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Introduction 
 
They inhabited a confused universe, this Caribbean, with no center and no outward edge.  
Where almost everything was foreign.  Language, people, landscape even. 
      --Michelle Cliff, Free Enterprise 
 
What is really Swedish culture?  In an era of population movements and communication 
satellites will it survive, or will it be enriched?  And the questions are perhaps just 
slightly changed in the real centres of the world.  What would life be like there without 
swamis and without reggae, without Olympic Games and ‘the Japanese model’?  In the 
end, it seems, we are all being creolised. 

--Ulf Hannerz,  “The World in Creolisation”    
 
 

Among a new generation of post-colonial artists who are exploring the Caribbean 

as a microcosm of “the future world whose signs are already showing” (Bernabé, 

Chamoiseau, Confiant 892) is the Jamaican-born poet, essayist, and novelist Michelle 

Cliff.  Like many of her Caribbean literary counterparts, Cliff envisions creolization as a 

cultural process rooted deep in the colonial past but fast becoming a new force informing 

the identities of nations who have heretofore subscribed to Western European notions of 

“cultural purity” and ethnic hierarchy.  While the blurring of cultural boundaries seems to 

be a late occurrence in the First World, the entire corpus of Cliff’s work is devoted to 

uncovering the history of interculturation that began with the Western European New 

World Discovery and continues to transform the cultural landscapes of countries like the  

United States and Great Britain. Cliff’s novels, in particular, mark the evolution in her 

thinking about the possibility of a coherent national culture, and the purpose of this thesis 

is to highlight the ways in which the theories of creolization set forth in Abeng (1985), 

No Telephone to Heaven (1987), and Free Enterprise (1990) are applicable to the world 

beyond the Caribbean. Focusing specifically on Western notions of feminism, language, 

and history, my thesis underscores Cliff’s belief that the fundamental ways Westerners 
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identify themselves and their culture will inevitably be altered as the world moves closer 

together.  

Affirming this newly discovered cultural interconnectedness will indeed prove to 

be a challenge, for the U. S. has traditionally been wary of notions of cultural hybridity.  

Consider President Theodore Roosevelt’s response to the issue of accommodating the 

first wave of Eastern European immigrant school-aged children in the United States:  

“We have room for but one language here, and that is the English language; for we intend 

to see that the crucible turns our people out as Americans, of American nationality, and 

not dwellers in a polyglot boardinghouse” (Nieto 192).  Almost a century later, Ronald 

Reagan evinced much the same attitude toward language education for the nation’s 

immigrant population, asserting that “It is absolutely wrong and against American 

concept to have a bilingual education program that is now openly, admittedly dedicated 

to preserving their native language and never getting them adequate in English so they 

can go out into the job market” (Nieto 192). Apparently many Americans share this 

reluctance to admit the language diversity that has always been a part of U.S. national 

culture, for in June of 1998, Californians voted overwhelmingly to pass Proposition 227, 

effectively eliminating all bilingual education within the state, leaving limited English 

proficient children with only a sink-or-swim approach to their education.  Like nineteenth 

century British colonial school systems, the United States recognizes language as the 

primary purveyor of shared cultural values and stresses the importance of silencing the 

native tongue in promoting “national unity.” 

 But does the suppression of interculturation produce a stronger, more unified 

country? In nature, hybridization is a mark of strength and resistance, and according to 
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Barbadian poet and literary critic Edward Brathwaite, cultures evolve or vanish under 

much the same principle.  In Contradictory Omens, his 1974 study of the creolization 

process in the colonial West Indies, Brathwaite posits that the political, social, and 

economic growth of the islands was stunted by British refusal to acknowledge and 

embrace the syncretic nature of the colonial Caribbean milieu:             

The failure of [white] Jamaican / West Indian society lay in the fact that it 

did not / could not fully recognize these elements of its own creativity and 

so failed to complete the creolizing process.  It refused to recognize its 

black labourers as human beings, thus cutting itself off from the one 

demographic alliance that might have contributed to the island(s) 

economic and (possibly) political independence.  What the white Jamaican 

elite recognised—and therefore would not—was that true autonomy for 

them could only mean true autonomy for all; that the more unrestricted the 

interculturation, the greater would be the freedom.  So they came to prefer 

a bastard metropolitanism, with its consequence of dependence on Europe, 

to complete exposure to creolization and the liberation of the slaves.  (CO 

22)  

In this work, Brathwaite argues the inaccuracy of designating the Caribbean as simply a 

former slave society, recalling that European colonial identity was greatly altered by the 

clashing and merging of vastly differing cultures existing together on these small islands.  

