picture. The Monwment to the Discover-
ies had to invent a _face for the Prince, just as Europe had to invent a
face for the West. Belém’s steady effort ro patch up its own silences did
not reflect on Portugal alone. It spoke of the entire West—aof Spain,
France, and the Netherlands, of Britain, Italy, and the United
Stetes

of all those whe, like Columbus, had come from bebind to
displace Portugal in the reshaping of the world. And as much as I did
not like iv, as much as Prince Henry might disagree, it spoke also of
e, of all the lands disturbed by their cacophony. Jerome, Jéroninios,
Hieronymites—was anyone left unronched?

In 1549, soon after the Hieronymites started theiv plantations on
Haitian soil, the Franciscans began their mission in Japan. T went
back to my hotel, thinking of Colwmbus who once thought also that
be had reached Japan. I could now glimpse the trutl of my o1wn bis-
tory: The West does not exist. I know. ve been there.

October 12, 1492

History is messy for the people who must live it. For those within |
the shaky boundaries of Roman Christendom, the most im-
portant event of the year 1492 nearly happened in 1491. Late at -
night on November 25, 1491, Abu I-Qasim al-Muhli signed the _i::i
treaties by which the Muslim kingdom of Granada surrendered
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1o the Catholic kingdom of Castile, ending a war the issuc of
* which had become clear a few months earlier. The transfer of
* power was scheduled for May, but some of the Muslim leaders
- decided not to wait for the Christian takeover and left town
" unexpectedly. Granada's Nasrid ruler, Muhammad XII Boabdil,
- rushed the capitulacion. Thus, it was almost by accident thar the
" flag of Castile and the cross of Christendom were raised over the
- tower of the Alhambra on January 2, 1492, rather chan during
' the previous fall, as first expected, or the following spring, as
- scheduled.’

. For actors and witnesses alike, the end of the reconguista was a
- disorderly series of occurrences, neither a single event, nor a sin-

- gie dare. The end of the war and the signing of the trearies—both

i:f_ofwhich occurred in year 1491 of the Christian calendar—were
“assignificant as che flight of the Muslim leaders, the raising of the
Christian flag, or the glorious eniry of the Catholic monarchs
~ into the conquered city on January 6, 1492, The capitulation of
_::_'-_Granglda was, however, as close to a milestone as histary in the
:-_:':-'malcing can get. Milestones are always set in regard ro a past, and
~‘the past that Western Christendom had fashioned for itself pro-
*jected the moving Spanish frontier as the southernmost rampare
- of the cross.

" Since the Council of Clermont (1095), in partas an unexpected
effect of three centuries of Istamic influence and control, Chris-
tian militants from both sides of the Pyrenees had heralded the
::f_"g'-'reconquf:st of the Iberian peninsula as a sort of Christian jibad,
~ the via Hispania ro the Holy Land, a nccessary stage on the road
to the Holy Sepulchre. Popes, bishops, and kings had enlisted the
?{_:f:'_..-'_limited—but highly symbolic— participation of Cathelics from
E-;f':_'}":-Fr:mcc to Scotland in various campaigns with such incentives as
_;-f_.-j:-'_i"the partial remission of penance.

" To be sure, cultural interpenetration between Christians, Mos-

- lems, and Jews went on in the peninsula and even north of the
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Pyrenees tong afrer Alfonso Henriques took Lisbon from the Ar-
abs and placed Porcugal under the rutelage of the church early in
the twelfth century.” Bur the rhetoric of the popes and the merger
of church and state power in the Iberian dominions, which went
back to the Visigoths, created an ideological space where religions
and cultures thar mingled in daily life were seen as officially in-
compatible. Within that space, the defense of a Christendom,
projecied as pure and besieged, became a dominantidiom for the
military campaigns.?

Both religious and military ardor declined in the second half of
the fourteench century, yer religion remained by default the clos-
est thing toa “public arena” until the end of the Middle Ages, and
religious figures the most able crowd leaders. Thus when religious
and military enchusiasm, still intercwined, climbed together once
more during Isabella’s reign, the ultimate significance of the war
for Christendom resurfaced unquestioned.” Even then, though,
if many of those who lived the fall of Granada saw in ir an eccur-
rence of exceptional relevance, it was a milestone only for che pe-
culiar individuals who paid attention to such things in the first
place.

It mattered lictle then, in comparison, that a few months after
entering Granada, the Catholic monarchs gave their blessing to a
Genoese adventurer eager to reach India via a short-cue through
the western seas.” It would marter litele that the Genoese was
wrong, having grossly underestimared the distance ta be traveled.
It probably martered less, at the time, that the Genoese and his
Castilian companions reached not the Indies buc a tiny isler in
the Bahamas on October 12, 1492, The landing in the Bahamas
was certainly not the evenc of the year 1492, if only because the
few who cared, on the other side of the Aclanric, did not learn
abourt it until 1493,

How interesting, then, thar 1492 has become Columbus’s year,
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~and October 12 the day of “The Discovery.” Columbus himself
~has become a quincessential “Spaniard” or a representative of
“Italy” —two rather vague encicies during his lifetime. The land-
~ing has become a clear-cut event much more fixed in rime than
- the prolonged fall of Muslim Granada, the seemingly intermina-
~ble expulsion of European Jews, or the tortuous consolidation of
"royal power in the early Renaissance. Whereas these lateer issues
.-3_3 still appear as convoluted processes—— thus the favored rurf of aca-
~ demic specialists who break them down into an infinite list of
- themes for doctoral dissertations—The Discovery has fost its
" processual characrer. It has become a single and simple moment.
The creation of that historical moment facilitates the narracivi-
“zation of history, the transformation of what happened into that
:.'.;:_.which is said to have happened. First, chronology replaces pro-
- cess. All events are placed in a single line leading to the landfall,
The years Columbus spent in Portugal, the knowledge he accu-
* mulated from Portuguese and North African sailors, his efforts to
- peddle his project to various monarchs are subsumed among the
" “antecedents” to The Discovery.® Other occurtences, such as the
:-_:'5'_.'-participation of the Pinzon brothers, are included under “the
preparations,” although in the time lived by the actors, that par-
- ticipation preceded, overlapped, and outlived the landfall. Sec-
Zi}f-_f-_-ond, as intermingled processes fade into a linear continuity, con-
text also fades out. For instance, the making of Europe, the rise

" of the absolurist state, che reconguista, and Christian religious in-
‘transigence all spread over centuries and paralleled the invention
‘of the Americas. These Old World transformations were not
“without consequences. Mast notably, they created in Castile and
elsewhere a number of rejects. Indeed, the first Europeans who
‘made it to the New World were in great majority the rejects of
:':Europe, individuals of modest means who had nothing to lose in

-adesperate adventure.” But in the narrative of The Discovery, Eu-
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rope becomes a acucral and ageless essence able o funcrion, in
turn, as stage for “the preparacions,” as background for “rhe voy-
age,” and as supportive cast in a noble epic.

The isolation of a single moment thus creares a historical “fact”:
on this day, in 1492, Christopher Columbus discovered the Ba-
hamas. As a set event, void of context and marked by a fixed dare,
this chunk of history becomes much more manageable ourside
of the academic guild. Ir recurns inevitably: one can awairt its mil-
lenial and prepare its commemoration. It accommodates travel
agents, airlines, politicians, the media, or the states who sell it in
the prepackaged forms by which the public has come to expect
history to present itself for immediate consumprion. Tt is a prod-
uct of power whose label has been cleansed of traces of power.

The naming of the “fact™ is itself a narrative of power disguised
~as innocence. Would anyone care to celebrarte the “Castilian inva-
- sion of the Bahamas”? Yer this phrasing is somewhat closer 1o
- what happened on October 12, 1492, than “the discovery of
- America.” Naming the fact thus already imposes a reading and
many historical concroversies boil down to who has the power to
name what. To calf “discovery” the first invasions of inhabited
lands by Europeans is an exercise in Eurocentric power that al-
ready frames future narratives of the event so described. Conracr
with the West is seen as the foundation of historicity of different
cultures.® Once discovered by Europeans, the Other finally enters
the human world.

In the 1990s, quite a few observers, historians, and activists
worldwide denounced the arrogance implied by this terminology-
during the quincentennial celebrations of Columbus’s Bahamian
landing. Some spoke of a Columbian Holocaust. Some proposed
“conquest” instead of discovery; others preferred “encounter,”
which suddenly gained an immense popularity—one more testi-
mony, if needed, of the capacity of liberal discourse to compro-
mise between its premises and its practice.” “Encounter” sweet-
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“ens the horror, polishes the rough edges that do nort fit neatly
either side of the controversy. Everyone seems to gain,

" Not everyone was convinced. Porruguese historian Virorino
Magalhaes Godinho, a former minister of education, reiterared
 that “discovery” was an appropriate term for the European ven-
tures of the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, which he compares
“to Herschel’s discovery of Uranus, and Sédillot’s discovery of mi-
crobes.' The problem is, of course, that Uranus did not know
“thar it existed before Herschel, and that Sédillor did not go after
.'-.:_'-.'the microbes with a sword and a gun.

- Yer more than blind arrogance is at issue here. Terminologies
f;-:"demarcatf: a field, politically and epistemologically. Names set up
~a field of power.'" “Discovery” and analogous rerms ensure that
- by just mentioning the event one cnters a predetermined lexical
~ field of clichés and predictable categories that foreclose a redefi-
nition of the political and intellectual stakes. Europe becomes the
~tenter of “what happened.” Whatever clse may have happened to
::-'_3_'-_'-'_'orher peoples in that process is already reduced to a natural fact:
- they were discovered. The similarity to planets and microbes pre-
~ cedes their explicic mention by future historians and cabinet

S ministers.

For this reason, | prefer to say thac Columbus “stumbled on the
“Bahamas,” or “discovered the Antilles,” and 1 prefer “conquest”
“over “discovery” to describe what happened after the landing.
" Such phrasings are awlkward and may raise some eyebrows. They

may even annoy some readers. But both the awkwardness and the

fact thar the entire issuc can be dismissed as trivial quibbling sug-

gests that it is not easy to subvert the very language describing the

and

annoying—is also pare of the power to decide how “whac hap-

facts of the macter. For the power to decide what is trivial
pened” becomes “thar which is said to have happened.”

- Here again, power enters into the interface berween historicity

1 and historicity 2. The trivialiey clause-—for itis a clause, notan
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argumenc—forbids describing what happened from the point of
view of some of the people who saw it happen or ro whom it hap-
pened. It is a form of archival power. With the exercise of thar
power, “facts” become clear, sanitized.'?

Commemorations sanitize further the messy history lived by
the actors. They contribute to the continuous myth-making pra-
cess that gives history its more definite shapes: they help to creare,
modify, or sanction the public meanings actached o historical
events deemed worthy of mass celebration. As rituals that pack-
age history for public consumprion, commemorations play the
numbers game to create a past that seems both more real and
more elementary.

Numbers matter ar the end point, the consumprion side of the
game: the greater the number of participants in a celebration, che
stronger the allusion to the multitude of witnesses for whom the
mythicized event is supposed to have meant something from day
one. In 1992, when millions of people celebrated a quincenten-
nial staged by states, advertisers, and travel agents, their Very mass
reinforced the illusion thar Columbus’s contemporaries must
have known——how could they not?— that Ocrober 12, 1492, was
indeed a momentous event. As we have seen, it was not: and many
of our contemporaries, for various reasons, said as much. Bur few
of the 1992 celebrants could accentuare publicly che banality of
thar date, five hundred years before, without having to admir also
thar power had intervened between the event and ics celebration.

The more varied the participants, the easier also rhe claim to
world historical significance.'® Numbers marrer also as items in
the calendar. Years, months, and dates present history as part of
the natural cycles of the world. By packaging events within rem-
poral sequences, commemorations adorn the past with certainry:
the proof of the happening is in the cyclical inevitabiliry of irs
celebracion.

Cycles may vary, of course, bur annual cycles provide a basic ele-
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;.;"_ment of modern commemorations: an exact date."* As a tool of
*historical production, that date anchors che event in the present.
Tt does so through the simulraneous production of mentions and
silences. The recurrence of a predictable date severs Columbus’s
:f':_'iandfall from the context of emerging Eurepe on and around
1492, It obliterates the rest of the year now subsumed wichin a
“rwenty-four hour segment. It imposes a silence upon all events
f;i?j"surmunding the one being marked. A potendially endless void
" now encompasses everything that could be said and is not being
said abour 1492 and abourt the years immediately preceding or
following.

. The void, however, is not left unfilled. The fixed date alone
:_E_'I'p]accs the event within a new frame wich linkages of its own. As a
“fixed date, Ocrober 12 is the ferishized repository for a poten-
:}'.:f'tialiy endless list of disparare events, such as the birth of U.S. ac-
~tivist Dick Gregory or that of Iralian tenor Luciano Pavarotti; the

e~

“independence of Equarorial Guinea; the Broadway opening of
"-Jj_"the musical fesus Christ Superstar; or the refusal of a Catholic
“monk, one Martin Luther, to repudiate assertions posted months
-_::-;_5.beforc on the door of a church in Germany. All these events hap-
?_-f-f_'pencd on October 12 of the Christian calendar, in various years
r?_f';-";'f‘rom 1518 to 1971. All are likely to be acknowledged publicly by
“varying numbers of milestone worshippers. Each of them, in

:;_’;:f.__turn, can be replaced by another event judged to be equally—or

- more—noteworthy: Paraguay’s break from Argentina in 1811,
the 1976 arrest of the Chinese Gang of Four, the beginning of the

German occupation of France in 1914, or the approval of the
Magna Carta by Edward 1 of England in 1297.

“The roster is theoretically expandable in any direction. If the
Magna Carta is the most ancient icon mentioned here, thar is be-
cause these examples have come from the institucionalized mem-
ory of whar is now the West and were all indexed through Diony-

“sius Exiguus’s system. With other modes of counting and another
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pool of events, October 12 of the Christian calendar could over-
lap in any given year 2 number of anniversaries next to which the .
landing in the Bahamas would look quite recenr. As arbitrary
markers of time, dates link a number of dissimilar events, all
equally decontextualized and equally susceptible to mythiciza- -
rion. The [Dnger the list of events celebrated on the same dace, |
the more thar list looks like an answer in a trivia game. Burt this is |
precisely because celebrations trivialize the historical process:
(historicity 1) at the same time thar they mythicize history (histo-
ricity 2).
The myth-making process does not operate evenly, however, |
and the preceding list suggests as much. For if—in theary—all
events can be decontextualized to the same point of empriness, in
practice not all are reshaped by the same power plays and not ail
mean the same to new actors entering the stage and busily re-
formulating and appropriating the past. In short, celebrarions are*.
creared, and this creation is part and parcel of the process of his-
torical production. Celebrations straddle the two sides of histo- -
ricity. They impose a silence upon the events that they ignore,
and they fill that silence with narratives of power abour the event
they celebrace.
The reasons to celebrate Columbus Day and to do so on Octo-
ber 12 are now obvious to mast Americans, just as the rationale
behind the quincentennial was obvious to many in the \Vest
Most advocates of these celebrations will evoke the obvious sig-
nificance of “what happened” in 1492 and the no less obvious
consequences of that event. Bur the road between then and now
is no maore straightforward than the relation berween what hap-
pened and what is said to have happened. Ocrober 12 was cer-
tainly not a historical landmark in Columbus’s day. Tt took centu-
ries of battles—both petty and grandiose—and quite a bit DF
luck to turn it into a significant date. Further, not all those who

agree now that che date and the evenc it indexes arc imporrant
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~agree on the significance of its celebration. The images and de-
“ bates that surround the appropriation of Columbus vary from
:'::-E'_:'_Spain to the United States and from both Spain and the Unired
5:,2:.;.'St.'1tcs to Larin America, to mention only three areas ¢reated in
;‘;_f'this chapter.” Constructions of Columbus and of Columbus Day
“vary within thesc areas according to time and also according to
_?_?ffacrors such as class and ethnic identification. In shorrt, the road

~between then and now is itself a history of power.

