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B e l i n d a J . E d m o n d s o n ' s r e c e n t c o l l e c t i o n o f essays by a var i e ty o f C a r 
i b b e a n s c h o l a r s o n the t o p i c o f " r o m a n c e " i n C a r i b b e a n l i t e r a t u r e of
fers a r e f r e s h i n g p e r s p e c t i v e o n the C a r i b b e a n r e g i o n a n d the w o r k o f 
its literati i n the m i d s t o f c u r r e n t d i s c o u r s e s o n the i n c l u s i o n o f C a r i b 
b e a n w o r k s as m o d e r n i s t o r p o s t - m o d e r n i s t . T h e c o l l e c t i o n seeks to 
h i g h l i g h t " t h e c o n f l i c t b e t w e e n the des i r e f o r m o d e r n i t y — m o d e r 
n i t y i n the sense o f tha t p h a s e o f m o d e r n i z a t i o n assoc i a t ed w i t h West
e r n c u l t u r e a n d ' p r o g r e s s ' i n the r e g i o n " — a n d the p a r a d o x i c a l 
n o s t a l g i a f o r the o l d o r ' b a c k w a r d ' c u l t u r e s tha t m o d e r n i t y is m e a n t to 
e ras e " (4). T h e essays a l so seek answers to s o m e o f the c o n u n d r u m s 
r a i s e d by the c o n s t a n t m i g r a t i o n s w h i c h are p a r t o f the C a r i b b e a n 
c o n s c i o u s n e s s . W r i t e s E d m o n d s o n : 

Part of the "romance" of Caribbean studies is the belief that attends so 
much work on so-called Third World societies: that is, that you must live it 
to theorize it. The question of what "living it" really means (Precisely which 
experience of Caribbean life "speaks" for that society? The immigrant from 
America who sends money back to the family at "home"? The family who 
receives money from the immigrant?) is never really settled (5). 

T h i s l a c k o f " s e t t l i n g " m a k e s f o r i n t e r e s t i n g r e a d i n g ; these essays re
vea l c o n c l u s i v e l y t he m u l t i v o c a l i t y o f the C a r i b b e a n . N o n e ag ree , e v en 
taci t ly , o v e r w h a t c o n s t i t u t e s the C a r i b b e a n space ( s ) . F u r t h e r m o r e , 
e a c h reveals aspects o f the C a r i b b e a n o f t e n left o u t o f m o r e d o m i n a n t 
d i s c o u r s e s ( those p r e s e n t e d by B r a t h w a i t e , H a r r i s , L a m m i n g , G l i s s a n t 
et al): I n d o - C a r i b b e a n d i s c o u r s e , f o l k l o r e , " n e w " n a t i o n a l i s m s (as d i c 
t a t o r sh i p s , f o r e x a m p l e , i n H a i t i , have d i s s o l v e d a n d n e w g o v e r n m e n t s 
have t a k e n t h e i r p l a c e ) , g e n d e r , a n d a r e v i s i t a t i on o f the very c o n c e p t 
o f négritude w h i c h a c k n o w l e d g e s tha t r ace is d i f f e r e n t l y " r e a d " ( a n d 
t h u s c o n s t r u c t e d ) f r o m o n e i s l a n d space to a n o t h e r . 
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S i gn i f i c an t l y , a n u m b e r o f the essays i n c l u d e d i n Caribbean Romances 
are m e d i t a t i o n s o n r a c i a l d i s h a r m o n i e s i n the C a r i b b e a n i n tha t they 
d i scuss the ways i n w h i c h " r a c e " r e m a i n s a d i s p u t e d a n d d i s p u t a b l e 
i den t i t y , e spec i a l l y w i t h i n the L a t i n C a r i b b e a n . In " A l l T h a t Is B l a c k 
M e l t s i n t o A i r : Negritud a n d N a t i o n i n P u e r t o R i c o , " C a t h e r i n e D e n 
T a n d t c o n f r o n t s w h a t she t e r m s , w i t h r e f e r e n c e to L u i s L loréns 
To r r e s ' s p o e m " C o p l a m u l a t a , " " a k i n d o f s c h i z o p h r e n i c c o n s c i o u s 
ness, a b l a c k a n d A f r i c a n p r e s e n c e tha t c o n s i s t e n t l y u n d e r m i n e s a 
w h i t e d i s c o u r s e always, i n the e n d , u n d e r s i e ge " (77). T h e essay 
re f l ec ts o n e x p r e s s i o n s o f negritud b o t h i n l i t e r a r y a n d v i s u a l art . 
R e s p o n s e s to a M a y 1996 e x h i b i t i o n by s e l f - p r o c l a i m e d A f r o - P u e r t o 
R i c a n art ists p r o v i d e t h e a u t h o r w i t h a n o p p o r t u n i t y to e x p l o r e 
f u r t h e r the s c h i s m s a r o u n d race w h i c h ex is t i n the n a t i o n . D e n T a n d t 
e l abo ra t es : 

