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and Haiti’s place within the world systems of the Enlightenment, capitalism, and imperialism. 
The argument went: Haiti had failed because of modernization and the only solution was to 
find a premodern alternative. Patrick Bellegarde-Smith in Haiti: The Breached Citadel put it 
with dismaying clarity: “An indigenous language and belief system give a culture its strongest 
foundation; a penetrated culture—a breached citadel—is weakened by a lack of cohesion 
among its systemic parts, because once fragmented, the parts of a culture no longer combine 
and interact to form an integrated, meaningful cultural.”3

Modernity meant the systematizing of the world in terms of all encompassing binaries 
such as modern versus premodern, dynamic versus static, tradition versus history. Celebrating 
Haiti’s uniqueness reversed modernity’s emptying of space and time of local meaning. This 
meant the revaluation of place as foundational, enclosed, and exclusive. In the face of the US 
occupation, the cult of the local and the myth of Haitian exceptionalism ultimately spawned 
a foundationalist narrative that conceived of cultural authenticity as identical with physical 
terrain. In its preoccupation with establishing a territorial identity outside of global modernity, 
such a narrative directed itself uniquely at those people, places, memories, and cultural forms 
that were seen to be uncontaminated by modernity and consequently imbued with a Haitian 
specificity. Hence, a reaction against neocolonial US domination provokes an interest in the 
Haitian hinterland, the Haitian peasantry, and indigenous values as a means of healing the 
national psyche and fostering a renewed sense of place. The “peasant novel” thus became the 
vehicle for rethinking the national “terroir” in the face of the centralizing, alienating thrust 
of the occupation, thereby promoting the collective embrace of a Haitian spatial and cultural 
exceptionalism. The often-cited example of this confluence of antimodernist poetics and anti-
imperialist politics is that of Jacques Roumain’s Gouverneurs de la rosée (1944). The novel’s 
visibly utopian vision of a new and distinctive collective identity outside of the ills inflicted by 
modernity has been indeed read as a salutary retreat into the pastoral and the establishment of 
an ahistorical place of origin. Even when in 1961 François Duvalier’s Tontons Macoutes had 
murdered Jacques Stephen Alexis, Roumain’s literary and ideological heir, Roumain’s novel 
was “mandatory in the secondary schools. . . . For most Haitian readers, Gouverneurs de la 
rosée was—and still is—the incarnation of national literature.”4 Arguably the peasant novel in 
general and Roumain’s novel in particular became the yardsticks for judging Haitian writing 
in terms of the nationalist revaluation of place.

Such an approach reinforced a series of critical binaries in Haitian literary culture by 
which writers or movements were judged, celebrated, or dismissed. For instance, one has only 
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