An Anniversary in the Making

;’:;:Columbus was not treated as a favorite hero by nascent Spain, nor
was Ocrober 12 marked as a special day during his lifetime. To
~be sure, the landing in che Bahamas, rhe verified existence of an
j_;;f:f)"\rrwrican landmass, the integration of the Caribbean in the Eu-
-f{:;:_?_.'l"opcan orbit, and the imperial reorganizacions that paralleled

_these events imposed a symbolic reordering of the world which,

n turn, contributed to the wealth of myths that now define che

West— Utopia, the noble savage, the white man’s burden, among
sthers.' Still, ic took quite a few years of intense scruggles over
volirical and economic power in Europe and the Americas for the
arrative to unfold in ways that acknowledged the discovery as
vent and the discoverer as hero. Indeed it took a living hero,
Charles V, and his pretensions ro a Catholic empire stretching

rom Tunis to Lima and from Vienna to Vera Cruz for Columbus,
hen dead, to become a hero. In 1552, Francisco Lépez de Gé-
mara suggested to Charles thar the most important event in his-

ary—after the divine Creation of the world and the Coming of
7

Christm—-was the conguest of the Americas.
‘Even then, there was no “public” celebration. When Lépez de
Gémara wrote these lines, the Castilians who lived on American
oil had already measured the gaps between the dream of a New

World and the realities of cheir daily life under an increasingly
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heavy colonial bureaucracy. Columbus'’s first group of admirers
was restricted, at best, to a few Spanish intellectuals and bureau-
crats. Further, even as Spanish arrs and chemes gained incerna-:
tional attention during cthe reign of Philip 11, the sinking of the
armada in 1588 had already suggested ocher times and priorities. -.?
By the early seventeenth century, the conquest of the Americas:
was as much a miscellany of efforts by French, Durch, and British
adventurers as a competition between the Iberian states. The:
northern Europeans wha benefited most from che rise of Carib-.
bean plantations and trans-Aclanric trade during the cwo centu—i
ries following Philip’s reign tended to commission paintings Uf;ff
themselves and their families rather than writings abour conquis-:
tadores. Meanwhile, among the intellecrual elites of Europe, the'};5
mythicized faces of America overshadowed that of Columbus. !
Thus it was in the New World icself that Columbus could ﬁrst

emerge most strongly as mych, in the former colonies of Spain:
and in the United States. The United States was one of the few:
places where the growth of a modern public in the midst of the:

Enlightenment was not encumbered by images of a feudal past.
There, as elsewhere, the constitution of a public domain reflected’
the organization of power and the development of the national
state, but power was constituted differently from the way it took:
shape in most European countries. Citizens with a weakness:
for marching bands promoted celebrations and holidays more
openly and often more successfully than in Europe.'”

The Tammany Saciety, or Columbian Order, an otherwise clan-
nish group of gentlemen incorporated in New York in 1789, had:_
such a taste for public atcention, parades and lavish banquets:
Their list of celebrations included Washington’s birthday and the
Fourch of July, but aiso Bastille Day and other international mil
stones they deemed worthy of recognition. Columbus’s landfa
figured on their first calendar, published in 1790. More impo
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“ rant, by what seems to be a historical accident (the joinr effect of
fixed dates, fund-raising opporrunities, and political fortunes),

‘their most lavish ceremony occurred on Qcrober 12, 1792, On

that day, members organized a memorable banquet and erecred a
fourteen-foot-high menument ro Columbus that they promised
to illuminace annually on the anniversary of the landfall. They
did not keep that promise. Still, their banquer was remembered
almost a hundred years later, when new groups of worshipers
searched for a North American precedent for Columbus Day.?

Latin America, meanwhile, kept Columbus’s image alive but
treated it with ambivalence until the lare 1880s. Some territories
fought Europe repeatedly over Columbus's remains, both licerally
and hguratively, Two Caribbean colonies competed with Spain
for Columbus’s long-dead body.*! The independent state that

emerged from Bolivar’s armed struggle on the mainland claimed
Columbus’s name both before and after che secession of Vene-
zuela and Ecuador from Gran Colombia. Siill, even though the
Latin American rejection of Spanish political tutelage did nor en-
1ail a rejection of hispanismo, early ideologies of independence
and, later, Spain’s Ten Years War against Cuba (1868-1878) ham-
pered the complete integration of Columbus into the pancheon

of South American heroes.

added ro Latin

merica’s ambivalence roward Columbus. Latin American ideol-

Echnicity—or rather, ideologies of echnicity

gies areribure to the New World situation an active role in the
making of socio-racial categories. It is not simply that caregories
quire new names (criollos, zambos, mestizos) or new ingredients
i_l'df:r old names (mamelucos, morenos, ladines); the rules by
hich they are devised are different from those of Europe and ac-
knowledged as such.** Discourses intertwined with these rules
and reproducing the Creole categories give a central role, implicit

r explicit, to metaphors of “blending” in spite of the age-old
- exp p g” in s g
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denigration of certain cultural traditions and in spitc of systems
of stratification rhat manipulate the perception of phenotypes.

Slkewed as it was, a blending did occur.
Brutal as it was also, Spanish colonization did not nearly wipe

out pre-Conguest Americans in the southern landmass as the An-
glos did in the north or as Spaniards themselves did in the Ca-
ribbean islands, if only because the aboriginal populations o
both Mexico and the Andes were enormous. Early cultural prac
tices often intertwined European and native elements. Early man
Coctations of a distinct local identity included some sense o
“Indianness.” Historian Seuart Schwartz draws on Fernando d
Azedevo to observe that in cerrain regions of Brazil, “Tupi, th

predominant Indian language, was more widely spoken than Por
tuguese . . . even by the colonists.”?* Larter, political doctrines o
the nineteenth century incorporated both the metaphors of
blend and the acknowledgment of the Indian, even while th
organization of power kept Indians and Afro-Latins outside th
decision-making process. Hence, Bolivar could declare in 181
“We are . . . neither Indian nor European, but a species midwa
between the legitimate proprietors of this country and the Spa
ish usurpers.” > A few decades lacer, nineteenth-century scientific
cacism did influence Larin American opinions and practices, 2
beit without always negating the stress on mixes racher than pure
secs, on differences of degree rather than differences of kind.* |
In short, for many reasons too complex to detail here, Latin
Americans did not alienate native cultures from their myths of or-
even before the twentieth-century rise of various forms of

igin,
They view themselves as crioflos and mestizos of ;

indigenisio.
differenc kinds, peoples of the New World; perhaps Columbus
was too much a man of che Old.*’

In the United States, in contrast, in spite of inflated references
to a melting po, ideologies of ethnicity emphasize continuities
with the Old World. The real natives are mainly dead or on res
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~ervarions. New natives (recognizable by their hyphenated group

“names) are numbered by generation, and their descendants fight
each other for pieces of a mythical Europe. The peculiar polirics
of ethnicity has proved to be a boon for Columbus’s image in the
United States.

Ethnicity gave Columbus a lobby, a prerequisire to public suc-
cess in U.S. culture. The 1850 census reported only 3,679 indi-
viduals of Italian birth. Yer by 1866, Italian-Americans, orga-
nized by the Sharpshooters’ Association of New York, celebrated

:'_:the landfall and, within three years, annual festivities were be-
ing held in Philadelphia, St. Louis, Boston, Cincinnati, New Or-
leans, and San Francisco on or around October 12.** Italians
and Spaniards were just not enough, however, to turn this cel-
‘ebration into a national practice. Fortunately, ethnicity gave
Columbus a second—and more numerous——group of labbyists,
TIrish-Americans.

By 1850, there were already 962,000 Americans claiming Irish
escent, Many of them regrouped in organizations like the
nights of Columbus, a frarernal sociery for Carholic males
ounded in 1881. In less than ten years, community support and
he insticutional patronage of the Catholic church swelled the
nights’ membership. As the association spread in the northeast
vith the backing of prominent Irish-Americans, it increasingly
mphasized the shaping of “citizen culrure.”*” Columbus played
leading role in making citizens our of these immigrants. He pro-
ided them with a public example of Catholic devotion and civic
rirtue, and chus a powerful rejoinder to the cliché that allegiance
o Rome preempred the Catholics’ arrachment o the United
states. In New Haven, the 1892 celebration of the landing at-
_racted some forty thousand people—including six thousand
‘nights and a thousand-piece band conducted by the musical

irector of West Poinc—in a joiar celebration of holiness and
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The success of these festivities was not due solely to Catholic- .
Americans’ desire for acceprance, nor was the culr of Columbus
limited to Catholics. The introduction of history into the school
curriculum as a required subject in the early nincteenth century
and its slow growth before the Civil War also contributed ro fa-
mifiarizing a larger audience with Columbus.”" So did the few
biographical sketches published in the first half of the century.
Nevertheless, the Catholic connection was crucial in that Carho-
lics provided the bodies that made possible the mass celebrations
of Columbus Day before the 1890s. By the 1890s, lralian and
Irish efforts co promote Columbus Day in the United States coin-
cided with—and ultimately were subsumed within-—the pro-
duction of two mass media events, the international celebrations
of the quadricentennial of the Bahamas landfall respectively
sponsored by Spain and the United Srares.

The Castilian and the Yankee

The second half of the nineteenth century saw an unpreccdenred.
attention to the systematic management of public discourse in
countries that combined substansial working classes and wide
elecroral franchises, With the realization that “the public”—zhis
rather vague presumption of the first bourgeois revolutions-—in-
deed existed, government officials, entrepreneurs, and intellecru-
als joined in the planned production of traditions that cur across
class identiries and reinforced the national state. Nationalist pa-
rades multiplied in Europe, while government imposed a daily
homage to the flag in public schools in the Usnited Stares. [nterna-
tional fairs that attracred millions of visitors to London, Paris
and Philadelphia; academic conferences (such as the first congres
of Orientalists in 1873}, and official commemorations (such "
the 1880 invention of Bastille Day, in France) taught the nex

masses who they were, in part by telling them who they were nat
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- Socialists, anarchists, and working-class political activists replied
-in kind by publicizing their own heroes and promoting celebra-
“tions such as May Day. Public history was in the air.®

- This fast-moving An-de-si¢cle era caught Spain in a state of de-
“cline. Torn by factional feuds, outflanked in Europe by nearly all
'f.-_'the Atlantic states, threatened in the Americas by the economic
“incursions of Britain, the influence of the Unired States, and the
:-;-'constant fear of losing Cuba, Spain was in dire need of a moral
-and peolitical uplift.?® Conservative leader Antonio Cinovas del
;i_CaS{i“D, architect of the Bourbon Restoracion and a hiscorian in
“his own right, made of Columbus and The Discovery the con-
i"summate metaphors for chis anticipated revicalizarion.

_5;.-'5_3_.Interest in Columbus had grown in the 1800s. The number of
f_%biographical skerches published in Europe and the Americas in-
:é';'."'crcascd significantly after the 1830s. So did various suggestions
“ofa quadricentennial in the 1880s. Cénovas turned this growing
“interest into an extravaganza: a political and diplomatic crusade,
~an economic venture, a spectacle to be consumed by Spain and
“the world for the sheer sake of its pageantry. The commemora-

:'ff_;f}tion became a powerful tool with which che politician-historian

and his quadricentennial junta of academics and bureaucrats
wrote a narrative of The Discovery with Spain as the main charac-
ter. In the words of tts most t]‘mrough chronicler, the Spanish
quadricentennial was “the apex of the Restoration.”™

| Spain spent more than two and a half million peseras and four
years of preparation on the celebration. Various cities were refur-
bished, monuments erected, and pavilions built on the model of
recent international exhibitions.” A yearlong series of events led
m grandiose ceremonies in October and Novermnber of 1892 that
involved the Spanish royal family and many foreign digniraries.
On Ocrober 9, Canovas, his wife, and members of the royal fam-
ily took parc in a mock exploration off the Andalusian coast with

escort ships from twelve foreign countries. At least ewenry-four
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countries participated ofhicially in the Spanish quadricenten-
nial.* Replicas of Columbus’s boats sailed across the Atlantic.
For a few weeks, Spain was at the center of the world. Parades in
Madrid and Seville were echoed in Havana and Manila, and
officials from the most powerful western countries paid homage
to Spain.

The huge international participarion was due, in a large part, -
to Canovas’s careful packaging of both the celebration and its ob-
ject, the discovery itself. He sold the quadricentennial noc only :
as pageantry burt as a challenge to the most enlightened minds, a
yearlong symposium on past and present policy; on the role of
Spain in the world, on Western civilization, and on the relevance -
of history. In a series of moves that anticipated the 1992 quincen- |
tennial, the quadricencennial junea set up a series of intellectual
activities that legitimized the celebration.”” '

The junta created at least one serious academic journal, influ-
enced others, dealr with learned societies, and commissioned re-
search that still inspires Furopean and American studies. From |
February 1891 co May 1892, more chan ffty public lectures were
delivered in the Atenco de Madrid alone. Many tides show the _::?
role of the quadricentennial in shaping the caregories and themes

under which the conquest of the Americas is still discussed: the

differential impact of various colonial systems on conquered pop-
ularions, the accuracy of the Black Legend, the cultural legacies
of pre-Conquest Americans, Spain’s treatment of Columbus, Co-
lumbus’s role as compared to thar of other European explorers,
his exacr landing place, his exact burial place, etc.” These activi-
ties not only influenced participating academics, they also shaped
the general public’s perception of whar was at stake. First, they
made the discovery and Columbus worthy of increased public ar-
rention by making them objects of learned discourse. Second,

they gave anyone who granted that attentdon—individuals, par-
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. ties, or states-—an apparently neutral ground ro celebrarte in spite

of conflicting connotations and purposes.

. Connotations and purposes varied widely. Spanish urban
crowds took the quadricentennial as the homage to Spain it was
‘in part meant to be, the symbol of an impending revitalizacion.
Journalist Angel Stor spoke in the name of many when he wrote:
“There is in the discovery of America a character much greater
:than Isabella and Ferdinand the Catholic . .. much greater chan
Columbus himself, for never was an individual able to do whar a
people can. This character is Spain, the true proragonist of this
wonderful epic.”?"

Canovas's narrative was nor too different from thar of Stor. He
saw in the celebration a unique occasion ro reinforce Spain's pres-
ence west of the Arlanric and—to a lesser extent—in Europe. Bur
he also used the commemoration ro consolidate his personal
power. The quadricentennial made him a supporting character of
Spain’s story, the necessary shadow of the procagonist. In a politi-
cal context marked by Spain’s first experiment with “universal”
(male) suffrage and nearly obsessional fears of losing face in Eu-
".1:'_0pe and elsewhere, Cinovas came ourt of the celebrations as a
:b'ona fide representative of the nation and a guarantor of her
honor.

Honor was not the only stake. To a large extent, Spain's quadri-
centennial also aimed to create a space for a new conquest of the
Americas. Although token gifts—such as schools and dispensa-
riecs—were made to the Philippines, the celebrants’ eyes were on
the other side of the Atlantic. Many Spanish leaders felt the need
to reinforce commercial and cultural ties wich Lacin America in
l;_[}e face of U.S. gains. At the same time, those who wanred Span-
ish olives or wine to enter the United States saw in the celebra-
tions an occasion to establish contact with North American firms

id agencies.
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U.S. brokers, in turn, wanced contact but only on their own:

terms. Theirs was the only councry whose name contained a con-
rinent (South Africa came much later), and whose imperial des-
tiny was unfolding along manifest tracks. Thus if for Spain, the
quadricentennial was an occasion to authenticate past splendors
and imagine furure glories, for many in the United States it was
an opportunity to verify and celebrare their present course. Ac-
cardingly, U.5. officials paid lip service to Canovas’s festivities,
burt invested their energy in rheir quadricentennial, the World’s
Columbian Exposition of Chicago.

The Chicago Exposition actually opened in 1893, but by then,
historical accuracy and even Columbus himself had become quire
secondary. The intellectual aspect of che event barely mattered
in spite of contributions from Harvard’s Peabody Museum and
the Smithsonian Institution and the presence of then-rising star
Franz Boas. Henry Adams later wrote in his Education: “The Ex-
position denied philosophy . . . [S]ince Noah's Ark, no such Babel
of loose and ill-jointed, such vague and ill-defined and unrelated
thoughts and half-thoughts and experimental outcrics . .. had
ruffled che surface of the Lakes.™ "

Compared ro Madrid 1892, Chicago 1893 was no intellectual
event. The main point was money: ro be spenc and to be made.
United States appropriations for the 1892 celebration in Madrid
werc a mere $25,000, thus one-tenth of U.S. appropriations for’_
the 1889 fair in Paris and a trifle compared to the $5.8 million
for the Chicago Exposition.*' Paris 1889 and, closer to home,
the 1876 centennial of U.S. independence in Philadelphia had
proved to North American entreprencurs that international fairs
generated profits. By the late 1870s, consensus was reached
among the likes of W. Rockefeller, C. Vanderbile, ]. P, l'\/L::crg'm,E
and W. Waldorf Astor that the Unired States needed one more of
these money-making events. That it occurred in Chicago oné

year too late was the combined resule of accidents and false starts

128 Silencing the Pa



-among bureaucrats and investors. Thac it bore Columbus’s name
cand included a Spanish Infanta as che guest of honor were merely
“additional arctraceions.