On the one hand there is the veiled and not so veiled accusation that call
ing yourself black in Puerto Rico is unpatriotic, that it invokes a United 
States model of racial politics (segregationist) that does not correspond to 
Puerto Rico as a mestizo space. On the other hand is the artists' insistence 
that the discourse of mestizaje in Puerto Rico is just that, a discursive con
struct that reifies black culture in folkloristic celebrations of Afro-
Caribbeanness and hybridity while obscuring the inequalities experienced 
by black Puerto Ricans (79). 

A n a t i o n a l i s t i c i m p u l s e to i d e n t i f y t h e " r e a l " P u e r t o R i c a n as a mestizo/ 
a, i n c o n t r a d i s t i n c t i o n f r o m b i - p o l a r i z e d ( a n d as fictional) r a c i a l cat
ego r i e s f o r m e d i n the U n i t e d States, p r e v en t s the e m e r g e n c e o f a n a 
t i o n a l c o n v e r s a t i o n o n the issue o f B l a c k d i s e n f f a n c h i s e m e n t , tha t is, 
it i g n o r e s the fact tha t B l a c k P u e r t o R i c a n s r e m a i n at the l o w e r e c h 
e l o n s o f the soc ie ty (as is a l so the case i n o t h e r L a t i n C a r i b b e a n c o u n 
tr ies , s u c h as the D o m i n i c a n R e p u b l i c a n d C u b a ) . D e n T a n d t p o i n t s 
o u t , howeve r , that " B l a c k n e s s " is n o t a fixed ca t ego ry i n P u e r t o R i c o ; i t 
t o o is u n d e r c o n s t a n t r e v i s i o n , e v en by those w h o o c c u p y that c a t e go r y 
by f o r c e o r by w i l l . C o n t e m p o r a r y art ists a n d c u l t u r a l c r i t i c s ( s u c h as 
J u a n F l o r e s a n d T e r e s a H e r n á n d e z ) , w i t h o u t a b a n d o n i n g r a c i a l c o n 
s t ruc ts , a l so " c a l l f o r m o d e l s o f i d e n t i t y tha t take i n t o a c c o u n t m i g r a 
t i o n p a t t e r n s t o a n d f r o m the U n i t e d States a n d w i t h i n the C a r i b b e a n 
i tse l f . " H y b r i d i t y i n th is c o n t e x t " i s a m o r e p o s t m o d e r n v e r s i o n o f 
h y b r i d i t y , o n e tha t f o r e g r o u n d s m o v e m e n t a n d d i s c o n t i n u i t y r a t h e r 
t b a n r a c e " (80). Yet , o n e aspec t o f th is m o d e l le f t u n e x p l o r e d i n D e n 
T a n d t ' s essay is the v a r i o u s ways i n w h i c h m i g r a t i o n necessa r i l y plays a 
p a r t i n h o w i n d i v i d u a l s c o n s t r u c t o r d e c o n s t r u c t r a c i a l i d e n t i t i e s . T h e 
m e s t i z o / a P u e r t o R i c a n w h o is a b l e to d i s - iden t i f y w i t h B l a c k n e s s i n 
P u e r t o R i c o m a y n o t be ab l e to escape B l a c k i d e n t i t y i n the b i -po l a r 
i z e d r a c i a l c o n t e x t o f the U n i t e d States; s u c h a c o n f r o n t a t i o n w i t h 
a l t e r i t y i n the U . S . c o n t e x t w o u l d necessa r i l y b r i n g a b o u t a d i f f e r e n t 
c o n s c i o u s n e s s o f h o w race w o r k s i n d i f f e r e n t i a l s p a t i a l r ea l i t i e s . D e n 
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T a n d t ' s a l l t o o b r i e f essay does , however , m a k e us c o n f r o n t h o w p o p u 
l a r ar t f o r m s have b e e n r a c i a l i z e d a n d d e - r a c i a l i z e d a c c o r d i n g to m i 
g r a t o r y m o v e m e n t s . H e r d i s c u s s i o n o f sa lsa is a case i n p o i n t : 

