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THE CITY UNIVERSITY OF NEW YORK
Abstract

GROWING OLD WITH DIGNITY:
WOMEN IN FRANCOPHONE LITERATURE OF THE CARIBBEAN

by
CHARLOTTE GERTZ

This dissertation proposes to study the role okolomen in the
literature emanating from Haiti, Guadeloupe, andrtMejue during the
latter half of the twentieth century and the eambars of the twenty-first
century. The focus is on how the older woman adtée status of Dignity
as a result of the strength and fortitude she ayspin resisting the assaults
inflicted upon her mental and physical persona.iSlkable to rise above her
contemporaries in spite of the struggles which 8hd to endure before
attaining that esteemed goal. Few literary accodrgslose the continuing
recital of humiliation and degradation suffereddiger women in the era of
slavery and the periods of colonization and postaalism. Authorship was
male-dominated among the few who had literary skilhe women’s voices
were muffled; they could neither read nor writéhe language of the Other.

They depended on oral history and collective memuoy tell their



descendents the stories of pain and subjugatioly thefered. The
Emancipation Proclamation, described by Professdiss&t as une
cérémonie vide resulted in spite of its short-comings, to encgaraome
women to take the initiative and loosen the fettdrsilence. They became
the voice for their less vocal sisters.

The literature included in this tlsgscompounded of fact and
Imagination, reflects the beliefs and aspiratioha wital segment of society
waiting to be heard. The tales told begin with payth, part fact and then
gradually evolve into the story of a people. Thehuodology employed is an
examination of novels, essays, and critical wookadsess the basic ideology
of a whole segment of bruised humanity. The nowbtcussed act as
messages from the women who wished to give credémdbeir silent
history. They are written in French, the prescribetiguage of the
Francophone communities, even though many refesermre made to
Creole, the language dear to the heart of the peopl

Although this dissertation is searsligntegrated, it is divided into
separate chapters using the literary works adudtwources: “Oral History,”
deals with the probable past as interpreted bytéler. When based on

“Collective Memory”, the story is often fused witlersonal adaptation. The

! Edouard Glissant, La Case du Command@®aris:Gallimard, 1997), 123.




lliness and triumph of the ageing process accaentrelpect one earns after
reachingun certain age but it also deals with the debilitating affects o
sickness which often accompany old age. “LanguageReligion” are two
factors which are inextricably woven into basiastures of human society.
The secret language of the African slaves and th#herited religion
sustained them during their tempestuous mode ofivalr “Color-Coded
Determinism” deals with a woman who is thwartedchar life’'s activities
because of the color of her skin. She relievesfiustrations and captures
her self-identity in the act of writing her intineathoughts in a journal.
“Sexual Abuse” is a major factor in causing wometose their self-esteem,
dignity and family values. Gender is introducedaasocial concern rather
than a biological phenomenon. “Postcolonialism” tlee chapter that
demonstrates the after-effects of slave rule. Rpvhunger, and inadequate
living conditions still prevail, but there is hoper the future generation,
sustained by the mothers and the grandmothers adrdise their own well-
being to further the education and social ascersidineir offspring.

My thesis concludes with the crowninvgm@ in the hope and dream
of all the women embodied in the heart-wrenchingries of pain and
suffering. Barack Obama, a black man, was elet¢tedid president of the

United States of America in November 2008. He wased by his
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grandmother, whose aspirations equaled those oR#wmee Sans Nom, the
M'man Tine, and the Lamercie of the novels includedhis work. The
impossible dream came true! It is wished that the authors who wrote
the texts included here could reap the joy and im@sp of this amazing
event. How great would be their reward!

The foregoing history will have eteérmining influence on all that
Is transpiring in the world today. Society and ordt will have positive
reactions as a result of the startling electiotheffirst black president of the
United States. The far-reaching effects will exteéadall geographical and
temporal boundaries. And it is very possible thittlze women in the
inspiring novels of this thesis may have contridute some way to the

amelioration of the human condition.
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Introduction

Growing Old with Dignity:
Women in Francophone Literature of the Caribbean

To grow old with dignity requires a lifetime of eating inner

stability and deep-seated moral fortitude. One \&bbieves dignity in old
age displays largesse of spirit and is most wodhyespect. The ageing
woman who deserves the title of dignity is the sabpf this paper. She is
the guiding force for the freedom of her familyy Inece, and her society. To
be old with dignity is heroic.