- Circumsrantial as he was to his own occasion, Columbus gained
“alor from Chicago. Commemorations feed on numbers and the
1893 quadricentennial was a display of the U.S. appetite for size:
“more participating countries, more acreage, more exhibits, more
“money than any fair the world had known. Chicago won the
-numbers game—second only to Paris for attendance—and pro-
vided Columbus his most successful celebration to date: $28.3
.million in expenses; $28.8 million in receipts; 21.5 million
‘people in atcendance—and no protest in the local records. Some
“Spanish journaliscs ridiculed what they saw as a vulgar carnival,
‘but the Chicago numbers spoke for themselves. Columbus was
‘the wrapping for an extravagant Yankee bazaar; but in che end,
“the bazaar was so big thar the wrapping was noriced.

~Latin America certainly norticed. To be sure, Columbus’s meta-
‘motphosis into a Yankee hero, the lone ranger of the western seas,
looked somewhar banal outside Chicago. Still, viewed from the
':":far south, the fair belonged to a political and economic series
;f-_.from which it drew its symbolism. The Columbus story written
in Chicago overlapped with the ongoing narrative of conquest
“that U.S. power was busily writing in the lands of this hemi-
féphere. What was said to have happened in 1492 legirimized what
“was actually happening in che carly 1890s. In 1889, Secretary of
;f:'St;lte James Gillepsie Blaine, one of the promoters of the celebra-
“tion, had convened the firsc meeting of American states in Wash-
f}f-i_'ngton.‘“ In 1890, Minor C. Keith acquired eight hundred thou-

‘sand acres of public land in Costa Rica, the U.S. Congress passed

‘the McKinley Tariff, and U.S. encrepreneurs conrrolled 80 per-
_:z-'_-ént of Cuban sugar exports. In 1891 U.S. admiral Bancroft
f;Gherardi threatened ro seize parr of Haiti and the U.S. Navy
;ﬁ'f"ﬁr'epared for war againse Chile. In 1892, the postmaster of the
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Uniced States, acting as a private citizen-broker, bought the entire -
foreign debc of the Dominican Republic. Four cenruries afrer -
Spain, the United States was taking over. The path was the same; :f':
first the Caribbean, then che continental landmass. Columbus as
Yankee looked somewhat more real, if nor necessarily less foolish, :;_15
in light of that ongoing expansion.*?

Europe also noticed. The Pan-American scrategy was designed
in parc to block European incursions in the hemisphere. In the -
1880s, British investments in South America exceeded those of
the Unirted States. The French alsa were perceived as a threar until
the 1889 collapse of their canal project. Even German and Italian
ventures, relatively small, were watched with suspicion from -
North America. Thus, from 1890 to the end of the fair, Euro-
peans were told repearedly how to read Columbus and whar chis -
new reading meant for the hemisphere.

The imposition of this new reading required the production of
a number of silences. Since some traces could not be erased, their f-;f:f
historical significance had to be reduced. They became inconse-
quential or significant only in light of the new interpretacion, -

Thus, the official guide to the fair dismissed as meaningless the
first 280 years of Euro-American history: the history of this hemi
sphere prior to 1776 was a mere “prepararory period” to the rise
of the United Srates. The meaning of the discovery could be mea-
sured by the number of bushels of whear that the United Srates:
now produced and the length of its railways. Shunning Europe’
and Latin America in the same stroke, the guide added: “Most:
fitting it is, therefore, that the people of the grearest nation on:
the continent discovered by Christopher Columbus, should lead
in the celebracion of the Four Hundredch Anniversary of char’
event.,” " '
Even U.S. citizens were told in unmistakable rerms what Co
lumbus was not about, lest working-class Irish and, especially,

[talian families use him as a shield to hide cheir own highly sus
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- pect invasion. The number of immigrants from Europe had dou-
:'-':'-_'._bled berween 1860 and 1893. At the same time, the countries of
“rorigins were increasingly non-English speaking areas of what
If-_'-_ passed then for “Southern Europe”: Italy, Russia, Poland, Bohe-
miz, and other lands of doubtful whiteness. By 1890, the number
of Iralian immigrants was over threc hundred thousand.

In the contexr of that migration, ideas suggesting the biologi-
@I:;'i_-'cai inferiority of the “southern” immigrancs and the threat they
j}f-'._'c:mrzstimtecl to the “future race” of the Unired Srates became
widespread. Progressive journals raking the new immigrants’ side
::-':'i-:;published articles with titles such as “Are the Iralians a Danger-
.f:ﬁ'-.,.'{JtlS Class?™" Two years after the number of Italians passed
:_g'_'f-_the three hundred thousand mask, railroad magnate Chauncey
M. Depew, having conceded in a speech cthat Columbus Day be-
~longed “nor to America, bur to the world,” went on to warn
:jg"':{'_'againsc “unhealthy immigration,” urging U.S. citizens to “quar-

-0

“antine against disease, pauperism and crime.”® It took only a
 centennial for similar propositions to reappear in California and

?‘-;'.;":Fl{}fida in the 1990s. Bue by then, the diatribes were directed ar

'5"3';:Mcxican and Caribbean immigrancs; the lralians and the Rus-
sians had been integrated in the white melting pot.

Vanity notwithstanding, chose who wrote the script for Chicago
ould not control all the possible readings of that scripe. Their tri-
mph was due, in part, to their taking Columbus further our of
ontext than did their predecessors. Once that was done, how-
‘ever, Columbus was not rhetrs alone. Successful celebrations de-
pntexrualize successfu!ly the events they celebrace, bur in so do-
ng they open the door to competitive readings of these events.
he richer the rirual, the easier it is for subsequent performers to
change parts of the script or to impose new interpretations. The
ecent controversies about the quincentennial celebrations of the
ahamas landing were possible in part because of the extravagant

nvestments—Dboth material and symbolic—of the celebrans.
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But the reach of these controversies was also increased by the sig-
nificance of past celebrations. As ricuals of a special kind, com-
memorations build upen each other, and each celebration raises
the stale for the next one. Cdnovas’s fiesta and the earlier parades
of Iralian- and Irish-Americans had unwittingly promorted the
Chicago fair. The Chicago fair, in rurn, was read by some immi-
grants as an acknowledgment of their presence in the melting
pot—clearly an unexpected effect from che point of view of the -
magnates. From then on, Catholic Americans felr partly vindi-
cated by their hero’s national recognition. _.
By the 1890s, the appropriation of Columbus in the United
States truly became a narional phenomenon. Narrarives were pto- :g_f
duced that rewrote a past meant 1o certify the inevitability of a
Columbian connection. Ethnic and religious leaders, councies
and municipalities started to look for traces of Columbus in theic

origins, silencing prior narratives, busily creating others. By the

end of the decade, for instance, it had become public knowledge
that the Ohio town of Columbus was named after the Discoverer.
Yet the major documents that record the establishment of Co-
fumbus as seat of the srate government of Ohio do not make any
reference to the Genoese navigator. Columbus the man was not
mentioned in cthe original bill, or in the Jonrnal of the House when
the bill was signed and sent to the Senate. Nor was he mentioned
when the bill was amended a few years later. In 1816, Governor
Worthingron, addressing the Ohio legislature, simply stated thar
Columbus had become the permanent sear of Jocal government -
without mention of Columbus the man. In that same year, The :
Obio Gazetteer did make an allusion ro the United States as a
“Columbian Republic,” buc its descriptions of Columbus che
town do not evoke the Genoese sailor. Nor do successive editions,
Further descriptions or histories of both the rown and the state
from the 1830s to the 1850s are equally silent abour a connection
between Columbus, Ohio, and Columbus, the Genoese. Even a
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- comprehensive history of the town published in 1873 does not
mention such a conneceion.”” In short, as late as 1873, the con-

nection between Columbus, Ohio, and Christopher Columbus
vas historically irrelevant,

“Yet by 1892, in the euphoria thart surrounded the Chicago fair,
historians were listing Columbus, Ohio, as an obvious proof of
Columbus’s wide recognition in the Uniced Srates.™ A century
ater, for the launching of AmeriFlora '92, a quincentennial event
et in Columbus, President Bush reaffirmed the inevitability of a
‘connection by then firmly established:

It is mose firting thar this special event has been desig-
nated an official Quincentennial Project by the Jubilee
Commission. To be held in Columbus, Ohio—-the
fargest city in the world named after this great ex-
plorer—AmeriFlora 92 will celebrace the rich culrural
heritage of not only the lands he discovered but also the
continent from which he travelled. "

The final measure of Chicago’s success is the extent to which it
aturalized Columbus. A century after the fair, fourteen srares
other than Ohio had towns named Columbus, and a number of
Columbias filled the U.S. landscape.™ Yer President Bush’s ref-
erence to the cultural heritage of American Indians aside, chis
more American Columbus was also a whiter Columbus. All hy-
phens are not equal in cthe pot that does not melt. The second part
fthe compound—Trish-American, Jewish-American, Anglo-
Amer:mn—maiways emphasizes whiteness. The first part only
measures compatibilicy with the second at a given historical mo-
ment.”’ Thus, as he became more American, Columbus had ro
become whirer, in spite of the anti-Iealian racism prevailing at the
ime of the Chicago fair. As Columbus became whiter he also
contributed to the whitening of the people who claimed him as
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part of their past, further opening to multiple interpretations the
narrarive officialized at Chicago. The very success of the fair cre-
ated an ideological breach in the vision of the United States pro-

posed by some of its promoters.

Three years after the fair, determined to muddle the script
broadcast in Chicago, Tralians in New York founded the Sons of
Columbus Legion, which celebrated Columbus Day the follow-
ing ycar.™? Their efforts mingled with those of the Irish, though

not always by way of formal collaboration. The Knighes, in
particular, worked hard for their chosen ancestor. As Irish-
Americans spread through the country with the full benefits of
white status, the Knights petitioned successive seate legislatures
to make October 12 a legal holiday. By 1912, they were vicro-
rious. Columbus himself, further out of the context of 1492

Furope, became more Irish chan ever—until Tralian-Americans
made new gains in the continuing contest for racial and historical
legitimacy with the mass migrations that followed each of two
world wars.””

Latin Americans also appropriated Columbus in unexpected
ways, skewing plans made in both Madrid and Washington. The
Spanish government had promoted emigrarion to South America

in the late nineteenth century, as part of a larger movement to

promote hispanisio in the region, From Madrid’s viewpoint, at
tachment to Spanish culture and veneration of a Spanish heritage
would counteract the growing political and economic influence
of the United States. Madrid’s promotion of Columbus Day a
the day of Hispanity in the colonies and former colonies firted
well into this scheme, which was in obvious conflict with the
dominane image of Columbus promoted in the United Stares
Latin Americans, who participated in both quadricentennials, re
solved these conflicts in their own favor.

The image of Columbus with a cowboy har escorting Well
Fargo wagons was simply not convincing south of Texas, but i
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Y- Columbus's landing in Fairi viewed by Haitian paincer J. Chiéry

did challenge the Columbus as Renaissance monk favored by Ca-
hovas’s Spain. In trying to make of Columbus a North American,
the Chicago fair made of him a man of the Americas. That was

due to a confusion of rongues, deliberate only in part. From che
U.S. viewpoint, turning the discoverer into an “American” was

_’équivalent to putting on him a “made in USA” label, for the

United Seates /s America.*® Lacin Americans, for their part, could

ot appropriate Columbus from Spain. Their culeural heritage,
-.i"lﬁil' views on blending, their semiperipheral position in che
world economy simply did not lead to this take-over: they had
neither the means nor the will. Thus, they had watched from che
sidelines the Americanization of Columbus. Bur that American-
ization had different implications for the Latin Americans. For
them, the hemisphere is not the exclusive property of narteameri-

(11 - L] M 1} . LE 1% ¥ "
canes. “American” means neither “gringo” nor “Yankee” —ar

least not necessarily. An “American” Columbus belonged to the
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hemisphere, Adding their own line to two different scripes, Latin

Americans forced both the Spanish and the U.S. figures into their -
“blending” discourse. Throughout Latin America, October 12
became either the day to hanor Spanish influence or to honor its -
opposite or, more often, to celebrate a blending of the two: Dis-
covery Day, the Day of the Americas, or simply £/ Dia de la Raza,
the Day of the Race, the day of the people—a day for ourselves,
however defined, for ethnicity however constructed.’® La Raza -
has in Merida or Cartagena accents unknown in San Juan or in
Santiago de Chile, and Columbus wears a differenc hat in each of
these places.” |

October 12, Revisited

Would the real Columbus please stand up? The problem is, of
course, in the injunction itself, as we should have learned from
the flurry of acrivities, pro and con, that surrounded the quincen-
tennial of the Bahamas landing.

The 1992 quincentennial benehied from a marterial and ideo-
logical apparacus that was simply unthinkable ac the time of the
Chicago fair. With worldwide changes in the narure of “the pub-
lic,” with the sophistication of communication techniques, pub-
lic history is often now a tale of sheer power clothed in electronic:
innocence and lexical clarity. Image makers can produce on the
screen, on the page, or on the streets, shows, slogans, or rituals

that seem more authentic to the masses than the original events

they mimic or celebrate. The speed at which commodities, infor

marion, and individuals eravel and, conversely, the decreasing sig-
nificance of face-to-face interaction influence borh the kinds of -
communities people wish to be part of and the kinds of commu
nities to which they think they belong.

Professional manipulators with all sorts of good intentions us

this trension—and its historical components—as a springboard
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- A flag, a memorial, a museum exhibir, or an anniversary can be-
‘- come the center of a living theater with historical pretensions and
worldwide audiences. The production of history for mass con-

sumption in the form of commercial and political rituals has thus
 become increasingly manipulative in spite of the participation of
. professional historians as consultants to these various ventures,

:Not surprisingly, as 1992 neared, commercial, intellectual, and

“political brokers prepared to turn the quincentennial into a
if’t'global exiravaganza.
To some extent, they were successful. The Spanish government
did its best to duplicate Cinovas’s quadricentennial extravaganza
;_:3;:"_-:"'Witi1 an updated technology. The U.S. government set up a Jubi-
_f;f;_"{.lee Commission and the Library of Congress a Quincentenary
':::':'_Series. Parisian intellectuals activated their ghost writers to pro-
duce as many books as possible with Columbus or 1492 in their
titles. Columbus movies, both European and American, were
probably more successful in reaching a larger audience from

Winnipeg to Calcutta than the Parisian citles or the plethora

of articles published in U.S. academic journals, Televised drama-
tizations of the Bahamas landing were seen at least on three
_é:t}ntinents.

Yer in spite of these extraordinary means of historical produc-
tion, the quincentennial was a flop compared to the celebrations
of the 1890s. Transformations in the nature of the public, in the
ties that bind collectivities, and in the speed and weight of elec-
tronic communications produced contradictory results. While
-:__m'asses everywhere are increasingly accessible rargets, the retorts
produced by dissenting minorities also reach a wider audience.

While the public today is increasingly international, it is also in-
This fragmenration cus both ways. In 1991-92, many U.S. ad-

ertisers were ready to reap a quincentennial bonus from the new
ispanic market. They planned to adorn with Columbian images
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an arsenal of products from coffee and potato chips to sport shirts
and cigarettes. They designed campaigns to make Columbus sell
cars and furniture, on the medel of the marress sales chac honor :
Washington's birthday. But it rook a few weeks for the loud cam-
paign of a few Hispanic activists protesting the commemoration
to burst open the Hispanic marker. Wich Columbus persona non
grara among Spanish speakers and The Discovery redefined as -
conquest, many advertisers dropped their Hispanic quincenten-
nial campaigns.

In retrospect, the mose striking feature of the quincentennial
was the loudness of dissenting voices worldwide. For varying rea-
sons and in various degrees, narive and black Americans, Latino-
Americans, African, Caribbean, and Asian leaders denounced the
celebracion of the conquest or tried ro redirect the narrative o
The Discovery. The impacrt of such prorests and addenda varied,
buct celebrants everywhere had to take them into account. Ina
bold move, Spain’s cconomic and political magnates apologized
for che first time for the 1492 persecurion of the Jews and called
on Sephardics to join in the extravaganza. Some Jewish-American
lobbies happily juraped on the Columbus’s quincentennial band-
wagon, bur the quiet dissent of many more constituencies in the
United Staces and elsewhere defied claims chac what happened in
1492 was as clear as the promoters suggested. .