But salsa, like race in Puerto Rico, is difficult to grab onto. Critics such as 
Juan Flores and Isabelle Leymarie insist on stressing its hybridity in ways 
that take us beyond the Caribbean proper, back to the barrios of New York 
and to processes of cultural exchange that occurred there, including ex
change with African American culture. (85) 

I n i n i t i a t i n g a d i s c u s s i o n o n the l i m i t a t i o n s o f a d i s c o u r s e o f h y b r i d i t y 
w h i c h p u r p o r t s to b e i n c l u s i v e yet d e n i e s A f r i c a n n e s s ( e spec ia l l y be
y o n d a r t f o r m s assoc i a t ed w i t h the p o p u l a r ) , the essay m a k e s c l e a r that 
the C a r i b b e a n , e v en w h e n i n t e r p r e t e d as p o s t m o d e r n o r p o s t c o l o n i a l , 
is p r i m a r i l y a political space . 

T h i s s t r a n d o f t h o u g h t is e l a b o r a t e d u p o n i n K e v i n M e d i a n ' s 
" T i t i d ak pèp l a se m a r a s a ' : J e a n - B e r t r a n d A r i s t i d e a n d the N e w N a 
t i o n a l R o m a n c e i n H a i t i . " H e r e , M e e h a n a r g u e s tha t f o r m e r H a i t i a n 
p r e s i d e n t J e a n - B e r t r a n d A r i s t i d e has m a d e use o f n a t i o n a l t r opes o f 
r o m a n c e ( c o n f i g u r e d i n the l i t e r a r y m a l e t r a d i t i o n ) to e s t ab l i sh a d i a -
l o g i c a l r e l a t i o n s h i p w i t h the H a i t i a n p e o p l e . I n so d o i n g , M e e h a n 
c l a i m s , A r i s t i d e has a l so a l t e r e d the n a t i o n a l d i s c o u r s e o n r o m a n c e by 
r e m o v i n g w o m e n f r o m r o m a n t i c i z e d a n d / o r e r o t i c i z e d r o l e s i n that 
d i s c o u r s e , a n d p l a c i n g t h e m i n c e n t r a l r o l e s . M e e h a n ' s essay is thus 
b o t h a s tudy o f A r i s t i d e ' s p o l e m i c s a n d the ways i n w h i c h a n a t i o n a l 
l i t e r a t u r e w h i c h is e ssen t i a l l y p o l i t i c a l i n n a t u r e ( c o m b a t i n g , f o r ex
a m p l e , t he c e n s o r s h i p o f t he D u v a l i e r years a n d c o m m e n t i n g o n the 
years o f t he d i c t a t o r s h i p i tsel f , o f t e n w h i l e a u t h o r s w e r e i n e x i l e ) has 
p r o v i d e d the f o u n d a t i o n f o r a p o l i t i c a l d i s c o u r s e w h i c h a l l ows f o r a 
r e l a t i o n s h i p w i t h the p e o p l e o f the n a t i o n w h i c h is n e i t h e r e l i t i s t 
( g i v en tha t the rate o f i l l i t e r a c y i n H a i t i is h i g h a n d tha t access to the 
w o r k s o f H a i t i a n wr i t e r s is t h u s m i n i m a l ) , n o r r o m a n t i c . M e e h a n fore
g r o u n d s h i s d i s c u s s i o n i n s a y i n g tha t " r o m a n c e is o n e o f the p r i m a r y 
n a r r a t i v e f o r m s t h r o u g h w h i c h H a i t i a n wr i t e r s a n d p o l i t i c i a n s have 
c h o s e n to t e l l t h e i r s tor i es o f n a t i o n a l i d e n t i t y " (106). A l t h o u g h 
M e e h a n traces th is t r a d i t i o n b a c k to E m e r i c B e r g e a u d ' s 185g n o v e l 
Stella, i t m i g h t w e l l be sa id to have b e e n p o p u l a r i z e d i n O s w a l d 
D u r a n d ' s 1883 p o e m " C h o u c o u n e , " w h i c h p r o v i d e d the l y r i cs f o r the 
s o n g o f the s a m e n a m e (a s o n g r e n a m e d " Y e l l o w B i r d " a n d s u p p l i e d 
w i t h d i f f e r e n t l y r i cs i n the A n g l o p h o n e C a r i b b e a n ) . D u r a n d ' s 
" C h o u c o u n e " is the s to ry o f a H a i t i a n w o m a n w h o f o rsakes m a r r i a g e 
to h e r H a i t i a n b e t r o t h e d i n f avor o f m a r r y i n g a w h i t e m a l e . T h e char 
a c t e r o f C h o u c o u n e is p o s i t i o n e d as a b e t r a y e r o f t he N a t i o n (he r 
H a i t i a n b e t r o t h e d ) i n f a vo r o f t he c o l o n i z i n g f o r ces ( the w h i t e m a l e 
w h o m she m a r r i e s ) . T h e f e m a l e sex t h u s b e c o m e s the r e s p o n s i b l e 
p a r t y f o r a h y b r i d i t y o t h e r w i s e u n d e r s t o o d to b e d e t r i m e n t a l f o r the 
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s tab i l i t y a n d i n t e g r i t y o f the nat ion-s ta te . M e e h a n ' s assessment o f 
A r i s t i d e ' s r h e t o r i c speaks to the c h a n g i n g c h a r a c t e r o f the n a t i o n a l 
r o m a n c e i n H a i t i w h i c h is b e g i n n i n g to r e c o g n i z e w o m e n ' s ro l es i n 
the f o r m a t i o n o f the state. W r i t e s M e e h a n : 