Intellectual inquiry into the postoolal societies of Haiti,
Guadeloupe, and Martinique has revealed the impogteof the ageing
woman, a fact reflected in life situations and e literature of the period.
The role of the young woman in Caribbean literatuas elicited much critical
commentary, but the representation of the older aroimas not been given
sufficient attention. She has contributed a strenge and a compelling
function in Caribbean life as well as in contempypristerature. The ageing
woman has been the survivor of historical disaatet family upheaval. She
has been the harbinger of tradition, perpetuatirad accounts of the silent
history of her forebears, and maintaining religitnetiefs and practices. The

older woman has uncovered the hidden trauma ofheestors and the cries



of resistance by those who could no longer suffee indignities of
subjugation.

The novels which | have chosen werdtewr primarily by authors
emanating from these Caribbean countries duringsieond half of the
twentieth century and the beginning of the twemtstf century. These
fictional works demonstrate that some ageing woman overcome the
overwhelming impediments and restrictions which egavtheir lives. The
older, stronger woman becomes theteau mitan(the central pillar of a
voudou temple) of a family group. She is able ttawband retain her dignity
despite the atrocities she has had to endure.sStepiesented as "the culture
carrier and the morality bearer of a disenfranchiseople seeking cohesion
and upliftment.?

My thesis seeks to define the wordsha title in order to better
understand the complex nature of the literaturbet@nalyzed. Each word is
significant and refers to a specific interpretatidimne meaning turns on the
verb, which means to say that "growing" is nottaic situation, but an
ongoing series of future possibilities. Growing oldthe process of ageing is

influenced by historical and geographical detertnoms. Under certain

2 Kamau Brathwaite, “Caribbean Women during the ReoibSlavery”, Engendering History, Caribbean
Women in Historical Perspectived. Verene Shepherd, Bridget Brereton, and BarBailey (New York:
St. Martin's Press, 1995), 129.




conditions one could not grow old. Slaves died ydufhe exigencies of
slave life and the hardships that ensued inhibstedhtural development into
old age. And to grow old would be a major triumphygcally as well as
morally. The memory of past injustices was onlytipdly obliterated by the
liberating decree of 1848. The suffering persisteat. the displaced woman,
Africa became synonymous with a Paradise Lost. 8o Africa was Mother
Earth, the home of her ancestors, her religiondreguage, and her customs.
In being uprooted to the land of the "Other", shd to forge a link of survival
for herself and for her descendents. She wouldgbespe her role as mother,
teacher, and standard-bearer. She would inculoateotispring as well as
those left in her care, with the religion, languamsd customs of their African
heritage. The youth were to be made aware of teatdiistory of their past.
The mother-figure would become the interpreterrat history and collective
memory. History would be Herstory! The distinctipeasant culture would
survive through the strength and wisdom of the waonand as she grew
older, she would try to transcend the misery & ilifto the richness of loving.
She would indeed grow old with dignity.
Unfortunately, there were some women who couldcope with the
indignities of slave life and the loss of Africdnetr motherland, and they

preferred suicide. They did not want their offsgriparticularly females) to



suffer either, so they committed acts of infanticidthe works of the authors
of the Francophone Caribbean literature which ar@yaed in my thesis
make reference to these tragic acts. In some tasgsare considered acts of
self-respect, a way of refusing a life of degramlateand upholding the
principles of dignity. The protagonists in the nisvieecome the agonists (the
ones who triumph in battle). They are the warristso gain the title of
dignity in the practice of defiance.

The books which | have chosen to include in my waeke, for the
most part, written by women whose stories are abiwaitplight of ageing
women. The inscription of female voices in litergmgces is an effective
way of articulating the problems that confront thdm this way, writers
empower their characters to express their concéims.written work enters
the realm owerité / fiction.The fiction would reveal hidden truths and could
be characterized asrécit de vie where one could enter the life of another
without fear of misinterpretation. The authors cbelkpose the problems
which beset the ageing woman, to delve into hendghts, to become part of
her daily life, to sympathize with her, and finalbyrejoice in her victory.

The power of the woman as she ascends the diffioute to dignity
In maturity and in old age is reflected in therbtteire. The woman has the

power of life and death. She is a true daughteviather Earth and as such



she is the recipient of all her glories and digast&he must have the
strength of her convictions to reach the almostmable goal of dignity.
When she can finally stand tall in her garden shiéened to Télumée, the
protagonist inPluie et Vent sur Télumée Miraclg972), by Simone
Schwarz-Bart.