This multiplication of voices and perspectives made it impossi-
ble for the promoters of 1992 to even approximate the relarive
smoothness of Madrid 1892 and Chicago 1893. Both Madrid
and Chicago were, as we have seen, abour their own present. But
borh Madrid and Chicago could effectively talk aboue thar pres-
ent by packaging a past that seemed fixed and given: on October
12, 1492, Christopher Columbus discovered the New World.
Thar past was not so clear by 1992, Reenactments nocwithstand-
ing, what accually happened on Ocrober 12, 1492, was largely it-
relevant to the quincentennial debates, certainly not at the core
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of either research or contention, Most conrestants and observ-
i-:'_:".'ersMancl quire a few celebrants—agreed thar the significance of
';f;':: thar day arose from what happened after it.

" But what happened after is no longer a simple story. Berween us
fj,'_f';j' and Columbus stand the millions of men and women who suc-
" ceeded him in crossing the Aclantic by choice or by force, and the
_%gl{.%'miiiions of others who witnessed these crossings from ecither side
;;'_-3:'.'-‘0F the ocean. They, in turn, provided their own visions of what
;f;_ﬁf__-'happencd and their successors continue ro modify the scrip,
_::;"f;':with both their words and cheir deeds. Narratives that straddle
“eras and conrtinents continuously replace the Bahamas landfall in
':;';-'_'j"_'{he present of its own aftermath. Thus while Columbus’s landfzll
* made possible world history as we know it, post-Columbian his-

‘tory continues to define the very terms under which to describe
hat landfall. Post-Columbian history up to the 1890s made pos-
“sible the Chicago narrative, but the history of our times makes it

mpossible to repear Chicago. What happened and what is said to
‘have happened mix inextricably the twa sides of historicity.

Does the label “Native American,” unclaimed in the 1800s, re-
ress a historical mistake? It does, to the extent chat it avoids a
onfusion with South Asians and restores their chronological pri-
ority to the only peoples who can claim to be indigenous of this
hemisphere. Native activists now, rather than anchropologists,
peak in the name of the former “Indians.” Bur exchanging the
name imposed by the Castilians for that bequeathed by Vespucci
¢an surely not mean starting with a clean slate. While self-naming
may indicate a willingness to enter history as subjects, the con-
crete pool from which to choose both names and subjecrivities is
not immeasurable. The collective identity in the name of which
Native Americans from Arizona to the Amazon defied the quin-

centennial is itself a late post-Columbian develepment.
But so is the collective identity of the Euro-Americans who

claim Columbus as an ancesror. And so, for that matter, is the na-
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tional consciousness thar colored the quincentennial in Spain or
in Iraly. The inability to step out of history in order to write or
rewrite it applies ro all actors and narrators. That some ambigu-
ities are more obvious in Arizona and in Belém than in Chicago,
Madrid, or Paris has much more to do with unequal concrol over
the means of historical production than with the inherent objec-
tivity of a particular group of narrators. This does not suggest
that history is never honest buc rather char it is always confusing
because of ies constituting mixes.

If history is as messy as I chink it is for its subjects, the “real”
Columbus would have no final reading of the events he gener-
ated—cerrainly not ar the time of their occurrence. Genoese by
birth, Mediterranean by eraining, Caseilian by necessity, Cristo-
bal Colén had no final word on things much more trivial than his
landfall. He contradicted himself many times—much like ocher
historical actors, sometimes more than most. He left some blanks
on purpose; he left others because he did not know beteer; and yer
ochers because he could not do otherwise. In Columbus’s travel
journal, there is a description of the first sighting of land on
Thursday Ocrober 11, 1492. In his log entry for the day Colum-
bus hints aboue the tense evening, the long nighr that followed,
the first views of land at two in the morning. “At two hours after
midnight, land appeared, from which they were abour two
leagues distant. They hauled down the sails . . . passing time until
daylight Friday,” when they reached an isler and descended.””

There is no clear-cur milestone in the log.*® It was a messy
night—not Thursday any more, but not yer Friday. At any race,
there is no separate entry in Columbus’s journal for Friday, Octo-
ber 12, 1492,
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The Presence 1n the Past

hey came long before Columbus. For reasons we can only
guess, they had stopped in this arid land where their sole
sources of water were gigantic sinkboles nature had carved
into the limestone. Here, in the province of Chichén, they had built
ti‘beir temples between two of these wells. They had surveyed the skies
om these heights, master astronomers, aware of mathematical se-
erets that Europeans barely guessed. They were practiced warriors.
Most serihingly, they were devout. They had kepr one well for them-
selves and given to their gods the decp one with the green waters.

1 knew all these stories. T had done my homework before conting to
Maya land. Now, I wanted something real. Flunting, my eyes de-

scended the limestone walls eighty feet down into the well. This was
he Cenote of Sacrifice, the Sacred Well of Chichén Itad.

The seill green waters did not speak of war and murder. Not a ripple
of blood disturbed their cool surface. Here and there a dead leaf
ropped from the air far above, left a patch of darker green over the
nderground lake. But theve was no movement on the water suiface.
fere, the past was hidden by a verdant coat of silence.

1 conghed nervously, sweeping the water with niy binoculars. I was

1 search of evidence. I was eager to see a corpse, a skull, some bones,

141



any gruesome trace af history. But the belly of the earth uttered only
the echo of my cough.

Yet listory had to be there. Below the water, hundreds of corpses
melted into the earth—women, men, and children, many of them
thrown alive to deities now fargotten, for reasons now murkier than
the bottom of this well. Stories about these sacrifices spanned ar least
ten centuries. Scavengers of all sorts—colonisss, diplomats, warriors,
and archacologists—had unearthed the proofs bebind these narra-
tives. Still, I felt disappointed: theve was nothing here to touch, noth-
ing to sce except a dovmant green liquid.

I retvaced nry steps along the ancient path ro the central pyramid,
That, at least, seemed concrete, and 1 had not yer made the journey
ro the top. Up there, as in the well, history required bodily donations,
! had to pay my part of sweat for the encounter to be sincere. Stoically,
L climbed the staivs, all 354 of them, and I ventured into the ruins.
Inside, for a long time, I ran my fingers on the walls, probing myster- -
fes unresolved, longing for recognition. Bur as much as I was touched -
by the magnificence of the structure, I never came ro feel that I 'was -
tonching histary. { climbed down the pyramid, caveful not to look -
into the void, blaming myself for this failure to communicate witha °
past so magaificently close,

Muany exotic lands later, I understood better my trip to Chichén
Itzd. History was alive and [ had heard its sounds elsewhere. From
Rouen to Santa Fe, from Banghkok to Lishon, I had rouched ghosts
suddenly real, I had engaged people far remote in time and in space.
Distance was no barrier. History did not need to be mine i order to

engage me. It just needed o relate to someone, anyone, It could not

Just be The Past. It had to be someones past.

In my first trip to the Yucatan, I had failed to meet the peoples
whose past Chichén ftad was. I conld not resuscitare a single mathe
matician viewing the skies from the Caracol, a single sacrificial vic
tint pushed roward the green waters. And I knew even less then how |
to relate the Mayas of roday to the archirects of the pyramids. That,

142 Silencing the Past




o doubt, was my frult, my lack of tmagination, or a shortfall of eru-
dition. At any rate, I bad missed a vital connection to the present. {
+ had honored the past, but the past was nor history.

- Slavery in Disneyland

- The controversies abour EuroDisney had not yer faded when the
~'mammoth transnational revealed its plans for Disney’s America,
"2 new amusement park to be built in northern Virginia. Aware
- thar environmental and historical tourism are among the fastest
~growing branches of thar industry, Disney emphasized the histor-
i-.f'-'_ir:al themes of the park. Afro-American slavery was one of them.
Protests immediately erupted. Black acrivists accused Disney of
'f}féjtuming slavery into a tourist attraction. Others intimared that
ifﬁ:_-'white corporate rypes were not qualified to address the subject.
:_:{f'.jOthers wondered whether the subject should be addressed ac all.
?!_f{'Disney’s chief imageer tried to calm the public: acrivists need not
;?f_::':'__\.vorry, we guaraniee the exhibit to be “painful, disturbing and
;ﬁ';:f-‘agonizing.”

William Styron, a popular novelist, author of such best-sellers
as Sophies Choice and The Confessions of Nat Turner, denounced
" Disney’s plans in the pages of The New York Times." Styron,

whose grandmother owned slaves, asserted that Disney could
only “mock a theme as momentous as slavery” because “slavery
cannot be represented in exhibits.” Whatever the images dis-
played and the technical means deployed, the artifacts of cruelty
and oppression “would have ro be fraudulent” because they
would be inherently unable to “define such a stupendous experi-
ence.” The moral dilemmas of many whires and especially che
suffering of blacks would be missing from the exhibit, not be-
cause such experiences could not be displayed, but because their
very display would beger a cheap romanticism. Styron concluded:

‘At Disney’s Virginia park, the slave experience would permit vis-
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itors a shudder of horror before they turned away, smug and self-
exculparory, from a world that may be dead bue has not really
been laid 1o rest.”

When I first read these lines, T wished a practicing historian had
written them. Then it occurred to me that few historians could
have done so. Indeed, my second thought was for another novel-
ist writing about yert a third one.

Inastory often evoked in debaces abour authenticity, Jorge Luis
Borges imagines that a French novelist of the 1930s produces a
novel thatis word for word a fragmentary version of Don Quivote
de la Mancha. Borges insists: Pierre Ménard did not copy Don
Quixote, nor did he try to be Miguel de Cervantes. He rejected
the tempration to mimic both Cervantes’s life and style as too fac- _'
ile. He achieved his fear after many drafts, at the end of which his -
texewas the same as that of Cervantes.” Is that second novel a fake
“and why? s it, indeed, a “second” novel? Whar is the relationship

between Ménard'’s work and that of Cervantes?

Disney dropped its plans for the Virginia park, much less be- :
cause of the controversy about slavery than in reaction to other
kinds of pressure.? Scill, the plans for the park can be interpreted -
as a parody of Borges's parody. Indeed, read against one another,
the respective projects of the transnational and of Borges's fcti-
tious writer provide a pointed lesson about the fourth momentof

historical production, the moment of retrospective significance.’

Neither in the case of the park nor in thar of the book is empiri
cal exactitude a primary issue. Disney could gather all the rele
vant facts for its planned exhibits, juse as the words in Ménard’
final draft were exactly the same as those in Cervantes’s Don Qui
xote. Indeed, the Disney corporation flaunted its use of historians 5
as paid consultants—proaf, as it were, of its high regard for em |
pirical exacritude. The limitless possibility for errors remained '
bur, other things being equal, one could imagine a version of Dis-

ney’s America as empirically sound as the average history bool.
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Styron, who wrote a controversial novel about slavery, knows this.
He expresses concerns about empirical issues, but his emphasis is
elsewhere. Styron even admits, although reluctanty, char Disney
‘could duplicate the mood of the times. Modern imageers have
‘enough means to stage virrual reality. Yet Styron remains indig-
;_Ifnant and itis this indignation that helps him stir his way through
Ef_fm. previous objections toward a conclusion chat follows the tour-
;_ists until after they turn away.

'ff:'-'-Deconstruction’s most famous line may be Jacques Derrida’s
i{'sencence il ny a pas de hors-texte. How literally can we take the
claim thar there is no life beyond the texe? To be sure, we may
i_dec:c[c not to get out of the amusement park. We can argue that if
Disney’s imageers had produced the virtual reality of slavery, the
E‘iﬁﬂying tourist would have been projected in history. It would
_-imw: mattered little then, if that projection were a short or even
shore-sighted representation. Similarly, we may rell Borges that
the issue of auchenticity is irrelevant and that both novels are the
'j_same, however awkward chis phrasing. Yet if such answers are un-
_éﬁtisfactory, then, we need to get our the text(s) and look for life
Efter Disney. And, I would argue, getting out the rext enables us
also to ger out of the tyranny of the facts. The realizarion thar his- -
torical production is itself historical is the only way out of the -
falsc dilemmas posed by positivist empiricism and extreme
tfarmahsm

In the subtext of Styron's objections is a fundamental premise:
;‘Qiﬁncy's primary public was to be white middle-class Americans.
hey are the ones for whom the park was planned, if only because
their aggregare buying power makes cthem the prime consumers
'}}E'F.such historical displays. They are the ones most likely to have
piungcd into the fake agony of Disney's virtual reality. Styron
does not spell ouc this premise, expressed only through innuen-
d{}s. Perhaps he wants to avoid accusations of bending to “politi-

'l correctness.” Pechaps he wants to avoid the issue of collective
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white guile. He is careful to suggest, quite rightly in my view, that
the exhibit would have misrepresented the experiences of both
blacks and whites.

The value of a historical product cannot be debated without:
taking into account both the context of its production and the
context of its consumption.” [t may be no accident char this m
sight comes from a popular novelist in the pages of a mass marker
daily. At any rate, few academic historians would have set the

problem in thesc terms; for academic historians are trained to ne

glect the very acror that Styron or The New York Times cannot ig
nore, the public. The nature of that public is at the cenrer of Sty
ron’s objections.

To phrase the argument in these terms is immediately 1o rein
rroduce history or, better, to refuse to get out of it for the seraphi
comfore of the text or the immurable security of The Past, Styro
refuses ro separate the history of slavery from thar of the Unite
States atter the Civil War. He devotes just a few lines to the tim
after Union cavalry men invaded his grandmother’s plancation, to
the fatc of the ex-slaves, ro Jim Crow laws and the Ku Klux Klan
and ro illiteracy among blacks. He adds, almost in passing, cha
this post-slavery period is whar actually haunts him.

The time that elapsed between the demise of slavery and th
planning of the Virginia park shaped the meaning of Disney’
representation of slavery. Time here is not mere chronologica
continuiry. It is the range of disjointed moments, pracrices, and
symbols that thread the historical relations berween events and
narracive. Borges's Ménard makes this complex poinc in simple
terms: "It is not in vain thac three hundred years have passed
charged with the most complex happenings—among chem, o
mention only one, that same Don Quixore.”® We could parody
him furcher: it is not irrelevant that a century of complex occur
rences has passed in the United Scaces, while slavery hangs on as
an issuc. That U.S. slavery has both officially ended, yer contin-
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“tesin many complex forms—most notably institutionalized rac-
ism and the cultural denigration of blackness—makes its repre-
sentation particularly burdensome in the Unired States. Slavery
here is a ghost, both the past and a living presence; and the prob-
fem of hisrorical representation is how to represenc thar ghost,
something thar is and yet is not.

“I disagree, therefore, with Styron’s comment that the Holo-
caust Museum in Washingron is illuminating and thar displays
of slavery in Virginia would be obscene because of some inherent
difference in magnitude or complexity berween the two phenom-
ena described. That argument rests on the assumption of a fixed
past. Bur the cost accounting of historical suffering makes sense
only as a presence projected in the past. That presence (“look at
me now’ } and its projection (“I have suffered”) function together
%is a new exhibit for claims and gains in a changing present. Many
European Jews who condemn projects of parody at Auschwirz or
¢lsewhere in Poland, Germany, France, or the Sovier Union de-
ploy the same moral arguments thar Styron uses against mock
plancarions roday in Virginia.

Do displays of Jewish genocide run grearer risks of being ob-
scene in Poland than in Virginia? The illuminating value of the
Holocause Museum in Washington may be as much tied o the
current situation of American Jews as to the real bodies in and
around Auschwirz. Indeed, many Holocaust survivors are nor
sure that such a museum would be illuminating ar Auschwirz it-
self. The crux of the marrer is the here and now, the relations be-
veen the evenrs described and rheir public represenrarion in a
specific historical contexr,

These relations debunk the myth of The Past as a hxed reality
atid the related view of knowledge as a fixed content. They also
force us to look at the purpose of this knowledge. Whar is scary
bout tourist atrracrions representing slavery in the United States

isriot so much thar the tourists would learn the wrong faces, but
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racher, that touristic representations of the faces would induce
r - LE 1 ZE_Z'

among them the wrong reaction. Obviously, the word “wrong™
has different meanings here. It denotes inaccuracy in the frst
case. In the second, it suggests an immoral or, ar least, unauthen- ¢
tic behavior.
Cascardi suggests that “authenticity is not a type or degree oF
knowledge, but a relationship to whar is known.”” To say that:

“whart is known” must include the present will seem self-evident,

but it may be less obvious thar historical authenticity resides not
in the Adelity to an alleged past bur in an honesty vis-a-vis the
present as it re-presents thar past. When we imagine Disney’s.
project and visualize a line of white rourists munching on chew-
ing gum and fatry food, purchasing rickers for the “painful, dis-.
turbing and agonizing” experience promised by television ads, we:
are not into The Past. And we should not ask these tourists to be.
truc to that past: they were not responsible for slavery. What is'
obscene in that image is not a relarion to The Past, but the dis-
honesty of that relacion as it would happen in our present. Th:;
trivialization of slavery—and of the suffering it caused—inheres:
in that present, which includes both racism and representations’
of slavery. lronically, a visit by a Klan member actively promoting.
racial inequality would have stood a betrer chance of authenticity.
Ac least, it would nert have crivialized slavery.