Brathwaite believes that one of the greatest blows to the colonial effort to maintain 

cultural boundaries was the frequency of interracial sexual relationships that produced 

offspring of indeterminate parentage and indeterminate race.  Even as European colonials 
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attempted to ignore this obvious evidence of interculturation, there emerged a mestizo 

middle class that acted as mediator or “social cement” (CO 21) between the white Creole 

elite and the darker-skinned Afro-Caribbean slaves of the plantation-plot society.  For the 

first time in history, skin color could not be considered a sure marker of racial / 

socioeconomic borders—a phenomenon that placed more than miles between the 

colonies and their racially segregated mother countries.  As colonialists grew more 

isolated from their European origins, Caribbean culture became definable only as an 

amalgamation of languages, religions, races, and social mores, an independent system 

closely connected to and influenced by the entire the world.                  

 While colonization did much to catalyze communication between previously 

“closed” cultures, creolization is not at all contingent upon imperialist enterprises. 

Swedish cultural anthropologist Ulf Hannerz observes that in this era of advanced 

technology and increased mobility, the creolization process is once again in rapid motion 

and becoming evident the world over, even in countries traditionally perceived as having 

a well-defined, culturally homogeneous national identity: 

[National culture] may in fact begin already outside the national 

boundaries, with the migratory flux between metropolitan and Third 

World countries.  Asians, Africans, Latin Americans, and West Indians in 

Europe and North America are usually considered in social science as 

immigrants to the metropoles.  Simultaneously, however, they form 

extensions of their home societies, of which they often remain active 

members.  In this way London, Paris, Brussels and Miami are among the 

major Third World cities, and a varied cultural flow passes from them 



 5

through the networks of migrant workers, students, exiles, international 

petty entrepreneurs and tourists.  (549) 

Since the fifteenth century, the Caribbean has been center stage for the kind of 

cultural confluence the United States and Western Europe are only lately realizing. It 

stands to reason, then, that the Caribbean islands, traditionally labeled unstable, 

fragmentary, and ahistorical, may actually be the precursor of an “intersystemically 

connected” global community in which vastly differing cultures are constantly moving 

and shaping one another (Hannerz 551). In her novels, Cliff subverts the hegemony of 

North American and Western European culture by using the Caribbean as the paradigm 

for explaining an increasingly cross-cultural world.  Widely critically acclaimed, Abeng 

and its sequel, No Telephone to Heaven, explicate existence in pre-Independence 

Jamaica, revealing the ways in which imperialist forces attempt to enforce an unnatural 

order through the separation of people.  Like Brathwaite, Cliff believes that creolization 

is a natural, inevitable part of cultural evolution, and she works to expose the forces 

within the Caribbean that attempt to quell the social confusion stemming from the 

mixtures of different groups of people.   

Also concerned with the dynamics and implications of cultural change, Cliff’s 

latest novel, Free Enterprise, moves for the most part out of the Caribbean and into the 

southern United States.  Perhaps this movement away from a primarily West Indian focus 

has prompted a much quieter critical response for this third novel.  While some critics 

may view this change in setting as an indication the ex-patriot Cliff has finally left her 

Caribbean homeland behind her, this thesis treats Free Enterprise as an extension of her 

earlier novels, rather than a departure. Far from forgetting the lessons of West Indian 
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culture and history, Free Enterprise emphasizes that global social progress demands a 

critical review of the “New World” discovery and the notions of cultural supremacy 

carried by Europeans into the establishment of Western society and disseminated 

throughout the world during the heyday of British colonialism. Thus the Caribbean of 

Cliff’s first two novels indeed “flows outward past the limits of its own sea with a 

vengeance” (Benítz-Rojo 4), leaving in its wake new ideas about how feminism, 

language, and history will function in post-colonial cultures. 