In the novels analyzed, there are seweoahen who grow old with the
wisdom of old age due to their lifetime experienc@&guba, the leading
character in,Moi Tituba, Sorciére ... Noire de Saleiny Maryse Condé
(1986), suffers a life of slavery and humiliatiomaintaining her dignity in the
face of disaster. Claire Clamont, the protagomsAmour, which is the first
book in the trilogy Amour, Coléere et Folieby Marie Chauvet (1968),
considers herself old for having been emotionablyapyzed for thirty-nine
years by her self-imposed marginalization in thdatho/bourgeois society of
a small Haitian town. The military atmosphere whislrvades plays an
important role in this novel as it does kils de Misére by Marie-Thérese
Colimon (1973). Here, Lamercie Mercidieu, the qessential mother,
struggles through hard labor and self-sacrificedacate her son, only to be
thwarted by military oppression.

Growing old with dignity is personifiedy bTélumée, the beloved

granddaughter of Reine Sans Nom in the novel byoBemSchwarz-Bart,



Pluie et Vent sur Télumée Miracle In the rural setting of post-slavery
Guadeloupe, Télumée is influenced by the memoryhefthree preceding
generations of courageous Lougandor women. In andéxt, where memory
the important factor, recalling and recognizingvomas experiences, becomes
the basic element in the story of EmmalelLivre dEmmaby Marie-Célie
Agnant (2001). The tragic heroine in this novetesnpletely inhabited by the
memory of her female ancestors who survived orstedi slavery. The
desperate tales told to her by the older womereofdmily influence Emma’s
life and finally in emulating their tragic deaths.

In the following novels, memory is alse thasic theme, but in these two
novels, it is traumatic memory which obsesses ikes| of Eliette, in
L'EspéranceMacadamby Gisele Pineau (1995), and Sophie Caco in Breath
Eyes, Memoryby Edwidge Danticat (1994). Both books deal whitutal
assault. In the case of Eliette, it is unconsciomesnory of catastrophe; as for
Sophie, the traumatic memory of her mother’'s assauransferred to her as
well as to her elderly grandmother.

Un Plat de Porc aux Bananes Vertéy Simone Schwarz-Bart and
André Schwarz-Bart (1967) is a novel in which ad aloman overcomes

sickness and poverty to write her memories of siagad subjugation. She is



likened toLa Mulatresse Solitude which is the subtitle of this book. In
Caribbean lore, this woman incarnates resistandenamcibility.

There are other works which pertain to the topiageing women in
the post colonial atmosphere of the Francophom@ds! of the Caribbean. As
survivors of domestic and family violence, thesenego were able to maintain
their secret traditions and to become keepers ohong and the oral history
of their communities. In their role of authorithely were the guardians and
enactors of popular religion as well as the rehgod their ancestors. The tales
of resistance, suppressed memory, and trauma seovetrengthen their
natural inclination to grow old with dignity. Extree cases aharronageand
revolt were also part of their heritage and aréipent to my subject.

In Femmes des Antilles Trace et V/dbiséle Pineau and Marie Abraham
present a narrative of past events with severaogoal confessions of misery
and trauma suffered by the women of the Antillesel@ Pineau wrote the
section devoted to slavery and recorded persorstbrigés of individual
recipients of punishment and self-abasement, imoudsexual abuse and
incest. Marie Abraham gave the historical backgdoamd researched the

existing documents to give authenticity to theimboned project. As the title

3 Andre Schwarz-Bart, La Mulatresse Solitp¢Raris: Editions du Seuil, 1983).&
Mulatresse Solitud€l972) is a historical novel without comparison in Antillean literary
history: Schwarz-Bart relies on the rare historiographical traces to n¢itneelife of the
legendary Solitude.




implies, this text deals with women of all ages whktease their suppressed
voices, particularly the older women, to revealirthechievements and to
finally rejoice in fulfillment.

Engendering History—Caribbean History in Historical Perspectjve
edited by Verene Shepherd, Bridget Brereton, andod3a Bailey is a
collection that aims to credit the women who rasenfthe ranks of submission
to unlock the chains of slavery and assume theipgr place in society. Their
voices would at last be heard and no longer igndraidry Beckles, Bernard
Moitt, Lucille Mathurin Mair, and Mary Chamberlaizvere among the
contributors to this volume.