One understands why many practicing historians kepr silent’
The denunciation of slavery in a presentist mode is easy. Slavery.
was bad, most of us would agree. But, presentism is by definition:
anachronistic. To condemn slavery alone is the easy way out, a
trivial as Pierre Ménard’s first attempt to become Cervante
What needs to be denounced here to restore auchenricity is muc
fess slavery than the racist present within which represencation
of slavery are produced. The moral incongruence stems from th
uneasy overlap of the two sides of historicity.

Not surprisingly, survivors of all kinds are more likely than his
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~torians to denounce these trivializations. Thus, Vidal-Naquer
- warns us thas if Holocausrt narratives, even if empirically correct,
“lose their relationship to the living present, Jews and perhaps
“-non-Jews would have suffered a moral defear, and Holocaust sur-
f{-ivivors would have been returned symbolically to the camps.
{.j'-:'_Pif:rre Weill approves in different terms: There is no purpose to
- the speeches and banners that marked che fiftieth celebration of
j-f_;"Auschwitz's liberarion by Soviet croops. The ceicbrations were a
ff.f':fvzlin effort by state officials throughout the West o commemorate
:E_?-:E',Ian impossible anniversary.

- Survivors carry history on themselves, as Vidal-Naquer well
-i:'.:_'-_-imows. Indeed, a key difference berween U.S. slavery and the Eu-
~ropean Holocaust is that no former slaves are alive today in the
f':-';:l}_'}Unitr:d States. This physical embodiment, a historical relation
::;_;._'Z_E'Carried on the self, is crucial to Vidal-Naquert’s distinction be-

tween history and memory. Thus, Vidal-Naguet wosries about

“representations of the Holocaust once his generation is gone. But
we should be careful not to push too far the distincrion berween
various kinds of survivors. Weill, indeed, refuses to do so: As long
as every living Jew, “regardless of age,” remains an Auschwirz sur-
‘viver, one cannort celebrate the liberarion of Auschwicz.”

We are back into this present chat we thought we could escape
after the death of the lasc man.” It is from within this presenc that
survivors, actors, and fellow narrators are asking us: what for?
The meaning of history is also in its purpose. Empirical exacti-
iide as defined and verified in specific context is necessary to his-
arical production. But empirical exactitude alone is not enough,
{istorical representations—be they books, commercial exhibits
r public commemorations—cannot be conccived only as vehi-
les for the transmission of knowledge. They must establish some
elation to that knowledge. Further, not any relarion will do. Au-
henticity is required, lest the representation becomes a fake, a

morally repugnant specracle.
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By authenticity, I do not mean a mere simulacrum, a remake of
Columbus’s caravels, a mock battle on an anniversary or an exact -
model of a slave plantation. Neicher do 1 mean a plunge into The
Past. For how far can we plunge without trying to become Miguel -
de Cervantes in the way thar Ménard first tried and found cheap
and too casy? To be sure, injustices made o previous generarions
should be redressed: they affect the descendants of the victims.
But the focus on The Past often diverts us from the present injus- -
tices for which previous generations only set the foundartions.  ©

From that viewpoint, the collective guilt of some white liberals
toward “the slave past” of the United States, or the “colonial past’
of Europe can be both misplaced and inauthentic. As a response
to current accusacions, it is misplaced inasmuch as these individ- -
uals are not responsible for the actions of their chosen ancesrors.

As a self-inflicted wound, it is comfortable inasmuch as it pro-

tects them from a racise present.

Indeed, none of us today can be true ro Afro-American slav-

ery—wherther for or against it—as we can be true to ongoing
practices of discrimination. Similarly, individuals in che Old
World or in Latin America reday cannot be true or false to a colo-
nialism they did not live. Whar we know about slavery or about
colonialism can--should, indeed—increase our ardor in the
struggles against discrimination and oppression across racial and
national boundaries. Bur no amount of historical research abour
the Holocause and no amount of guilt abour Germany's past can
serve as a substitute for marching in the sereets against German
skinheads roday. Forrunarely, quite a few prominent German hi
rorians understand thar much.

Authenticity implies a relation with what is known that dupli-
- cates the two sides of historicity: it engages us both as actors and
narrators. Thus, authenricity cannot reside in artitudes roward 2
discrete past kepr alive through narratives. Whether it invokes,’
claims, or rejects The Past, authenticicy obrains only in regard ro:
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current pracrices that engage us as witnesses, actors, and com-
mentators-—including practices of historical narrarion, Thar the
foundations of such practices were set by our precursors with the
added value of their respective power is an inherent effect of che
historicity of the human condition: none of us starcs with a clean
slate. But the historicity of the human condition also requires
that practices of power and domination be renewed. It is that
renewal that should concern us mast, even if in the name of our
pasts. The so-called legacies of past horrors—slavery, colonial-
ism, or the Holocaust—are possible only because of that renewal.
And thar renewal occurs only in the present. Thus, even in rela-

tion to The Past our authenticity resides in the struggles of our

present. Only in thas present can we be true or false to the past

ve choose ro acknowledge.

-If authenticity belongs ro the present, academic historians—

and quite a few philosophers— may have lured themselves into a

corner. The rraditions of the guild, reinforced by a positivist phi-

osophy of history, farbid academic historians to position them-
selves regarding the present. A fetishism of the facts, premised on
an antiquated model of the nacural sciences, still dominates his-
ory and the other social sciences. It reinforces the view thar any
conscious positioning should be rejecred as ideological. Thus, the
historian's position is officially unmarked: it is that of the nonhis-
orical observer,

The effects of this stance can be quite ironic. Since historical

contraversies often revolve on relevance

and therefore, ar least

n part, on the positioning of the observer—academic historians
end to keep as far away as possible from the historical controver-
s that most move the public of the day. In the United Staces, a
ew have intervened in the historical debates thar made news in
he early 1990s: the alleged role of Jews as slave owners, the Holo-
ust, the Alamo, the Smithsonian exhibits on the American West

d on Hiroshima, or the Virginia park project.’® But many more
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qualified hiscorians have kept public silence on these and similar .
issucs. That silence even extends to debares abour the national -

standards for history thar academics seem to have abandoned to

pundics and peliticians.

To be sure, the distance between scholarly and public discourses
in the United States is extreme when compared, for instance, with
the situation in France or in Germany.!! American scholars have
largely abandoned the role of public intellectual ro pundirs and
entertainers. Bur the U.S. excreme tells us somerhing abour the
continuum to which it belongs. At the heart of the noninvelve-
ment of U.S. historians is the guild’s rradicional accachment to
the fixity of pastness.

Professional historians have made good use of the creation of
che past as a distinct entity, a creation that paralleled the growth
of their own practice.'” Thar practice, in turn, reinforced the be-
lief that made it possible. The more historians wrote about past
worlds, the more The Past became real as a separare world, Buras
various crises of our times impinge upon identities thought to be
long established or silent, we move closer to the ¢ra when profes-
sional historians will have to pesition themselves more clearly
within the present, lest politicians, magnates, or ethnic leaders
alone write history for them.

Such positions need not be fixed, nor should they imply the
ideological manipulation of empirical evidence. Pracricing histo-
rians who advocare a history aware of its purpose— from the pres-
entists of the first half of this century ro the leftists of the 1970s
never suggesied such manipulation.'? Most of these advocates;
however, assumed the possibility of either an unambiguous narm—‘.j
tive, or of an unambiguous present. With varying degrees of certi-
tude, they envisioned that narratives abour the past could exposéf
with urmost clarity positions solidly anchored in the present. We
now know that narrarives are made of silences, not all of which:
are deliberate or even perceptible as such within the time of ¢heit
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- production. We also know thar the present is itself no clearer than
the past.

Nane of these discoveries entails an absence of purpose. They
cerrainly do not entail an abandonment of the search and defense
" of values that distinguish the intellectual from a mere scholar,!
Positions need not be erernal in order to justify a legitimare de-
fenac. To miss this point is to bypass the historicity of the human
~condition. Any search for eterniry condemnins us o the impossible
choice between fiction and positivist truth, berween nthilism and
3_.21;'-'fundamcntaiism, which are two sides of the same coin. As we
“move through che end of the millenium, ir will be increasingly
_tempting to seek salvation by faith alone, now that most deeds
“seem ro have failed.

Bur we may want to keep in mind char deeds and words are not

~as distinguishable as we often presume. History does not belong
“only to its narrators, professional or amareur. While some of us

~.debate whar history is or was, others rake it in cheir own hands.
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was looking for Columbus, but I knew that he wonld ns
be there. Down by the shore, Port-au-Prince exposed i
wounds to the sun; and Harry Truman Boulevard, once th
most beautiful street of Haiti, was now a patchwork of potholes.

The boulevard was buils for the bicentennial celebration of Port
au-Lrince, which Truman helped finance right between his launch
ing of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization and the start of th
Korean War. Now, it looked like 4 war zone with no memory of th
celebrations of which it had been the center. Only a few of the statue;
erected for the occasion remained. Its fountains had dried up nder
two Duvaliers. Its palm trees had shrunk as had Haiti itself.

L turned in front of the French Institute, a living monument to rbé
impact of French culture on the Haitian elites, and drove toward the
U.S. embassy, a center of power of a different order. Above a monis
tain of sandbags, a helmered black G.I. watched nonchalantly as .rf
crawd of balf-naked boys bathed in a puddle left by yesterday's mz'n'._:';f
He had probably come with the occupying forces that helped F'.‘.’.ffﬂféi
President Jean-Bertrand Avistide to power in 1994, The story 1 wa:
looking for went back to nine years earlier. I drove by,

I stopped the car at safe enough distance Sfrom the embassy an
started a slow walk on the boulevard, On the buildings around t)




post office, conflicting graffittis asked the U.S. forces both to stay and
" 1o go home. 1 spotted a statue lying bebind a fence across the street. A
* peddiing artist stood next to it, selling paintings and erafis. I greered
- the man and asked him if he knew where the statue of Christopher
o Columbus was.

I bad vagie PIEIIOYLES of that statue. on /y remembered ifs existence

fram my adolescent wanderings. The few images I could summnron
Ccame from Graham Greenes “The Comedians.” It was under the
watchfil eyes of Columbus that the heroes of that story, later played
by Richard Burton and Elizabeth Taylor, consummated their illicit
love. But the bust on the grass was no Columbus. The painter con-
firmed wy doubts. “No,” he said, “this is a statue of Charlemagne
Piralte.”

- Péralte was the leader of a nationalist army that fought the first oc-
enpation of Haiti by the United States in the 19205, From the pic-
tures the Marines took of rim after they had crucified him on a door,
[lnew that he was a thin dark man. The bust on the grass was visibly
that of a white male, rather stocky. “You're sure this is Péralte?” |
asked again. “Sure is Péralte,” replied the painter. I moved closer and
read the inscription. The sculpture was a bust of Harry Truman.
“Where is the Columbus one?” I asked.

5 don’t know. I am not from Port-au-Prince,” replied the man.
Maybe it is the one that used to be near the water.”

I walked to the place he indicated. No statue was ro be found. The
edestal was still theve, but the sculpture itself was missing. Someone
id inscribed on the cement: “Charlemagne Péralte Plaza.” Truman
ud become Péralte and Péralte had replaced Columbus,

Istood there for another half hour, asking each passerby if they knew
vhat had happened to the Columbus statue. I knew the story: I was
1t Port-au-Prince when Columbus disappeared. T just wanted con-
rination, a test of how public memory warks and how bistory rakes
fmpe in a conytry with the lowest literacy rate on this side of the
tantic.

i
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L was almost veady 1o give up when a young man recapped for me
the events I had first heard about in 1986. In that year, ar the fall
of Jean-Clande Duvalier’s dictatorship, the nost miserable people of
Haitis capiral bad taken to the streets. They had thrown their anger
at every monument that they associated with the dictatorship. A
number of statues had been broken into pieces; others were simply re- _f;f
moved from their bases. This was how Truman came to find himself
on the grass.

Columbus had a different fate, for reasons still unknown to me.
Perbaps the illiterate demonstrators associared his name with colo-

niglism. The mistake, if mistake theve was, is understandable: the
word “kolon” in Haitian means both Colwmbus and a colonist. Per--
haps they associated hin with the ocean from which he came. At any’
rare, when the angry crowd from the neighboring shanty towns rolled
down the Harry Truman Boulpvard, they rook the statue of Colum
bus, removed it from its pedestal, and dumped it into the sea.
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':{:f_j The Power of the Story

I Theories of history that have generated so many debates, models, and
“schools of thought since at least the early nincteenth century have been the object
:f;'_f_ofa number of studies, anthologies, and summaties. See Henri-Irénée Marreu, De
b Comnaissance historigue {Laris: Seuil, 1975 [1954}); Pacrick Gardiner, ed., The
Philgsaphy of History (Oxford: Oxfard University Press, 1974); William Dray, On
"'Hfsrm:y and Philosephers of History {Leiden, New York: Brill, 1989}; Robert Nov-
‘tek, That Noble Dream: The “Objectivity Question” and the American Historical
Prafession (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1988). My trust here is that
oo many conceptualizations of history tend to privilege one side of historicity

wer the other; that most debates abour the nature of history, in turn, spring from
ne or another version of this ong-sidedness; and that this one-sidedness ttself is
ossible because most theories of histary are buile wichour much aciention o the

process of production of specific historical narratives.

“Many writers have tried ro chart a course between the two poles described here.
A number of broken lines from the Marx of Fighteenth Brumaire, 1o the work of
can Chesnaux, Mare Ferro, Michel de Certeau, David W. Cohen, Ranajit Guha,
Krzysztof Pomian, Adam Schaff, and Tzveran Todarov erisscross this baok, not
thways through the mechanical means of citations. See Jean Chesneaux, Dur Passé
aisons table rase (Paris: F. Maspero, 1976); David W, Cohen, The Combing of His-
tary (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1994); Michel de Cerreau, L'Ecriture
de Fhistoire (Paris: Gallimard, 1973); Marc Ferro, L'Histoire sous surveiflance
{Paris: Calmann-Lévy, 1985); Ranajit Guha, “The Prose of Counter Insurgency.”
Subaltern Studies, vol. 2, 1983; Kar) Marx, The Eighreenth Brumaire of Louss Bouna-
p'rzml'\(‘l-.ondon: G. Allen & Unwin, 1926); Krzyszeof Pomian, L'Owdre due remps
(Parts: Gallimard, 1984); Adam Schaff, History and Truth (Oxford: Pergamon




Press, 1976); Tzveran Todorov, Les Morales dv Phistoire {Paris: Bernard Grasser,

1591).
2 Tadarav, les Morales, 129136,

3 Hayden White, Aletabistory: The Histarical Tmaginarion [n Ninereenth-
Century Europe (Baltimore: The Johns Floplins University Press, 1973); Tropics of
Disconrse: Essays in Culrural Criticism (Baltimore: The Johns Hoplins University

Press, 1978} The Contenr af the Forin: Narrative Disconrse and Historie Representa- -
tioy (Baliimere: The johns Hopkins Universicy Press, 1987). :

¢ In tact, cach narrative must renew this cliim owice. From the viewpoint of .
its immediate producer(s), the narrative makes a claim to lnowledge: thar which
is said to have happened is said to be knewn ro have happened. Every historian
delivers a narrative with a certificace of authenticiry, however qualified. From che
viewpoint of its audience, the historical narracive must pass a test of acceprance, |

which reinfarces the claim to knowledge: char which is said 10 have happened is
believed to have happened.

3 See Tadorov, Les Morales, 130~169, for a discussion of the differences be-
tween fiction, fake, and historical writing and on various kinds of trurh clairms.
See also chap. 3, below, on auzhenticity.,

6 Pomian, L'Ordre du temps, 109-111,

7 Evidensials are grammaticalized constructions through which speakers ex-
press their commitment to a proposition in light of the available evidence. See Da-
vid Cryseal, A Dictianary of Linguistics and Phonetics, 3d ed, (Oxford: Basil Black-
well, 1991), 127, For example, che difference in epistemnic modalicy between a
witness and a non-witness could be a grammaricalized requirement.

& Arjun Appadurai, “The Past as a Scarce Resaurce,” Man 16 (1981): 201
219.

& For updates on that discussion, see Paula Brown and Donald . Tuzin, edi
tors, The Ethuography of Caunibalisin {Washingron, D.C.: Society for Psychologi
cal Anthropology, 1983); Peter Hulme, Colonial Encounters (Landon and Ney
York: Methuen, 1986); and Philip P. Boucher, Cannitial Fucounters (Baltimore
The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1992).