Whereas gender elitism . . . remains unresolved in the canonical version of 
the national romance, liberation theology sustains Aristide's attempts to 
modify the status of women within the national romance . . . his depiction 
of women as subjects of historical change draws directly from the dailv 
world of Haiti's popular church (113). 

A r i s t i d e ' s style, no t e s t h e a u t h o r , is i n k e e p i n g w i t h H a i t i a n w o m e n 
a u t h o r s ' e f forts at r e - r e p r e s e n t i n g t he H a i t i a n w o m a n m o r e r ea l i s t i 
ca l l y a n d i n m o r e e m p o w e r i n g ways. A l t h o u g h u n - m e n t i o n e d , it is a lso 
c l e a r that A r i s t i d e ' s r h e t o r i c owes a d e b t to the m o d e l o f d i a l o g i s m 
a r t i c u l a t e d by P a u l o Freiré i n h i s 1973 t reat ise , Pedagogy of the Op
pressed. " I n the n e w n a t i o n a l r o m a n c e , " c o n c l u d e s M e e h a n , " o n e 
m i g h t say, the H a i t i a n potts is b u i l t u p o n agape r a t h e r t h a n eros " ( 118). 
It is f o r these r easons , t h e n , that h e finds tha t H a i t i , by way o f its t rans
f o r m a t i o n s , c u l t u r a l l y as w e l l as p o l i t i c a l l y t h r o u g h h i s t o r i c a l t i m e to 
the p r e s en t , has m u c h to o f f e r the g l o b a l c o m m u n i t y . (It is w o r t h m e n 
t i o n i n g h e r e that at a c o n f e r e n c e h e l d i n the S p r i n g o f 1999 at t he 
C l a r e m o n t C o l l e g e s i n C a l i f o r n i a , Y a n n i c k L a h e n s r e f e r r e d to H a i t i ' s 
" c h a o s " as p r o d u c t i v e , as a site w h i c h s c h o l a r s t h r o u g h o u t the A m e r i 
cas o u g h t to s tudy f u r t h e r i n o r d e r to be t t e r u n d e r s t a n d c h a s m s o f 
race , g e n d e r , c o l o n i a l as w e l l as slave history . ) 