Maryse Condé’d.a Parole des Femmascludes specific accounts of
women's contribution to family life in the form @ducation, religion, and
nature. According to Condé, certain works of litera should be studied to
discover the inner thoughts of women, what theykhof themselves, their
country, and the difficulties that face them. Ither attempt to clarify the
complex problems existing in the Antilles and toggirecognition to the
women whose accomplishments have thus far beercted|

Renée Larrier explores the various ways in whichmewn's voices are
inscribed to transmit knowledge, culture, and wiada Francophone Women

Writers of Africa and the Caribbeam heir voices transmit memories of the



pain suffered by ancestors and the opportunityrfoffled voices to break free.
The older woman gains authority because of herrexpee and her stature in
the community. InAutofiction and Advocacy in the Francophone Cardohe
Renée Larrier analyzes the works of various autindrs present their work
from a subjective viewpoint, interpreting her tiditofiction and Advocacy
Caribbean literature is rife with first-person rmors, as the scarcity of visual
and aural evidence challenging theand Récit(the master narrative) creates
the need for a Caribbean first-person perspectNehe same time, Larrier
emphasizes the native dance knowrasmyé&also known asaghia in some
communities), a combat dance tradition in Martigiqwhich offers a
framework for reading Francophone Caribbean teXit® applies the combat
dance principles of initiation, challenge and perfance to texts from
Martinique, Guadeloupe, and Haiti, each of whidbng with other Caribbean
societies, has its own combat tradition.

An Introduction to the French Caribbean Nqv@&everly Ormerod’s
assessment of the literary scene in the Frenchbl@zan, is valuable in that
each novel discussed is presented within its saridl historical context. The
poetry of Aimé Césaire acts as an introductiomtpdrtant works by Edouard
Glissant and Jacques Romain. Ageing women playta role in the texts

analyzed.



Mama Lola—A Voudou Priestess in BrookhynKaren McCarthy Brown
Is a first-hand study in vodouism, taught by Manwal. the Mambo in her
community. This religion is still practiced in cemiporary Haiti and in Haitian
iImmigrant communities. The voudou spirits have eaginfluence on women's
everyday lives by giving them voice and empowetimgm to gain social and
economic independence.

L’Esclavageaux Antillesavant 1789 by Lucien Petraud, speaks of the
relgion practiced in Guadeloupe and Martinique #&srian of Animism, which
he describes as follows: “...c'est a dire qu'asleigux tout est dieu, tout est
animé d'une vie et d'une volonté...; la c’est un ahimm l|éopard, un
crocodile, un serpent: ici, c’est un arbre, unerpieun rocher; ailleurs, c’'est un
lac, une riviére, la mer, la luné According to Maryse Condé, it is the women
of the Antilles who are mostly influenced by Animisand by their leaders, the
guimboiseurs

In Nouveau Voyage aux lles d'Ameriglny the Pere Labat, voices of
resistance are expressed in the forrmafronage The Pere Labat tells of the
capture of négresses by the escaped slaves thdiil need for women. Older

women objecting to continued oppression were mikedyl to join a band of

* Lucien Petraud, L’Esclavage aux Antilles avant 1 {8®inte-a-Pitre: Emile
Désormeaux, 1973),55

10



marrons than younger women in spite of the harihthey would surely
encounter.

Le Marronage aux Antilles Francaisasix XVIII Siecle: Articlesby G.
Debien, gives accounts of life in self-imposed exdonsisting of scarcity of
food, constant danger of capture, and threat okrgeypunishment. These
hardships did not prevent the enslaved women frging to resist the torture
of enslavement and run to a free life in the hpiseferring the negation of the
maroon to the acquiescence of the plantation siEve.shrill voice of freedom
echoed from the hills of the marrons. Marronagevioied the space necessary
for the articulation of their expression of freedom

Bernard Moitt, iwomen and Slavery in the French Antilles, 1635-1848
investigates gender and the ugly past of the Auatillslave colonies. His book
is a dedicated exposé of the lives of enslaved wometh the object of
bringing them “out of the shadows of the slave @ton world and into full
view, where they belong’”

In taking an interdisciplinary approach to my tisedi studied the
women in the Francophone African diaspora througmedhodology which
stresses the ageing process in their common exgeseof gender, slavery,

and colonization. | connect the irreversible pheanaom of growing old with

® Bernard Moitt, Women and Slavery in the French Antilles, 1635-1@ddana:
Indiana University Press, 2001)73
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the drama of sickness and sexual abuse, as watheasnfluence of dual

religious affiliations. | stress these factors #meir effect on the literature to be
analyzed. There are several authors whose thebdaes been vital to the
philosophical import of my study.