In her examination of this new creolized world, Cliff exposes Euro-American 

“scientific” conceptions of racial degeneracy as a colonial power-play designed to keep 

racial borders clearly demarcated, a move that was particularly damaging to relationships 

between women.  Chapter one of this thesis, “Creolizing Feminism,” focuses on Cliff’s 

belief that it was slavery and colonialist fears of miscegenation that first forged a divide 

between white women and women of color, a rift still evident within the feminist 

movement today.  Especially within the last two decades, African American and Third 

World women have voiced their concern for what they see as the homogenization of 

feminism, the refusal of white, first world feminists to recognize and honor differences in 

racial and cultural reality. Editors of the first critical anthology of West Indian women 

writers, Carole Boyce Davis and Elaine Savory Fido, assert that Caribbean women have 

always been concerned with the different forms oppression takes, and at many historical 

moments have had to choose or divide their energies between their own freedom as 

women within patriarchal societies and the massive project of decolonizing their island 

homelands for future generations (12).  According to Davis and Fido, these experiences 

make Caribbean women a rich resource for constructing a “world feminism” that 
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recognizes the great disparities in social equality within a global community of women 

(15).     

In creating a more inclusive definition of feminism, Cliff finds that white women 

have not always done their part to reach across racial and cultural divides. But Cliff 

avoids pitting white women and women of color against each other by carefully 

unearthing the social dynamics of the plantation-plot system, revealing the painful history 

behind the white woman’s fear of interculturation.  In her first, semi-autobiographical 

novel, Abeng, Cliff traces the coming-of-age of twelve-year-old Clare Savage, weaving 

the girl’s story in among a multitude of other tales from Caribbean folklore and forgotten 

history.  Like Cliff, Clare is the product of a racially mixed marriage and is pressured to 

choose between the socioeconomic affluence of her father’s European heritage and the 

relative poverty of her mother’s Afro-Caribbean ancestry.  Because Clare looks white, 

she is raised to believe that her self-worth lies in her ability to continue to “lighten up” 

her race by marrying someone of apparent Anglo-European descent. By the end of No 

Telephone to Heaven, however, Clare challenges the doctrines of race and class instilled 

in her by a society obsessed with validating itself in the eyes of the mother country.  

Importantly, Clare’s sociopolitical awakening begins only after she senses that the same 

force which compels her to adhere to gender expectations also dictates the power 

dynamics within her friendship with poorer, darker-skinned Zoe.  Within Free Enterprise, 

Cliff shifts focus and reveals how white women passively collude with the politics of 

Orientalism, othering women of color in order to secure their own position within racist 

patriarchies.  For Cliff, racism and sexism are completely interrelated, and she suggests 

that the future of feminism depends upon the willingness of women to recognize their 
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stake in eradicating prejudice based upon skin color, understanding, as Audre Lorde so 

eloquently puts it, that “the strength of women lies in recognizing differences between us 

as creative, and in standing to those distortions which we inherited without blame, but 

which are now ours to alter” (131).                                       

 Chapter two, “Creolizing Language,” explores another area in which cultural 

differences have historically translated into imbalances of power.  As previously noted in 

this introduction, bilingual education within U.S. public school systems has continued to 

be one of the most politically contentious topics in education.  But preceding, perhaps 

prompting, the linguistic brouhaha that led to the passing of Proposition 227 was the 

controversy triggered by Oakland Unified School District’s 1997 resolution regarding 

Ebonics.  Although linguists have firmly established that African American Vernacular 

English (AAVE) is a regular, rule-governed communication system, many public school 

teachers continue to label this dialect “slang” and “ungrammatical”—the same approach 

British colonials used to discourage Afro-Caribbean children from speaking Jamaican 