O t h e r essays i n the c o l l e c t i o n o f f e r d i ve rse v i e w p o i n t s o n the issue 
o f " r o m a n c e " a n d i d e n t i t y i n the C a r i b b e a n . A n u m b e r f ocus o n m u s i c 
as a m o d e o f c o m m u n i c a t i o n a n d i d e n t i t y f o r m a t i o n . F o r i n s t a n c e , i n 
" C a n o n i z e d H y b r i d i t i e s , Res i s t an t H y b r i d i t i e s : C h u t n e y S o c a , C a r n i 
va l , a n d the P o l i t i c s o f N a t i o n a l i s m , " S h a l i n i P u r i ana lyzes the r o l e o f 
" s o c a " i n the r a c i a l wars b e t w e e n I n d i a n a n d A f r o - T r i n i d a d i a n s . P u r i 
finds tha t i t is i n the p e r s o n a o f the " d o u g l a " (a p e r s o n o f m i x e d In 
d i a n a n d A f r i c a n he r i t a g e ) tha t b i p o l a r i z a t i o n s o f i d e n t i t y m i g h t be 
m y s t i f i e d a n d c h a l l e n g e d . P u r i ' s essay e n d s w h e r e it m i g h t w e l l b e g i n , 
w i t h t h e q u e s t i o n , " w h a t g e n e r a l c l a i m s m i g h t o n e m a k e f o r the p o l i t i 
c a l p o s s i b i l i t i e s o f a d o u g l a p o e t i c s ? " (30). H e r p r e l i m i n a r y answe r is 
tha t the " d o u g l a " is a figure w h o s e " p o t e n t i a l d i s r u p t i o n o f d o m i n a n t 
r a c i a l s t e reo types c o u l d p r o v i d e a n o p p o r t u n i t y f o r spec i f i c a l l y feminist 
c o n t e s t a t i o n s o f d o m i n a n t g e n d e r a n d race i m a g e r y " (33). 

P u r i ' s essay, l i k e M i k e A l l e y n e ' s o n B o b M a r l e y ' s i m p a c t o n c u l t u r a l 
p o l i t i c s , S u p r i y a N a i r ' s s tudy o f m i g r a t i o n i n P a u l e M a r s h a l l ' s Brown 
Girl, Broiunstones, a n d F a i t h S m i t h ' s s a r d o n i c a l l y wi t ty i n v e s t i g a t i o n o f 
a n a c t u a l r o m a n c e n o v e l , V a l e r i e Be l g r a v e ' s Ti Marie ( 1988), p r o v i d e s 
f o d d e r f o r f u r t h e r c o n t e m p l a t i o n o f w h a t exac t l y is m e a n t w h e n 
we c o n s i d e r t h e C a r i b b e a n as a m u l t i c u l t u r a l space , o r as a n e x u s o f 
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hyb r i d i t y . W h a t e a c h o f the essays i n the c o l l e c t i o n p o i n t s o u t is tha t 
the C a r i b b e a n of fers n o easy answers to issues o f n a t i o n h o o d , race , 
class a n d g e n d e r . F o r these c r i t i c s , t h e C a r i b b e a n r e m a i n s a space o f 
contes t : it is th is c on t e s t w h i c h is i n s t r u c t i v e a n d d e s e r v i n g o f f u r t h e r 
study. 