Edouard Glissant, lre Discours Antillais states that oral history
and collective memory play a vital role in the brgt and literature of the
French Antilles. The absence of the written woldved only a silent history.
The remedy for this omission was Orality, a synthe$ memory and rhythm
of the spoken word. Glissant says that the litenath that provides insight into
the collective experience is the folktale. It hlas theandering elusiveness and
the opaque unpredictability of theonteur It is neither clear nor
straightforward but subject to a fitful recollectiof past event.

Patrick Chamoiseau, Jean Bernabé, and Raphaelabbipiace great
emphasis on the role of oral history in French ladsan literature itettres
Créoles They claim that the narrator is not "an artistsimlation but rather the
representation of a collective imaginatidriThey were firm advocates of the

recognition of Creole as an official language.

® J. Michael Dash, Edouard Glissa(Boston : Cambridge University Press, 1995), 64-
65.
" Dash, 80.
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Julia Kristeva, inTime and Sense&liscusses her theories of time and
memory. Although this work is focused on Proust higdobsession with time
and memory, these themes can be applied to my sitisdyal history and
memory, both subjective and collective. She costdbat memory is a
"kaleidoscope of impressions” and not to be retador truth. The "I" carries
differences, fragments, and suspension points.tdas also talks of time
elapsing in the life of a woman, her perceptiofef and changes in her body
as she reaches the "afternoon" of her®liféne woman of the Antilles perceives
her body as an instrument for child bearing; thigetaoon” of her life has a
different connotation.

Michel Foucault, inLesMots et les Chosestresses the interpretation
of memory as the way to arrive at knowledge. "Leppe du savoir n’est ni de
voir ni de démontrer, mais d’intérpreter... L'Histei&’est bien la plage la
plus érudite...mais la plus encombrée peut-étre deenotémoire et
lincontournable de notre pensée.In The History of Sexuality An
Introduction Foucault touched on African women’s behavior l#s toot of

enslaved women’s militancy. He also posits that, sexuality, and sexual

8 Julia Kristeva, Time and Seng®lew York: Columbia University Press, 1998), 329.
® Michel Foucault, Les Mots et les Chos@Raris: French and European Publications,
1990). 55, 231.
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relations must be examined with historical speitfficNew sexualities are
constantly produced and vary according to ethnecranial groups.

| have included a chapter based on sickness andgadwhich bears
the title of “lllness and Triumph,” as sicknesseoftaccompanies old age.
Simone de Beauvoir, iha Vieillesse succinctly states “la vieillesse se traduit
par ses difficultés physiques, ses maladies, |lmlentissement de toutes les
functions.™® This general determination is qualified by “elléest pas
seulement un fait biologique mais un fait culturdli most cultures, women
age differently from men. The woman of the Antillead to cope with her
unfortunate history and cultural impediments tovwgadd with dignity. Simone
de Beauvoir provides clinical insights into facttinat contribute to the ageing
process of women in various cultures.

Sigmund Freud’sSexuality and the Psychology of Lpeentains a
chapter on "The Taboo on Virginity”’The contrary attitude towards virginity
practiced in tribal nations is pertinent to my &abj as it was practiced in
Equatorial Africa and was probably included segretlthe traditions of other
tribes, as well as in the Caribbean islands of Amglles. Young women,

horrified at the idea of losing their virginity, weforced to accept violation

19 Simone de Beauvoir, La Vieilless@aris: Editions Gallimard, 1970), 304.
1 Sigmund Freud, Sexuality and the Psychology of | ¢Mew York: Touchstone
Publishing, 1997), 60.
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despite their objections. Sexual practices and tataarrangements often
caused pain and humiliation due to the dictatab@Other during slavery and
colonization. At that time, a woman'’s body was ¢dersed an object, a fertile
garden to be ravaged by rape. A postcolonial adcotimape was given in
L’Espérance-Macadarhy Gisele Pineau. In her book, she equates thende
of Hurricane Hugo (1908) with the violence of huniseings. Guadeloupe was
raped, as were the characters. The result of it foaused the trauma and the
devastation of body and soul. The main themd.'&spéranceis incest, a
practice silenced by shame, fear, and repressedoresnm The silence
effectuated by the victims of this heinous crimevants the cessation of future
molestation, not only for the individuals who hdween brutalized, but also for
others at risk.