10 Ralph W. Steen, Texas: A Story of Progress {Austin: Srecle, 1942), 182: Adrian

N. Andersan and Ralph Wooster, Texas and Texans (Austin: Sreck-Vaughn,
1978), 171,
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11 This partial list of dispured “facts” and my understanding of the Alamo con-
iroversy are based on oral and wrirten sources. Research assistant Rebecen Ben-
neue conducred phone interviews with Gail Loving Barnes of the Daughters of
the Republic of Texas and Gary J. {Gabe} Gabeharr of the Inter-Tribal Council.
Thanks to both of them, as well as Carlos Guerra, for their cooperation, Written
sources include articles in local newspapers (especially the Sin Antonio Express
SNews, which publishes Guerra’s column): Carlos Guerra, “Is Booty Hidden Near
the Alamo?” San Aweonin Light, 22 Auguse 1992; Carlos Guerra, "You'd Think Al

Alamo Saviors Loak Alike,” San Anronio Express News, 14 February 19945 and

“Robert Rivard, “The Growing Debate Over che Shrine of Texas Liberty,” San Au-
tonio Express News, 17 March 1994, They include also academic journals: Edward
Tabor Linenthal, “A Reservoir of Spiritual Power: Patriotic Faith at the Alamo in
the Twentieth Century,” Smurbwesrern Historical Quarterly 91 (4) (1988): 509-
31 Stephen L. Hardig, “The Félix Nufiez Account and the Siege of the Alamo: A
Critical Appraisal,” Southwestern Historical Quarterfy 94 (1990): 65-84; as well
as the concroversial book— jeff Long, Duel of Eagles: The Mexican and the U.5.
ight far the Alame (New York: William Morrow, 1990},

12 Arthur A. Butz, *The International ‘Foloecaust” Controversy,” The Jorrua!
“of Historical Review {n.d.): 5-20; Robert Faurisson, " The Problem of the Gas
Chambers,” Journal of Histarical Review (1980).

13

Autres essais sur le révisionnfsme {Paris: La Découverte, 1987); Jean-Claude

Pierre Vidal-Naquet, Les Assassins de la mémaire: "Un Eichmani de papier” et

Pressac, Les Crématoires o Auschieiez: La machineric de menrtre de smasse (Paris:
CNRS, 1993); Debarah E. Lipstadt, Denying the Holocaust: The Growing Assault
1 Truth and Memory (New York: The Free Press, 1993); Faurisson, “The Problem
of the Gas Chambers™; Mark Weber, “A Prominent Historian Wrestles with a Ris-
mg Revisionism,” Journal of Historical Reviewr 11 (3) (1991): 353-359.

The differences beeween these reburtals offer lessons in historical stracegies.
Pressac’s book faces head-on rhe revisionist’s challenge co ereac the Holocaust as
ay other historical controversy and to deal with the facts and jusc che faces. lois
e most “academic” in an old-fashioned way. Almost three-hundred feotnates of
archival references, numerous pictures, graphs, and rables document che massive
eath machinery set up by che Nazis. Lipstadt takes the position that there should
¢ no debare on “facts,” because such delate legicimizes revisionism; but she en-
_:gégcs the revisionists polemically on their political motivations, which scems to
ie no less legitimizing and requires numerous allusions w empirical conrrover-
iés. Vidal-Nagquet consciously rejects the proposition that debates an “facts™ and
dealogy are mutually exclusive. Although he avoids name-calling, he continu-
“susly expresses his moral outrage not only ar the revisionist narrative but ac the
lolocaust. There would be no revisionism if there was no Holocaust. This strat-
gy leaves him room for bath a methodological and political critique of revision-
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ism, and for empirical challenge on the “facts™ he chooses to debare. Vidal-Naquet
also avoids the trap of Jewish exceptionalism, which could easily lead to a view of
history as revenge and justify use and misuse of the Holocaust narrative; Ausche
witz cannot explain Chabra and Chacila,

{4 Asnoted, there are wide variations in the views expressed by the revisionists,
but the fast fifteen years have seen a shift toward a more academic stance, o which
I'shall recurn. :

15 White, The Contenr of Farur.

16 See Hayden White, “Historical Emplotment and the Problem of Truth,” i :
Probing the Limits of Representation, S. Friendlander, ed., (Berkeley: University of ¢
Califarnia Press, 1992), 3753, :

I7 H. Ebbinghaus, Memory: A Courriburion ro Experimental Pspchology (New
Yorl: Dover, 1964 [1885]); A. J. Cascardi, "Remem bering,” Rerienr af Metaphysic
38 {1984): 275-302; Henry L. Roediger, "Implicic Memory: Retention Witlious
Rcmcmhuring,” Aaerican P{m:;").*}fngfst 45 (1990): 1043-1056; Robin Green and
David Shanks, “On the Existence of Independent Explicit and Implicit Learning
systems: An Examination of Some Evidence,” Memory and Coagnition 21 {1993}
304-317; D. Broadbent, “tmplicit and Explicit Knowledge in the Conrrol of
Comptex Systems,” Britisly Journal of Pychology 77 (1986G): 33-50; Daniel L.
Schackrer, "Understanding Memory: A Cognitive Neuroscience Approach,”
American Psycholpgist 47 {1992): 559-569; Elizabeth Loftus, “The Reality of R
pressed Memories,” American Psycliologisr 48 (1993): 518537,

18 U5 higures do not include the colony of Lousiana. For the narrative and
sources behind these estimates, see Philip Curtin, 7he Atlinric Slave Trade: A Cen-
sus {Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, [969). Partial updates of Currin’s
hgures on exports from Africa do not invalidare the general picture he provides
for impuorts throughour the Americas. '

19 Robert William Fagel and Stanley L. Engerman, Time ou the Cross: The Eep’
nomtics of American Negro Slavery (Boston: Livde, Brown, 1974); B, W, ["iigm;m,";
Slave Populutions af the Brivish Caribbean, 1807-1834 (Baltimore: The Johns'
Hopkins Universicy Press, 1984); Ira Berlin and Philip 3. Morgan, eds., Cultin
sion and Crlrure: Labor aud the Shaping of Life in the Americas (Charlotresville:
The University Press of Virginia, 1993); Robert William Fogel, Withous Consent
ar Contriacr: The Rise and Fafl of American Stavery {New York: W. W, Norton,"
1989).

20 W.E. B, Du Bois, Some Efforss af American Negroes for Their Own Secial Bet
termene {Arlanta: The Adane University Press, 1898): Black Reconstruction i
America: An Fssay Toward u Hisrory of the Pare Which Black Foll Played in the Ar
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empt to Reconstruct Demoeracy in America, 1860-1880 (New York: Russell and
"ﬂusscfl 1962); Eric Foner, Reconstruction: America’s Unfinished Revolurion, 1863

877 (New York: Harper & Row, 1988),

! E.pg.. Du Bois, Black Recoustruction; Edward Franklin Frazier, Black
Bourgevisie (Glencoe: Free Press, 1957); Melville §. Herskovits, 7he Myth of the
Negro Past (Boston: Beacon Press, 1990 {1941]); Gunnar Myrdal, An Aweerican
Dilenima: The Negro Problemn and Modern Democracy {New York, London:
‘Harper & Bros. 1944).

93

Paul Riceeur rightly notes thar bath the logical positivists and their adver-
saries launched and sustained their long debare on the nacure of historical kaowl-
edge with Bietle avention w the actual practice of historians. Paul Ricocur, Fime
dand Narvative, vol. 1, trans. Kathleen Mclaughlin and David Pellauer {Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 1984), 95. Ricoeur himselfuses abundantly the work
of academic historians from Europe and the United States. Other recent wriers
also make use of past and current historical worls, with various degrees of empha-
sts on particular schools or countries, and with various digressions on the relarion-
ship between the development ot history and that of other institutionalized lorms
f kaowledge. See De Cerreau, L'Eeritures Frangeis Furer, Lidrelicr de Phistoire
(I"am Flammarion, 1982); Joyce Appleby, Lynn Hunt, and Margaret Jacob, 7&//-
ing the Trrh abour Histery (New York: W. W, Norton, 1994). Such werks bring
theory closer to the ohservation of actual practice, but is historical production
limited vo the practice of professional historians? First, from a phenomenologist’s

viewpoint, one could argue that all human beings have a pre-themaric awareness
of history that funcrions as background for their experience of the sacial process.
See David Carr, Time, Nurrative, and History (Bloomington: Indiana University
Press, 1986), 3. Second, and more impertant for our purposes here, narrative his-
tory itself is not preduced only by professional historians. See Colien, 7he Comb-
)"'g of History; Ferro, L'Histaire sous surveillance: Paul Tiwmpscm, The fh’:}rz}}f We
1 ive By (London and New York: Routledge, 1990).

'S Fervo, L' Ffistofre sous surveillance.,

o Dorethy Ross, The Origins of American Social Science (Camb ridge and New
drk: Cambridge University Press, 1994).

5
'_b]ogmp]!}n Bur his historical signihcance remained limired until the television
ries and John Wayne's 1960 movie, The Alama, made him a national figure.

Crocket himself contributed to his perception as hero, starting with his au-

" Remarkable exceptions, each in its own way, are Cohen's The Combing,
Ferro S\L“‘H:srrmc’ sous surveiflance, and de Cerceau’s L'Ecriture de Uhistoire.

Indeed, most of the times that the word “history” will be used henceforth,
it will be used primarily with thac meaning in mind. | reserve the words sociohis-
rical pracess for the other pare of the distinction.

N
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28 llabel the occupants of such and ather scrucrural pasitions agenss wo indican
ar the onset a rejection of the structure/agency dichotomy. Strucrural positions an
bath enabling and limiting,

28 Sce Alain Touraine, Le Retour de Pactour (Paris: Gallimard, 1984), 14-15.

30 | expand here an W. G. Runciman, A4 Treatise o Social Theary, vol, It The
Methodulogy of Secial Theory (Cambridge: Cambridge University I'ress, 1983),
31-34,

31 Fervo, L'Hfstotre sous surveitlance; Marshall Sahlins, Historical Metaphors and
Myshical Realities: Strucesre in Farly Histary of the Sunduwich Ishands Kingdom (Ann
Arber; University af Michigan Press, 1981); Hélene Carrére d’Encausse, La Gloine
des narions, on, la Jin de Deanpire soviérigue (Paris: Fayard, 1990); Francis Fakuy-
ama, The End of History and the Last Man (New York: Free Press, 1992); William:
E. Lewis, “Telling America’s Story: Narrative Form and the Reagan Presidency,”
Quarterly feurnal of Speech 73 (1987): 280-302. :

32 Michel Foucaulr, *On Power” {original interview with Pierre Boncenne,’
1978) in Michel Foucaulr, Palirics, Philosoply, Culture. hiterviews and Other Writ--
sngs, ed, Lawrence D. Krirzman (New York and Londen: Routledge, 1988}, 103

33 Oral history does nor escape that law, excepr that in the case of oral transmis
sion, the momenr of fact creation is continually carried over in the very bodies o
the individuals who partale in thar transmission. The somree is alive,

2 The Three Faces of Sans Souci

4 T have not done fieldwork on che aral history of Sans Souci, | suspecr that
theze is much more in the oral archives that this summary, which encapsulates

anly “popular” knowledge in the area as filtered through the routine performances
of the guides. '

2 Karl Ritter, Narurbistorische Reise el der westindischen fusel Hayzi (Stur
gare: Hallberger'fche Bcrl;lgslmndlung. 1836), 77; Jehn Candler, Brief Natices of.
Haitiz with its Conditions, Resources, and Praspecrs (Landon: Thames Ward, 1842
jonathan Brown, 7he History and Present Condition of St. Danringa (Philadelphia
W. Marshall, 1837), 186; Prince Sanders, ed., Haytian Papers, A Collection of th
lery Iuteresting Proclaomations (London: Printed for W. Reed, 1816); Aimé Cég
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aite, La Tragédie duroi Christophe (Paris: Présence Africaine, 1963); Alejo Carpen-
tier, The Kingdom of This World (New York: Alfred A Koept, 1983 [1949])
Pompée Valentin Baron de Vastey, An Essay on the Causes of the Revolution and
Civil Wars of Hayti (Exeter: printed at the Western Luminary Office, 1923
1819)), 137.

-3 Cited in Themas Madion, Histoire d'Haizi, tome 11: 1799~1803 (Porc-au-
Prince: Editions Henri Deschamps, 1989 [18471), 172-73.

Jean Baptiste Romain idensifies a coffee area named Sans Souci in colonial
.{'Iimcs between what is now Vallizres and Mombin-Crochu, more than forty kilo-
“‘meters seutheast of Milot. Currently, Sans Souci refers not only to the Milot pal-
“ace, but also ta a rural area of a fow hundred inhabitancs, around Bois Laurence in
5}'::; the commune of Mombin, Jean-Baptiste Ranain, Nowms de lieux dépogue coloniale
“en Haith, Essai sur la roporyniie du Nord i usage des étudiants {Port-au-Prince: Im-
'f.fi_'prim::rie de 'Ecar, 1960).

-5 Gros, Récit historique sur les événements (Paris: De I'Imprimerie Parent,
+1793), 12-14.

6 Jehn K. Thornton, “African Soldiers in the Haizian Revolutian,” The Jour-
_3.';_?1:1!nfCrrribée:m History 25, nos. 1, 2 (1991): 58-80.

? Claude B. Auguste and Marcel B. Augusre, Lexpédition Leclere, 18011803
-f:'_-(I’art-uu-Princn:: Imprimerie Henri Deschamps, 1986), 189, ltalics mine. There
ﬂf;"was a long-standing animosity between Christophe and Sans Souci, the cause of
“which remains unknown. The French intended to make full use of this personal
~conflict to set Christophe against Sans Souci; but Chsistophe disappointed them,
“showing licde enchusiasm in this fest campaign. See Frangois Joseph Pamphile,
'\’ icomte de Lacroix, Mémoires pour servir & Ihistaive de fa révolurion de Saine-
Domingue, 2 vols. (Paris: Piller Ainé, 1819), 220-221.

Auguste and Auguste, Lexpédirion Leclerc, 188-198,

(" French general Pamphile de Lacroix, a veteran of the Saint-Domingue expe-
dition, later nored in his memoirs his surprise at Sans Sauei’s military effective-
Thess, Christaphe himself came close 1o suggesting thar if the colonial troops had
used guerilla tactics similar o those of Sans Souci they would not have last the
first phase of the war against the French. Lacroix, Ménaires, 219, 228,

i 0 Laura V. Monti, 4 Calendar of the Rochambean Papers of the University of
-ch’r;ridrr\}}iQr.f:rifs (Gainesville: University of Florida Libraries, 1972)
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{1 To chim otherwise would be to suggest that a “source” can be “the thing”
itself, which is nonsensc. Because facrs are not “things” (they cannar be asserted

only-—if at all——on ontologial grounds), sources are always abour something
CISC.

12 Even scholars who can hardly be accused of empiricism sometimes come -
close to equating a “new” history with a turn toward new objects defined in terms :
of their content-marter, See Jacques Le Goffand P. Nora, eds., Faire de Uhistaire, -
vols. 2, 3 (Paris: Galtimard, 1974). To be fair to Le Goff, Nara ecal., most French
historians have learned since the 19505 char the historical subject is constructed.
That was, in retraspect, the epistemological lesson of the hiscorians associated
with the French hiseorical journal, dnnales. Thar the turn ta new abjects was
translated by many in the Anglo-Saxon tradition 1s an empirical discovery is nev-
ertheless telling.

13 E.g., Krzysziof Pomian, 2'Ordre du renips (Parist Gallimard, 1984); David
Cars, Time, Narrative and History (Bloomingron: Indjana Untversity Press, 1986),

14  W.H. Dray, “Narration, Reduction and the Uses of History,” in David Car,
William Deay, Theodore Geraers, La Philosophie de histoire et la pratigue his
tarierne d anjourd huilPhitosophy of History and Comtemporary Histiography (Or-
tawa: University of Qeeawa Press, 1982), 203. This disrinction is similar to that -
between descriprion and narration. I am not very keen en either of these divisions °
when phrased in terms of contents, oreven in terme of organizarion. A list withour
A point is nor an easy ane t make. | admir, bowever, an irreducible distance be
tween the viewpoint of the chronicler as wieness and acror, and che viewpoint of
the narrator as storybuilder. That distance reflects the ambiguous mix of the two
sides of historicity. Second, the distinction in rerms of viewpoints allow us to dis-
tinguish between narrator and author as potentially different voices (Pomian,
L'Ordre du Temps). For a critique of the possibilicy of an ideal chronicler, see Paul
Roch, “Narrative Explanations: The Case of History," Histary and Theory XXVII
(1988): 1-13, and pp. 51, 55 below.