Creole, a language closely related to, if not the originator of, AAVE.  While the public 

battle over multilingualism and multidialecticalism is a relatively new phenomenon 

within the United States, Cliff’s novels highlight the fact that the Caribbean has always 

been embroiled in the politics of language and underscore the need for a new conception 

of English as a universal language.  Throughout Abeng and No Telephone to Heaven, 

Cliff suggests the importance of altering the language of the colonizer in order to convey 

West Indian Afro-Caribbean reality, but by the end of her second novel, Cliff’s focus 

expands to include all peoples and cultures struggling within the stranglehold of Western 

cultural colonization. For Cliff, language is a means of connection, not exclusion, and 
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especially within Free Enterprise, she highlights English’s efficacy as a medium of 

transcultural exchange, a crucial aspect of resistance efforts against neocolonialism.     

In her examination of the sociopolitical dynamics of language use within the West 

Indies, Cliff finds that slavery and cultural colonialism played a great role in the 

separation of Creole words from their African origins, effectively disconnecting Afro-

Caribbean people from their common ancestry.  In resurrecting those voices silenced by 

European colonization, Cliff is careful not to repeat the mistakes of colonial 

historiographers by simply replacing one version of historical truth with another, working 

instead to provide a more multifaceted perspective of the past.  The third and final 

chapter of this thesis, “Creolizing History,” explores Cliff’s belief that official history, 

much like race, class, and gender, has been used by hegemonic forces to obfuscate 

connections between people of different cultures.  Since the days of British global 

imperialism, cultural origins have grown increasingly difficult to discern, and throughout 

her novels Cliff suggests that traditional conceptions of chronological history are an 

inaccurate medium for conveying “[a] world diffracted but recomposed,” a maelstrom of 

signifieds in a single signifier:  a Totality” (Bernabé, Chamoiseau, Confiant 892).     

 The threads that connect these three chapters are Cliff’s rejection of the necessity 

of a cultural center in establishing both personal and national identity and her belief that 

racial, sexual, political, and cultural classification is becoming increasingly difficult in a 

creolized world.  For many Westerners, the bending and blurring of cultural boundaries is 

a frightening prospect precisely because it redefines and reorganizes power structures, 

creating an air of instability and uncertainty in cultures heretofore assured of their 

superiority and associated privileges.  Coping with this newly emerging diversity within 
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diversity may be the greatest challenge facing Western Europe and the United States in 

the next millennium.  Far from being a simple matter of political correctness, Hannerz 

observes, “a [creolist-point-of-view] identifies diversity itself as a source of cultural 

vitality; it demands of us that we see complexity and fluidity as an intellectual challenge 

rather than as something to escape from” (556).  Indeed the terrorist bombings in New 

York City and Washington, D.C. indicate that escape is no longer an option.   
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Chapter One:  Creolizing Feminism 

In the poem which begins her influential 1975 lyrical essay, “Sorties: Out and 

Out:  Attacks / Ways Out / Forays,” Hèléne Cixous highlights a patriarchy’s need to 

position women within a coupled hierarchy, where superiority is achieved and maintained 

through constructed difference: 

  Where is she? 

  Activity / Passivity 

  Sun / Moon 

  Culture / Nature 

  Day / Night 

  Father / Mother 

  Head / Heart 

  Intelligible / Palpable 

  Logos / Pathos 

  Form / Convex / Step / Advance / Semen / Progress 

  Matter / Concave / Ground—where steps are taken 

  Holding—and dumping ground 

  Man 

  Woman 

Perhaps the most striking aspect of Cixous’s famous poem is that there is no 

qualification.  Because collectively subordinate to men, all women--regardless of age, 

race, class, ethnicity, and sexual orientation--are placed within a relationship of equality.   

While this metaphorical man / woman binary opposition has served Euro-American 
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feminism as a means for explaining the (under)representation of women within most 

major discourses, it does nothing to address the simple fact that for many women, gender-

based subjugation is only one strand among many creating a complex matrix of 

oppression.  How, then, to accommodate the concerns of a global community of women 

without becoming fractious is the crucial question facing feminism within this 

neocolonial, postmodern era.  For as critics such as Susan Bodo warn, a real danger of 

too much “gender trouble” within feminist theory is the creation of a discourse so 

nuanced and fragmentary it renders feminism meaningless as a political force.  