Harry Goulbourne, irCommunity, Work an&amily*?, speaks of the
structure of Caribbean families as matrifocal, irhickh the woman is
responsible, economically and otherwise, for they-tdaday living
arrangements of family and household. This typegigbrous feminism exerts
its pressure on education, religion, and creatibndentities. In spite of

difficult circumstances and the absence of the rhigige, it was and continues

2 Harry Goulbourne, “Families, Communities and Social Capital,” Work, Family and
CommunityAug. 2006: 235-250.
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to be the woman who maintains the family struct&iee thus gains dignity in
her matrifocal role.

In my thesis, the books analyzed reflect the objean the title. The
interpretation gives the role of growing old witkguity greater validity and
comprehension. The events leading up to the pasi@dlperiod serve as a
background for my thesis and the books includedhm later period give
further validation to my premise. The role of thHdes woman continues to be a
source of necessary stability. The role of the oldeman as it has not yet been
addressed is pertinent to the major theme of tloidkvand in the six chapters
which give the literary interpretation.

Ageing women are the harbingers of oral history tnedrecipients of
collective memory. They become the messengers g tellers to their
children who repeat the tales to succeeding gaoasatThe older women
become the repository of events of trauma and geunahich serve to
stimulate an intergenerational influence. The ppilecwork to be analyzed in
the first chapter i$luie et Vent sur Télumée Miraclby Simone Schwarz-
Bart. The four generations of Lougandor women aspirational figures in the
annals of Caribbean literature.

Each society assigns the older woman her partictdd in the

community. She is often held in high esteem becadideer knowledge and

16



experience. She can rejoice in her exalted rolé oBliage can bring a series of
ailments both physical and mental. The protagonistshe novels | have
chosen to discuss survive poverty as well as sgkime their advancing age.
The novels highlighted in the second chaptér, Plat de Porc aux Bananes
Vertes by Simone and André Schwarz-Bart, dradlCase du Commandeby
Edouard Glissant, illustrate the valor of women wilowercome the
impediments of ill health, mental and physical, aie lack family support in
their struggle to achieve a sense of dignity.

The duality of language and religion is an impartéactor in the
literature of the Caribbean, and is discussedrajthein the third chapter. This
duality ascribes a particular aspect to the psyafhine older woman who is
prey to the effects of mystification and mythificaet. The novel | have chosen
to analyze in this area Moi, Tituba, Sorciere...Noire de Saleiny Maryse
Condé. Another book included in this chaptetésnora: L'histoire enfouie de
la Guadeloupeby Dany Bébel-Gisler. This book is a testimonythed cultural
and socioeconomic conditions of the country. Thiggioaus and linguistic
aspects which permeate thecit are indigenous to the culture and are
necessary for an accurate documentation of theriief Guadeloupe.

An important source for accounts of personal expees of sexual

abuse is found iffemmes des Antilles: Traces et Vdiy, Gisele Pineau and
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Marie Abraham. Abuse of this kind leaves lingerengdence in the minds and
onbodies of the victims. The atrocities sufferedspnt a litany of personal
humiliations, outrage, and fedrEspérence Macadanby Gisele Pineau, is a
novel that painfully attests to the lasting effeatsncest and sexual incursions.
Eliette overcomes her pain in silence and achievesnse of dignity as she
rescues another victim of incest and sexual amffieted by a monster who
suffers patriarchal madness as did his father.

All of the protagonists of the novels which | hastesen have earned
the title of dignity. Through painful endeavorsgyngrew old and finally
achieved a state of grace and majesty. In thedlitpter, | analyzA&mour, the
first of a trilogy, written by Marie Chauvet. Thegbagonist, Claire Clamont, is
the only black-skinned member of her mulatto fanasityd as a result suffers
deep psychological problems. She struggles thrdigh hiding her deep-
seated frustrations and sacrificing her own desirgs, through violence and
brutal assault, she is finally able to identify lrere self and find dignity in her
persona.

Slavery left its marks of suffering, resistance ang@pressed voices.
Abolition could not immediately erase the sins o fpast. A brighter future
was anticipated, but it was a difficult path to sue. In the final chapter of my

thesis, postcolonial accounts are included in greations by Joseph Zobel in
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Rue Cases Negre$1974) and inFils de Miséere(1974) by Marie-Thérese
Colimon. These books illustrate the hardships ofaher and a grandmother
who struggle to rear their children in the new efdreedom. They are both
determined to instill the benefits of education timeir offspring. Social
ascension is also connected to their hope of hglfheir children rise above
the common mass. In spite of the political upheasatl the military
intervention of that time, José’s mother and gramither as well as Ti
Tonton’s mother, all override the extreme poveftgyt suffer, to gain the
merited goal of dignity.