15 B.W. Higman, Slre Populutions af the British Caribibean, 1807—1 834 (Bal-
timore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1984),

16 Emile Benveniste, Le Vocabulaire des institutions indo-européeies (Paris: Mi-

nuic, 1969), 143.
17 Michel de Certeau, LEcriture de lhistoire (Paris: Gallimard, 1973), 20-21.
18  The difference duplicates somewhar thac of the viewpoint between chroni

cler and narrator. While sources remain close ta the material traces of participa
tian, archives already condition facts toward narracives,
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19 The history of the Rochambeau Papers is itself an archival story full of si-
lences, They were brought by the University of Florida from Satheby, but how
they came to Sotheby remains a mystery: chere is no record of provenance (Monti,
- Rochambean Papers, 4). Some Haitians suggest that che appropriarion of the pa-
£ pers by whomever Sotheby was acting for could very well be 2 case study of the

‘quite concrete effeces of differential power in the internarional marker for doc-
‘uments.

0 E.g.. Gros, Récir J’J:'.;rrm'qne; de Lacraix, Mémosres: Beaubrun Ardouin,
= Etuddes sur Dhistoire d'Hasti (Port-au-Prince: Frangois Dalencaurt, 1958); Hubert

Cole, Christaphe, King of Huaiti (New York: Viking, 1967); Jacques Thibau, Le
Temps de Sai ni-Domingue: Lesclavage er b vévolution frangaise (Pacis: J. C. Lartes,

1989).

+ 21 Acone point during the war within the war, he rold the French that he would
surrender only if they expelled Christophe, a propasition a French wicness refers
“taas a “pretexe.” de Lacroix, Mémaires, 220,

222 Monti, Rochambean Papers.

Auguste and Auguste, Lexpédition Leclerc,

=24 Michel-Rolph Trouillot, 77 difé boulé sou istoua Ayier (New York: Koleksion
“Lakansi¢l, 1977).

25 Flénock Trouillot, fe gouvernement du Roi Mewei Christophe (Porr-au-
“Prince: Imprimerie Centrale, 1972), 29,

26 Thereare, in this stary, a number of telling silences, both collecrive and indi-
“vidual, the motives for which we can only guess, both doubrful and genuine. Wil-
“Ham Harvey, of Queens College (Cambridge), who served as Christaphe’s adviser
5:.5_::during months of residence in Haiti and wrore what may pass for the King's firsc
“biography, flatly scates char the palace was named “probably, from the manner in
“iwhich it was defended by nature.” See W. W, Harvey, Skerches of Hayti: from the
Expulsion of the French to the Deatly of Christaphe (London: L. B, Sceley and Son,
1827), 133, Whether Harvey, who moved extensively within che kingdom, heard
- tither abour the Colonel or Potsdam is not clear. But he had the prudence thar has
scome 1o characterize foreign consultants, and “narure” may have looked to him as
:a perfect alibi. Similarly, one can tie che silence of some Haitian witnesses, such as
“de Vastey, to a desire 1o preserve a favorable image of Christophe.

27 LacroiXrMémeires, 227, 287. The conversation mentioned, which occurred
An the first phase of the war within the war, alresdy suggeses Christophe’s wish ro
:make of Sans Souci a non-object of discourse. In the course of the exchange, de
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Lacroix bluntly challenged Christophe’s claims to fame, hinting thae if” Clyris-
tophe was as popular and respected as he affirmed he would have convinced the
blacks ta betray Sans Souci. (Note the pattern of induced beerayval.) As the French
general larer repors che exchange, Christaphe dodged she issuc of command and
popularity. He called Sans Souci a “brigand,” displacing into che field of Western
taseelulness what was a serious competition for national leadership,

28 Jonathan Brown, 7he Hustory and Presenr Condition of 8t. Dominga, vol, 2

(Philadelphia: W, Marshall, 1837), 216,

29 Hérard Dumesle, Voyage dans le Nord o Hayri (Cayes: Imprimerie du gouver-
nement, 1824}, 223226,

30 Vergniand Leconte, Henrs Christophe daus I'histoire d'Haiti (Paris: Berger-
Leveaulr, 1931), 273,

31 Harvey, Sketches aof Hiyis,

32 Charles Mackenzie, Nozes on Hairi, Made During a Residenee in thar Repub-
fie, vol, 2 (London: Henry Colburn and Richard Bentley, 1830), 209, Nores on
Huaird, vol. 1, 169-179,

33 Riwer, Jnsef Hayii, 77,78, 81.

34 Ibid., 76,

35  ibid., 77-82.

36 Cole, Christophe, 207,

37 For the record, Cole was often sympathetic 1o his subjeet. My poinc is that

this sympathy pertains o a particular field of significance thar characrerizes treat- -
ments of the Haician Revolution by Western historians, See chap. 3.

38 René Phelipeaw, Plan de ia plaine du Cap Frangois en isle Sain Domingne
(hand copy, Bibli()théquc Nationale, Paris, 17843,

39 Possible corroboration of this interprecacion is an ephemeral change in the
name of Grand Pré icself. Sometime berween the death of Sans Souci and 1827,
the plantacion was rebaprized "La Victoire” {The Victory). Mackenzic's firsi vol-
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o finding a tone rthat trears its marerial with ideolagical respece withour Fdting

.chs to Pauges 103-100 |

e |
I



into a celebration or extrapolating fram the evidence. It is well grounded into ar-
chival rescarch, yer it does not make concessions ro the banalizing discourse,

66 Fernand Braudel, Civifization and Capitaiisny, 3 vols. (New York: Harper &
Row, 1981-1992); Eric R. Walf, Europe and the People without History (Berkeley:
University of California Press, 1982); Marc Ferro, Histoire des colonisations. Des
conguétes aux indépendunces, XIHe—XNe siéeles (Paris: Seuil, 1994),

4 Good Day, Columbus

I Rachel Arié, LEspagne musulmane an semps des Nasrides (1232- 15992) (Pais:
Editions E. de Brocard, 1973); Charles julian Bishko, “The Spanish and Porey- H
guese Reconquest, 1095-1492," in Seudies in Medieval Spanish Frontier Histary .
(London: Variorum Reprincs, 1980, reprinted from Setron and Hazard, eds., 4
History of the Crusades (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, (1975}, 1980
396-456).

2 The infAuence of nearly eighr cenruries of Isfamic cotitrol over one or an-

other of the dominions of Eurape is undeniable. See §. M. Imamuddin, Awslim
Spain, 7H-1492 A.D,, Medieval lberian Texes and Studies (Leiden: E. J. Brill,
1981 Robert 1. Burns, Muslims, Chrisitians and Jews in the Crusader Kingdom of
Vitleneia {Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1984): Allan Harris Cutler
and Helen Elmquist Cudler, The ferw as Ally of the Muslim, Medicval Rooes of dni-
Semitisn (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 1986}; Claudio Sanchez-
Albornoz, LEspagne musubmane, trans, Claude Farragi (Paris: OPU/Publisud.,
1985 [1946-1973]). Also, whereas the Christian victors expelled the Jews, the ca-
pitalation treaties protecred Istamic culrural practices, including religion. See
Arié, LEspagne ninsubmane Irving, “Reconquest of Granada™; Bishko, “The
Spanish and Partuguese Reconquest™; Burns's book, Muslims, Christians and Jeus,

summarizes nicely the different approaches to the study of Muslim-Christian
contact.

3 ) M. Wallace-Hadrill, The Biarbarian Wese, 400~1000 {Oxford and New
York: Basil Blackwell, [1965] 1988); Bishko, “The Spanish and Portuguese Re-
canquest”; Cutler and Cuder, 7he few as Ally of the Mustin.

4 Bishko, “The Spanish and Portuguese Reconquest.”

5 Isabella had summoned Columbus to Santa Fe, the town she had buile near -
Granada, during the siege, o serve as military headquarters and as a symbol of
Chrisitian determinarion. Antonio Rumeu de Amas, Nuevs Luz sobre las Capiru-
lacionies de Santa Fe de 1497 Concertadis entre les Reyes Catdlicos y Cristabal Colén,
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- Estudio Institucional y Diplomdtico (Madrid: Consejo Superior de Investigaciones
“Cientificas, 1989), contends thar scrious negatiztions hepween royal sccretary
_:.Ju:m de Colomba and Fr. Juan Pérez, Columbus’s sponsar, started on Jaauary 2,
- 1492, the very day the Christian Hag was raised over the Alhambra, The final man-
~date was drawn up in April 1492.

‘6 Biographers agree thar the decade Colum bus spent in Portugal was the for-
“mative period of his life. Unfortunately, lirtle documentation is available on that
period. See Samuel Elior Marison, Christopher Columbus, Mariner {New York:
‘New American Library, 1983), 12-16; Gianni Granzoreo, Christopher Columbns
(Garden City: Doubleday, 1985), 34-47; William D. Phillips, Jr., and Carla Rahn
Phillips, The Warlds of Christapher Columbus (Cambridge: Cambridge University
i Press, 1992), 94-97,

7 Thomas Gamez, Llnvention de | Amiérigue. Réve et véalités de la conquéte
- (Pasis: Abier, 1993), 188-200.

3 Roy Preiswerk and Dominique Perrot, Ethnecentrism and History. Africa,
'_f_'_'_A:i:r and Indian America in Western Toxtbooks {New Yorlk, London, Lapos: Nok
Publishers, 1978}, 105.

9 Camacho Juan Rafael Quesada and Magda Zavala, eds., 500 asios: Holp-
causto o Descubrimiento? (San Jose: Edirorial Universitaria Centroamericana,
1991). Justin Thorens et al., eds., 7492 1, Choc des deux mondes (Geneva: UN-
+ ESCO/La Différence, 1993).

=10 Viterino Magalhaes Godinho, "Role du Portugal aux XVe-XVie siécles.
2 Qd'est-ce que découvrir veur dire? Leg nouveaux mondes et un monde nouveay,”
~in]. Thorens er al., 1492 [, Choc, 57.

~1f On naming and pawer, sce Michcl-Rulph Trouillot, Peasanrs and Capital,
--Dominica in the World Economy, Johns Hopkins Studies in Attanric History and
“Culrare {Baltimore and Landon: The Johns Hopkins Universicy Press, 1988), 27;
- “Discourses of Rule and the Acknowledgement of the Peasantry in Dominica,
“W.L, 1838-1928,” American Ethnologist 16 (4) (1989), 704=718. Sce also chap.
-2, above.

{2 To bring the point home to a U.5. audience, [ will draw on a local analogy.
Ta spite of its legal murkiness and its terminofogical awkwardness, the notion of
“date rape” is borh 2 conceptual and a political victory for actual rape victims. Jt
desanitizes some facts of rape and makes possible narracives thar were previously
forbiddenas narrasives af rape. Facts char were thoughr to be clear can ar least be
presented for judgment to a court of Jaw, Semantic ambiguities aside, for victims
of rape, this is not at all 4 trivial mareer.
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13 On that score, the Quadricentennial celebrations of the landfall provide the
clearest example of public history on a global stage. For different reasons, in the
early 18%0s hoth Spain and the United States erlisted the smoeth participation of :
a number of states on both sides of the Aclantic, They were not successful in 1992,

14 Cenrennials themselves are elaborate variations an the annual theme. They
are most often Fashioned around an event that has been celebrated yearly ara fized
date—even if by a few. They may, in wrn, revitalize an annual cycle, as we wiil
see later,

15 These three ensembles are dealr with unequally here, and [ do not claim o
exhaust all modes of appropriation of Columbus and his landfall within each of
them. Latin America in particular, where constructions abour Columbus are com-
plex and numerous, is shortchanged in the discussion that follows, See Edmundo
O'Gorman, The tuvention of America: Au Inguiry into the Historical Narure of the
New Worled and the Meaning of its Hisrory (Bloomington: Indiana University Press,
1961); John Leddy Phelan, The Millenial Kingdon: of the Franciscans in the New -
World (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1970). But my point is not 10
show what images of Columbus look like in each of these three ensembles or even
to construct an equilateral triangle with sketches from the three. Rather, thisisa
narrative about narratives of power that aims at no center iself—excepr, of
course, the nondescripr place that Columbus stumbled upon in the middle of this
nowhere they now call the Carribbean.

16 Michel-Rolph Trouillot, "Anthropalogy and the Savage Slot: The Poerics
and Politics of Otherness,” in Recapraring Authropology: Warking in the Present,
ed. Richard G. Fox, {Santa Fe: Schoel of American Research Press, 1991), 1744,

17 Lewis Hanke, Aristotle and the American Indians (London: Hollis and Car-
ter, 1959}, 2-3; 124, Gomez, LTnvention de {'Amérique, 281,

18  Until the 1830s, far instance, there may have been three times more lirerary
or musical works about an American figure like Montezuma (including that by
Vivaldt) than aboutr Columbus.

19  Reflecting on the invention of traditions in the United Stares, Eric Hobs-
hawm rightly insists thac “Americans had to be made” in ways Europeans did not
need 1o be. Sce Eric Hobsbawm, “Mass-Praducing Traditions: Europe, 1870~
1914,” in Fhe Invention of Tradition, ed. E. Hobsbawm and T. Ranger. (Cam-
bridge: Cambridge University I'ress, 1983), 279. This production of traditions
started in the United Staces much earlier chan Hobsbawm scems to think and per-
haps eatlier than in Europe since North America was perceived as having na au- -
thentic traditions.
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20 On the Tammany Society, sce Edwin Patrick Kilroe, Sains Tammany and the
Origin of the Society of Tammany or Columbian Oysder in the City of New York (New
York: Columbia University Press, 1913} and Jerome Mushkat, Tammainy: The
Evolution of a Political Machine, 17891865 (Syracuse: Syracuse University Press,
1971). Columbus’s landfall was also celebrared in Baltimore and Boston in 1792,
See Herbert B. Adams, “Columbus and His Discovery of America,” in Cefumbus
and His Discovery of America, eds. H. B. Adams and H. Wood, Johns Hopkins
Uuivcrsity Seudies in Historical and Political Science, 10th series (Bairimore: The
Johns Hopkins University Press, 1892), 7-39; Reid Badger, The Great American
Fair: The Worlds Columbia Exposition and American Cuelture (Chicago: N. Hali,
1979). The first permanent menument ta Columbus in the United States may
have been that erected by the Chevalier d’Anmour, the French consul to Baltimare
{Adams, “Columbus and His Discovery of America,” 30-31). Still, New York
tends to be the most popular reference for carly Columbian celebrations, proving
that even traditions abour rradicions are created unequal. On early monuments to
Columbus in the United States, see Charles Weathers Bump, “Public Memorials
to Columbus,” in Adams and Wood, Colunbus and His Discavery af America,

‘69-88.

21 Columbus died in Spain in 1505. More than thirty years later, his remiins
were transferred to Santo Domingo, then supposedly to Havana and/or Seville.
Where they are now remains a matter of controversy, in spite of Santa Domingo's

-¢dge among the favarite locations.

27 The acknowledgement that the rules for classification had changed was

quite candid on the part of the carly colonists. It dectined somewhat in the eigh-

“teenth and nineteenth centuries to reappear with political and culturat natienal-

“isms of various kinds in the twentierh century. See Anthony Pagden, “ldentity

 Formation in Spanish America,” in Colonial Identity in the Atlantic World, eds. N.

-Canny and A. Pagden (Princeton: Princeton Universiry T'ress, 1987), 51-93; Swu-
~art Schwarez, “The Formation of a Colonial Identity in Brazil,” in Colonial Idden-
~tity in the Atlantic World, 15-50; Magnus Morner, Race Mixture in the History of
“Latin America (Boston: Litle, Brown, 1967); Magnus Morner, ed., Race and Class
in Latin America (New York: Columbia University Press, 1970).

23 Mérner, Race Mixture; Race and Class in Lavin America; Schwarrtz, “The For-
“mation of a Colonial 1dentity in Brazil”; Pagden, “Identity Formation in Spanish
America™s Marvin Harris, Pasterns of Race in the Americas {(New York: Norwon Li-
“brary, [19641 1974); Nina De Fricdemann, “T'he Fiesta of the Indian in Quibdé,
"Columl?ia," in Ethnicity in the Americas, ed. . Heary {The Hague and Paris: Mou-
ton, 1976}, 291-300.