M Y R I A M J . A . C H A N C Y 

A n t h o n y J u l i a n T a m b u r r i , A Semiotic of Ethnicity: In (Re)cognilion of the 
Italian/American Writer. A l b a n y : State U o f N e w Y o r k P, 1998. P p . x i i , 
176. $56.50, $18.95 pb -

A Semiotic of Ethnicity, by A n t h o n y J u l i a n T a m b u r r i , is a b o o k tha t h a d 
to be w r i t t e n . E t h n i c l i t e r a t u r e n e e d s too l s o f ana lys is , a n d the fact 
tha t m a n y s c h o l a r s a re a t t e m p t i n g to p r o d u c e s u c h a n a l y t i c a l w o r k s is 
a s i g n o f i n t e l l e c t u a l h e a l t h a n d cur i os i t y . H o w e v e r , I a m n o t su re tha t 
T a m b u r r i has s u c c e e d e d i n w h a t h e set o u t to d o . I f the use o f a s lash 
i n the t i t l e was i n s p i r e d ( T a m b u r r i re fuses to h y p h e n a t e I t a l i a n - A m e r i 
c a n , p r e f e r r i n g to d i v i d e - u n i t e these en t i t i e s w i t h a s lash m a r k : I ta l 
i a n / A m e r i c a n ) , h i s r e f e r e n c e to " a s e m i o t i c " is no t . T o fit wr i t e rs a n d 
t h e i r w o r k s i n t o t i dy c r i t i c a l c o m p a r t m e n t s is to b e l i t t l e b o t h the se r i 
ousness o f the c r i t i c ' s w o r k a n d the i m p o r t a n c e o f the a u t h o r ' s f ree
d o m . I n s h o r t , I a m n o t s u r e tha t th is b o o k is a b o u t s e m i o t i c s . I f y o u 
r e m o v e a l l t h e c o n v o l u t e d s e n t e n c e s t r u c t u r e a n d the excess ive q u o t 
i n g tha t b u r d e n these pages , the r e a d e r w i l l find h i m s e l f w i t h a few 
g o o d b u t p o o r l y d e v e l o p e d ideas . 

T a m b u r r i ' s p o s i t i o n is a m b i g u o u s : h e does n o t s e e m to have w r i t t e n 
th is b o o k to e n c o u r a g e t he r e a d e r to r u s h o u t a n d b u y the l i t e r a t u r e 
he d i scusses ; n o r does he w a n t to p r o v i d i n g n e w a p p r o a c h e s to u n d e r 
s t a n d i n g e thn i c i t y . It is as t h o u g h h e d e c i d e d to p ro s e l y t i z e f o r a cause 
h e d i d n o t f u l l y u n d e r s t a n d . S e m i o t i c s a n d s e m i o l o g y have t h e i r o r i 
g i n s i n w h a t R o l a n d B a r t h e s r e f e r r e d to as jouissance, w h i c h is n o t 
" b l i s s , " as i t has b e e n t r a n s l a t e d i n A m e r i c a , b u t p r o f o u n d s e x u a l - i n t e l 
l e c t u a l p l e a s u r e . T a m b u r r i shares w i t h us h i s e n t h u s i a s m f o r e t h n i c i t y 
a n d s e m i o t i c s , b u t by h i s i n t e l l e c t u a l p o s t u r i n g , d i m i n i s h e s o u r p l e a 
sure i n the w o r k s a n a l y z e d . 

T a m b u r r i starts f r o m the d u b i o u s p r e m i s e tha t e t h n i c i t y i n l i t e r a -
t u t e is a m a t t e r o f c o n t e n t . H e seems n o t to r ea l i z e that i f e t h n i c i t y is 
r e d u c i b l e to c o n t e n t , t h e n e t h n i c i t y is i m i t a b l e , a n d a n y o n e c a n be a n 
e t h n i c wr i t e r . T h e p r o b l e m h e r e is tha t n o t e v e r y o n e wants to p lay ( o r 
i n h e r i t ) t h e e t h n i c r o l e , a n d those w h o a re n o t e t h n i c s b u t p r e t e n d to 
be , u s u a l l y d o so f o r u l t e r i o r mo t i v es . E t h n i c i t y is n o t a p o s i t i o n o n e 
e m b r a c e s ha l f -hea r t ed l y . It is a p r i s o n i n t o w h i c h " f o r e i g n e r s " a re 
p u s h e d by o t h e r s . T o e m b r a c e t h e cause o f e thn i c i t y , o n e m u s t first 
f u l l y c o m p r e h e n d the i m p l i c a t i o n s o f th is i d eo l ogy , a n d t h o u g h 


