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Écrits d’Haiti: Perspectives sur la littérature haïtienne contemporaine (1986-
2006), Nadève Ménard (ed.). Paris: Karthala, 2011. 486 pp. (Paper € 29.00)

An important interest of this volume is that it was conceived and coordi-
nated in Haiti, by a Haitian scholar, Nadève Ménard, professor at the École 
Normale of Port-au-Prince. On the other hand, except for the interviewers 
(most of whom live in Haiti), almost all the contributors are young scholars 
from abroad. Therefore, this book reflects a double reversal, bucking the 
trend for international academic collective works on Haitian literature to 
be designed from the outside, and too often by foreigners, leaving in the 
margins local literary productions, but also less popular genres in the uni-
versities of the Northern Hemisphere such as poetry, short story or drama, 
and of course texts in Haitian, a language that these researchers usually do 
not master at all.

Pierre Bellefleur Maxwell’s informative chapter on Haitian short stories 
shows the singularity of texts by Sito Cavé, Yannick Lahens, Evelyne Trouil-
lot, and Gary Victor, while highlighting common features in their writing 
that tend to define a national post-Duvalier narrative. Jean Durosier Des-
rivières provides a detailed analysis of Georges Castera’s poetry, both in 
French and in Haitian, and Yannick Hoffert contributes an essay on two 
dramas of the Paris-based comedian, director, and playwright Jean-René 
Lemoine: Ecchymose (2005) and Face à la mer (2006).

Three other chapters also deserve special attention. “Autogéographie du 
Faubourg,” by geographer Jean-Marie Théodat, offers a sophisticated analy-
sis of Louis Philippe Dalembert’s Rue du Faubourg Saint-Denis. Cecile Accil-
ien’s comments on Vers le Sud (2005), the film adaptation by Laurent Cantet 
of a Dany Laferrièrre short story on sex tourism, is one of the book’s most 
amazing chapters, well worth reading. Finally, the interview with Georges 
Castera on his poetry offers some invaluable insights into the complex rela-
tions between French and Haitian languages. His are the courageous words 
of a poet who has always paid attention to his literary practice, as for exam-
ple, in the afterword to his great book in Haitian, Konbèlann (1976).

Structurally, the book is divided into six parts: “Écrire l’histoire,” “Écrire 
la blessure psychique,” “Écrire le corps, les éléments,” “Le comment de 
l’écrire,” “Écrire pour conquérir l’espace,” and “Écrire le terroir.” Although 
in her preface Médard, consciously or not wanting to deny any affiliation 
with criticism of the past, states that “this book also differs from works such 
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as Écrire en pays assiégé [writing under siege]—Haiti” (p. 9), one can see 
a strong resemblance between these two volumes, in their title, in their 
organization into parts about the writing process, and in the alternation of 
writers’ interviews and scholarly comments. This co-presence of two deci-
sive voices (author and reader) is not new in Francophone studies, going 
back at least to Lilyan Kesteloot’s foundational dissertation, Black Writ-
ers in French: A Literary History of Negritude (1963/1974). To some extent, 
one might think that this dual perspective owes much to Jean-Paul Sartre’s 
What is Literature? (1947/1988), whose influence on the Francophone world 
was very strong until the end of the twentieth century; see, for example, 
Frank Laraque’s seminal book, La Révolte dans le théâtre de Sartre vu par un 
homme du Tiers Monde (1976).

One noteworthy aspect of this book is the absence of confirmed Hai-
tian critics or scholars such as Myriam Chancy, Max Dorsinville, Pierre- 
Raymond Dumas, Maximilien Laroche, or Marie-Denise Shelton, whose 
books (respectively, Framing Silence: Revolutionary Novels by Haitian 
Women [1997], Caliban Without Prospero: Essay on Quebec and Black lit-
erature [1974], Panorama de la littérature haïtienne de la diaspora [2000], 
Le Miracle et la Métamorphose [1970], and Haïti et les autres: La Révolution 
imaginée [2011]) are among the most significant critical works by Haitians. 
On the other hand, the large number of young Haitian or Haitian-descended 
scholars working in France or the United States such as Cécile Accilien, Jean 
Durosier Desrivières, Régine Michelle Jean-Charles, and Kursuze Siméon-
Jones allow us to rediscover new voices of their generation: Edwidge Dan-
ticat, Kettly Mars, Fabienne Pasquet (some of whom have an ambiguous 
status in the literatures of Haiti, either because of the language they choose 
to write in or because of their nationality). Unfortunately these new issues 
for Haitian literatures, which are more than ever postnational in terms of 
both their production and their readings, are never questioned. This is a 
serious lack. Indeed, it is not obvious that Danticat (who writes in English) 
or Pasquet (who was born in Europe) are truly Haitian writers. They are 
undoubtedly writers of Haitian origin, but it is not incontestable that their 
writings belong in the Haitian canon. This debate on the notions of national 
text or criteria of belonging to a national literature seems to be repressed by 
critics, who too often follow the latest fashion instead of providing thought-
ful reflections on the literary, and Haitian literariness in particular. This 
debate is more important than ever, for the discourse on Haitian writings 
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is primarily driven by foreign publishers and critics, mostly Americans and 
Europeans, as is the case for the majority of contributors of this volume. 
Ménard notes this disturbing fact in her introduction, but she misses the 
opportunity to analyze it further, and thus to make a landmark contribu-
tion to Haitian criticism today.
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