- This does not suggest thac Latin America stands autside the international hier-
“archy of races, religions, and cultures, or that native Americans in thar region do
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notencounter prejudice. Rather both discourses
discrimination allow much more fe

system~to the point where phenory

and institutionalized pracrices of :
xibility o the acrors than, say, the rigid U.5. =

pe alone does not determine che socio-racial
denominarion of specific individuals, In facr, at cimes, the reverse can be true; in

dividuals of known “Indian” ancestry can become “white.” See Eric R. Wolf, Son
of the Shaking Earth (Chicago and London: University of Chicago Press, 1959),
2306. The treacment of black populations and the ways char boundaries defining
blackness and whiteness are erected is also relevant to chis argument. Marvin Har
ris, who rightly criricizes naive claims of Latin American racial harmony, admits
that “it is definicely verifiable chac all hybrids wete not and are noc forced back
inro a sharply separaced Negro group by application of a rule of descent. This was

true during slavery and it was rrue afrer slavery. . . " See Harris, Patterns of Rice.
This was even truer of the n

arive Americans,

24 Schwartz, “The Formation of

a Colonial Identiry in Brazil,” 30. See also
Pagden, “Identity Farm

ation in Spanish America.”

25 Cited by Mérner, Race Mixture, 86,

20 Marner, Race Mixture; M:lnning Nash, “The Impace of Mid-Nineteenth

Economic Change Upan the Indians of Middle America,” in Mérner, ed., Race
and Cluss in Latin America, 18183,

27

These ideolagical traits of the discourse on culture
America are so strong chat they spill ove
speak of Latin American groups
lait type mixtures—of otherwi
Spanish, Portuguese (e.g
“the Indian Legacy”

and ethnicity in Larin
rinte academie [iceracure, Many scholars
as if they were peculiar biological blends—café qu
se “pure” pre-Conquest encities: Indian, African,
- Mérner, Race Miveure and Rage and Class). Similarly,
of Spanish America is often assum
siraced, by “native” cultural historians
A Culrural History of Spanish America
University of California Press, 1967),

ed, rather than demon
in particular (e.g., Mariano Picén-Salas, -
Sram Conguest ro Independence (Betkeley: -

28 Lydio E Tomasi, ed., /ratias Americans. New

Hen and Erhnicity (New York: Center for Migration Studies of New York, 1983}
Charles Speroni, “The Devclopment of the Columbus Day Pageanr of San Fran.
cisco,” reproduced in The Folblore of American Holidays, ed. H. Cohen and T.
Coffin {Derroic: Gale Research, 1987), 31-02)

There are vague mentions of Columbus Day celebracjons by Italtan-Americans

as early as the 1840s, especially after the creation of the Colomba Guard by Gen-
oesc immigrants in New York, See Lydio F. Tomasi, ed., The ltalian in America
The Progressive View, 189171914 (New York: Center for Migration Studies,
1973), 79.

Perspectives in Italin Immigra-
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29 Chris topher Kauffmann, Faith and Fraternatisn, The History of the Kuighs
Eme’nm&m. 18821982 (New Yark: Harper & Row, 1982)

30 Kaufmann, Faith and Fraternafism, 79-81.

31 Bessie Louise Dierce, Public Opinion and the Teaching of History in the United
States (New Yorlo: Alfred A, Knapf, 1926)

b

2 Hobsbawn, “Mass-Praducing Traditions”; Eric Hobsbawn, 7he Age of Em-
ire, 1875-1914 (New York: Pancheon, 1987); Salvador Bernabew Albert, 71892:
{1V Centenario del descubrintiento de Amerieq en Espaiia: Coyanjuta y Conzmento-
actones {Madrid: Ceonsejo Superior de Investigaciones Cienrificas, 1987): Timo-
thy Mitchell, Colonizing Egyps (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1988):
Reid Badger, The Grear Anterica Fairs The World s Columbia Exposition and Aneri-
Cot Crdture {(Chicago: N. Hall, 1979).

33 Raymond Carr, Spain, 1808-1939, Oxford History of Modern Europe (Ox-
“ford: Clarendon Press, 1966}; Melchor Fernandez Almagro, Cinoras, Su vida v su
Spolitica (Madrid: Ediciones Tebas, Colleccidn DPoliricos ¥ Financieros, 1972)
~~Habsbawm, The A ge of Empire.

234 Albere, 1892, 19.

135 My account of the quadricentennial acrivities is deawn primarily from Al-
“bert, 1892 On Spain ar the time, see Carr, Spain, 1808~1939; on Ciénavas, sec
~Almagro, Cinovas.

36 They were France, the Unired Kingdom, ltaly, Belgium, Russia, Austria,
_-:'_Hnlland, Denmark, Germany, Portugal, Mexico, Argenting, the Dominican Re-
“public, El Salvador, Guatemala, Costa Rica, Columbia, Uruguay, Bolivia, Peru,
- Chile, Brazil, Haiti, and the Unired Stares,

'537 Alberr, £/ 7V Centenario; Louis de Vorsey, Ir. and ]. Parker, eds., The Cofum-
“bus Landfall Problem: Istands and Conrraversy (Derroic: Wayne State University
“Press, 1982).

38 Topics in Madrid and elsewhere varied from “Marriage and Divorce in Pri-
vate Internacional Law,” to the possibility of & military aliance tying Spain and
Porwgal ro Latin America, ro the relevance of philosophical positivism for the
writing of history.

39 Cited .‘By Albert, £/ TV Centenaria, 123.

40 Cived by Badger, The Greas America Fair, 120,
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41 Buadger, The Grear America Fair, 132, On the Chicago Exposition, sce John :
Jaseph Flinn, ed., Official Guide to the World s Columbian Exposition, handbook
ed. (Chicago: Columbian Guide, 1893} Rand McNally and Co., Hendboolk af the
World's Columbian Exposirion (Chicago: Rand McNally, 1893); Badger, The Grear
America Fair and Robert W. Rydell, Al the World s 1 Fair. Visions of Ewpire at

Amevican International Expositions, 1876-1916 (Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 1984).

42 Years before, the United States had boycotted a similar project by Bolivar,
Blaine himself did not wirness the opening of the fair. He died in January 1893
months after submitting his resignarion to President Harrison.

43 Albert T. Volwiiler, ed., The orrespondence Betiveen Benjamin Harrison and
fames G. Bluaine, 18821893, Memoirs of the American Philosophical Society, vol.
14 (Philadelphia: American Philosophical Society, 1940); Leslic Manigat, L'dmé-
rigue latine an XNe siécle 18891929 1'Univers Cantemporain, ed. Jean Bapriste
Duroselle (Paris: EUniversiré de Paris, Institur d"Histoire de Relations Inrernatio-
nales, 1973); Lester D. Langley, dmerica and the Americas: The United States in the
Western Hemisplere {Athens: Universicy UFGcnrgia Press, 1989); Homer E. Soco-
lofsky and Allan B. Spetter, The Presidency of Benjamin Harrison, American Presi-
dency Series {Lawrence: University of Kansas, 1987); David Healy, Drive 10 He-

gemony. The United States in the Caribbean, 18981917 (Madison: University of
Wisconsin Press, 1988).

44 Flinn, Official Guide to the World's Columbian Exposition, 7-8.

45 LW, Howerth, “Are the Italians a Dangerous Class?” The Charities Re- .g
view—dA Journal of Practical Sociology IV (1894): 17-40. '

46 Tomasi, The tralian in A merica; Badger, The Grear America Fuir, 85,

47 “An Act Fixing and Establishing the Permanent and Temporary Seats of -
Government,” Jourial of the House of Representatives of the Staze of Ohio (Chillec
athe: J. S. Collins, 1812). “An Act to Amend an Act Fixing,” Journal of the House -
of Represensarives af the Srare of Ohis {Zanesville: Dadid Cham, 1816). John Kil
baurn, The Ohio Gazeteeer or Topographical Dicrionary, 2d e¢d. (Columbus: Smith
and Griswold, 1816), 3 and passim; 3d ed., (Albany, New Yark: Loomis, 1817}
5th ed., (Columbus, Ohio: Griswold, 1818); 6th od., (Columbus, Ohio: Bail-
hache & Scotr, 1819). Caleb Acwacer, A History of the State of Obio, Natural and
Cinil, 2d ed, (Cincinnari: Glenzen & Shepard, 1838). James Silk Buckingham,
The Easterne and Western United States of America, vol. 2 (London: Fisher, Son,
1842). James H. Perkins, Annalks of the \Vest (Cincinnati: James R. Albach, 1847).
Henry Howe, Histarical Collections af Obie {Cincinnari: Bradley and Anthony,
1848). W.H, Carpenter and T, S. Acthur, eds., The History of Ohjo, fram its Farfi-
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ext Settlenient to the Present Time (Philadelphia: Lippincort, Grambo, 1854). Jacob
Henry Scuder, Columibus, Obio: Irs History, Resources and Progress (Columbus:
J.H. Studer, 1873).

- Tobe sure, all these documents could have missed the trace of 4 connection be-

tween the Genoese navigator and the Ohio rown, My point is that even if such a
trace existed then, it had little significance in and our of Columbus, Ohio. Both

Buckingham and Howe had an interest in the origins of town names. Neither

= mentions the Genoese.

48 Bump, “Public Memorials to Columbus," 70.

49 Official Guidebnok, AmeriFlora 92 April 20-October 12 (Calumbus: Mag-
bro Guide Publications, 1992). There are many references to “the largest city in
f-';_-'tln: world named afier the great explorer” in recent mentions of the connections,
. echoes of Chicago 1893 and the U.S. apperite for size.

50 Sidney W, Minzz, “Goodbye, Columbus: Second Thoughts on the Carib-
 bean Region at Mid-Millennium,” Walter Redney Memarial Lecrure, May 1993
“'(Covenery: University of Warwick, 1994),

g_""ﬁ'f Hence, the limired relevance of che rerminological debare about “blaclks”
- versus “Negroes,” “Afro-," or “African-Americans.” The cencral prablem here is
ot how 1o designare 11.S. cirizens of known African descent but how to reconcile
their blackness with the second half of the compound. Whether or not some
;-'Asian‘f\mcricans or Hispanic-Americans will become honorary whites, as have all
- Irish and Iwalian immigrants before them, and whether this new inclusion witl
 burst open the second half of these cempounds is an open question,

32 Tomasi, The frafinn in America, 78.

33 Columbus Day did not become z federal holiday in the United Srares unil
-1968.

‘54 This “American” Columbus was modified somewhat in old world territories
taken by the United States. Further decontextualized, October 12 became Discov-
“ery Day in Hawaii and Guam, places where Columbus never ser foot alive, buc
‘where chunks of the myth followed U.S. power.

55 October 12 is a fixed holiday in ar least rwelve former calonies of Spain, un-
der different labels, including “Day of the Americas” in addition to those cited
above, Thetg are numerous variations on the theme. Panama, whose Larin Jegiti-
macy has sometimes been questioned because of its Unired States-sponsored
birth, celebrates Larin American Nations Days on Ocreber 12. [n Cuba,
discovery-oriented celebrations were toned down by the revalucionary govern-
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ment which, in wirn, promoted the celebrarion of the taunching of the war of in-
dependence on October 10, Peru does not ser Columbus Day as a fixed holiday
but celebrates National Dignicy Day on Qctober 9. The siruation is quite different
in countries where the influence of Spain is {ess obvious. Except for the Unived
States and Canada, none of the American countries that bear more serongly the
imprint of one of Spain’s former colonial comperitors celebrares Ocrober 12, For
instance, Trinidad celebrates the first European landfall on its shores on August 4.
Haiti celebrares its awn “discavery” on December 3.

56 There are many twists to the manipulation of history and of currenc calen-
dars in the construction of ethnicity. In Cafio Mochuelo, Columbia, Ocrober 12
is “The Day of the Indian,” the occasion for ene of the many regional festas
which, according to De Friedemann, perpetuare Indian stercotypes and act asa
“culrural mechanism of suberdination.” Friedemann, “The Fiesta of the Indian
in Quibdo, Colombia,” 293,

57 Christopher Columbus, The Diario of Christopher Columbuss Firse Vayage o
America, 1492-1493 (Norman: Universicy of Oklahoma Press, 19893, 63.

58 Columbus, The Diario; Columbus, he Voyage of Christapher Calumibins, ed
John Cummins (London: Weindenfeld and Nicholson, 1992), 93,

5 The Presence in cthe Past

! Wiltiam Styron, “Savery’s Pain, Disney's Gain,” The New York Times, 4 Au-
gust 1994,

2 Jorge Luis Borges, “Picrre Ménard, Author of Don Quixote,” in The Oner-
mrﬂffg/}r Urn, ed. C. Kapl:m, (New York: Pegasus, 1969 [original Spanish 1938]).
On Ménard’s novel as performance, sec A. J. Cascardi, "Remembering,” Review of
Metaphysics 38 (1984): 275-302.

3 Many historians and Civil War buffs had foughe the project because chey fele
that the proposed park would blot our impertanc war sites. Environmentalists, in
rurm, had raised an uproar abour crowding and traffic congestion. [n both cases,
the loudest objecrions focused meore on the proposed site than on the intrinsic
value of the project. In the same tone, Disney's official announcement was that
the company would fook for a “less controversial” site. Some analysts saw in the
announcement a graceful way for Disney to abandon the project altogether. The
Wall Street Journal (2% Seprember 1994), 3; The New York Times (29 Seprember
1994); (30 Seprember 1994).
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4 1 am not assuming thar eicher Ménard, or Borges himself espouses or ex-
presses a coherent phitosephy of history. I am not even assuming chat Borges’s
main theme here is history. Obviously, | am using the parody within my own
frame. | am satishied, however, chat this use is justifiable. For extended trearmencs
of “Pierre Ménard,” see Raphatl Latouche, Borges o hypothése de Uantenr {Paris:
Balland, 1989), especially pe. 11, “Loeuvre invisible. Pierre Ménard aureur du
Quichotee,” 170-210. Emilio Carilla, forge Luis Borges antor de ‘Pierre Ménard’ (v
otros essuding borgesianos), pr. 1 (Bogosa: Instituro Caro y Cuervo, 1989), 20-92,
For a relared cheoretical use of Ménard’s Quixore, see Cascardi, “Remembering,”
291-293. For Ménard and the histery of texts, see Jean-Marie Schaefler, Quesr-ce
qu'mn genve firtéraire? (Paris: du Seuil, 1989), 131-154.

5 Forasimilar conclusion on the text as {iterary product drawing from a read-
ing of Borges, see SchaeHer, Qu'est-ce qutn genve littéraire?

¢ Borges, "Pierre Ménard,” 23,
7 Cascardi, “Remembering,” 289.

8  Pierre Vidal-Naquet, Les Assassins de la mémoire: “un Eichmann de papier” et

autres essals sar le révisionnisme (Paris: La Découverte, 1987); Pierre Weill, “L'an-
“niversaire impassible,” Le Nouvel Observatenr 1379, 9-15 February 1993, 51.
The divergences beeween Vidal-Naguet's stance and mine are mostly—bur not
only—rerminological. He calls “memory”™ 4 living relation to the past, in parc be-
causc lie believes in a scientific history based implicitly on a ninereenth-century
model of science. T explicity reject thar model both for the natural sciences and
for the systematic historical investigations performed by professianals. Far the
record, Weill's statement should not be dismissed as the individual complaintof a
Jew maladjusted within France's social structure: he is the president of the power-

ful Sofres group.

9 Francis Fukuyama, The End of History and the Lasr Man (Mew York: The
Free Press, 1992},

10 David McCullough, James McPherson, David Brian Davis are among the
historians who addressed wide audiences on some of these controversies in public
forums or in; newspapers.

‘11 In France, leading members of the guild express themselves regularty in daily
or weekly publications. Frangois Furer or Emmanucl Leroy Laduric are not penal-

ized for writing in Le Nouvel Observareur or Le Monde. Somce of die most famous
‘names in German history foughr the Hisrorierke debace on che uniqueness of the
Halocaust in the pages of daily and weekly newspapers. And the public debate
itself was launched by philosopher-sociologist Jiirgen Habermas.
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12 Jacques Le Goff, Histery and Memory (New York: Columbia University
Press, 1992),

{3 In the 1970s, some professional historians, notably Jean Chesneaux and
Paul Thompson, made 2 passionate case for academic historians ro explicitly posi-
tion themselves vis-a-vis their present. See Jean Chesneaus, D passé faisons table
rase (Paris: Maspero, 1976); Paul Thompson, The Vaice of The Past: Oral History .
{Oxford, New York: Oxford University Press, 1978),

14 SceTzveran Todorov, Les Moriles de Uhistoire (Paris: Bernard Grasset, 1991),
chaps. 7 and 8, on the ethical differences between scholars and intellectuals,
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