The novels analyzed in my thesis attest to thetFatit is the woman
who has carried the burden of child-rearing, intigdearning enough money
to provide food, to oversee education, to teadgicels values and most of all,
to inculcate standards of moral behavior. In thdstenalyzed, the women
grew old in their pursuits. As they grew older,\tleequired dignity. They did
not strive for this admirable title but they perd@ad an “earned dignity”. In so
doing they became the guiding force for the freeddnfamily, for race, and
for society.

This work has provided a unique experience for mbave been
involved in this fascinating literature—truly bedwlt stories—for several

years. | admire the authors for their talent anaesty. | love their portrayal of
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the characters. | empathize with their problems jamdthem in looking for a
bright star, shining for liberty and equal rightds an older woman, | respect

their trials and tribulations and rejoice in thailccess.
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Chapter I:

Oral History and Collective Memory

The ageing women in my study are the harbingerwralf history and
the recipients of collective memory. They become thessengers and
storytellers who rely on memory to transfer theles to offspring who
repeat the stories to succeeding generations. [tlee woman, respected for
her age, experience, and dignity, acts as a reppf events of the past.
She stresses the history of trauma and courageriarhlity. She attempts to
satisfy the quest for identity, a pressing probleith increasing urgency for
generations descending from the Diaspora. Histepplmes Herstory as she
endeavors to fill a void in a blank history whicbutd imbue her with a
sense of identity and create a sense of identihemdescendants. History is
traditionally recounted, reporting supposedly ipdisble facts, dates, and
events, etc. Herstory is narrated, accompaniedrawyepbial wisdom which
transcends time. The older woman interprets thegobs which often make
moral and philosophical judgments concerning humature and society.
Proverbial wisdom is the core of folk wisdom an@ flessons that these
Caribbean proverbs impart become vital elementdarstory. The nature of
orality is presented in the text according to théuce and memory of the

characters included in the narrative.
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Oral history, when it replaces an unrecorded, shestory, is important
in the study of literature of the French-speakingrdries of the Caribbean:
“For the Caribbean woman writer, the reality ofeixse, of voicelessness, of
marginalization, is linked to the necessity to fiadform, a mode of
expression® Oral history has thus become a vehicle for theripton of
the woman’s story in the literature of the Caribbemuntries of Haiti,
Guadeloupe, and Martinique. Literature based or bistory and the
different genres of oraliture: proverbs, songs, @neble stories provide the
material for the study of women and their placéhm Antillean arena and its
literature.

Oral history is a useful mode of expression angsed as the impetus
for many literary works emanating from the islarafsthe Antilles, but it
does not always constitute truth. Collective memisrynreliable, as it is
subject to the emotions and sensations of the -s#tiers. Julia Kristeva
speaks of memory as “a kaleidoscope of impressaaodsnot to be relied on
for truth.”* Memory is multi-layered and multi-faceted. It isb§ective and
can offer shifting interpretations. The autonomyoadliture interprets the

perception of the problematic past. Kristeva dodlsveracity of tales that

13 Carole Boyce Davies and Elaine Savory Fido, Out of the Kuyrtikew Jersey:
African World Press, 1990), 4.
14 Julie Kristeva, Time and Sengdlew York: Columbia University Press, 1996), 332.
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are repeated. In her booKjime and Sense,she says that memory is
suggestive and collective as well as voluntary andluntary. The "I"
wields an involuntary power over time; it is a sdijwith an unsuspecting
memory. The "I" carries differences and fragmefitsuspension points.

Michel Foucault, in_es Mots et les Chosespeaks of the importance
of interpretation to arrive at a truthful conclusidLe propre du savoir n’est
ni de voir ni de démontrer, mais d'interprét&tPle says that history is the
most encumbered part of our memory and the mogstesdble of our
thoughts'’ History is not always reproduced through memorgt tends to
become vague with the passage of time. The naeratithe oral history of
the Caribbean countries attempts to unravel thesipaoduced by slavery
and its devastating results.

The difference between oral history and collectivemory is
significant. Oral Hi