  According to Cliff and other post-colonial women writers, however, the 

acknowledgment of multiple and interconnected forms of oppression can actually bridge 

the critical distances between women.  Within Abeng, No Telephone to Heaven, and Free 

Enterprise, Cliff demonstrates that racism and sexism reside coterminously, agreeing with 

Trinh T. Minh-ha’s assertion that feminism can no longer afford to rest assured that 

“oppression comes only in singular, monolithic forms” (104).  Throughout Cliff’s novels 

white women  come to personify the racial and sexual hysteria that saturates existence 

within “neocolonial pigmentocracies” (Raiskin 6), the site of their liberation clearly 

located within the ruins of a racist patriarchy bent upon maintaining caste lines. While 

Cliff certainly does not suggest the possibility of a world sisterhood across the lines of 

race, class, and culture, she does work to expand the notion of what is personal and 

therefore political, thus enabling white women to meet women of color in a place 

“beyond objectification and beyond guilt” (Lorde 133).   

 One need only remember the history of colonization and slavery in order to 

recognize that racism is very much a white woman’s concern.  Nancy Leys Stepans notes 
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that “science” that validated the domination of Anglo-European women as well as native 

peoples of color was pursued most vigorously during the heyday of British imperialism is 

no coincidence, for colonization, especially the dichotomous plantation-plot social 

system of the West Indies, depended upon a clear diffusion of power along racial borders 

(105).  To this end, but “in the name of national cohesion and noble motherhood,” Judith 

Raiskin contends, “prohibitions against miscegenation and state-sponsored eugenics 

programs...justified the enforced control of women’s sexuality” (7). 

 But no matter how limpeza de sangre concerned the white Creole planter class, 

sexual interculturation was unquestionably the largest breech in the colonizer’s defense 

against creolization.  Although the mestizo middle class facilitated cultural 

communication between Afro-Caribbeans and the landed white Creole elite (CO 21), it 

also induced a racial and sexual hysteria within the colonies from which the relationship 

between white women and women of color suffered lasting damage.  The sexual history 

of colonization is replete with moments of sadistic cruelty perpetrated against slave 

women by white mistresses fearful of losing their precarious positions within the colonial 

matrix of race and class.  Adrienne Rich explains how slave societies forged a fearful 

hostility between white women and women of color:  

If the white married woman had any status or identity, it was by virtue of 

her wifehood and motherhood (though her children were the property of 

their father).  Yet she was forced into impotent jealousy of black women 

both as the preferred sexual objects of her husband, and as mother-

surrogates for her children.  The sources of her value as a woman, 

patriarchally defined, were constantly in question no matter the height of 
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her “pedestal.”  In this intolerable yet every day situation we can see the 

roots of a later assumption prevalent among white women, that the black 

woman was by nature immoral and lascivious.  However the slave might 

struggle to fend off her own rape, she was defined as the guilty victim, the 

permissible scapegoat for the anger of her rapist’s wife.  (295) 

Given this painful and easily distorted history, the contemporary black woman’s 

reluctance to join any movement dominated largely by white women is understandable.  

For as Lorde points out, racist patriarchal power structures are not entities of the past, and 

white women must continually negotiate “the pitfall of being seduced into joining the 

oppressor under the pretense of sharing power” (118).   

 Exploring the relationship between gender and colonialism, Jean Rhys’s Wide 

Sargasso Sea (1966) demonstrates the devastating repercussions for white women in 

aligning themselves with “patriarchal power and its tools” (Lorde 119).  While 

Antoinette, as the vanguard of white civilization, is afforded some socioeconomic 

advantage denied to Afro-Caribbean characters Christophine and Amelie, Rhys makes 

clear that this advantage is by no means secure and comes with the price of complete 

submersion of identity and eventual loss of self.  Although European colonialism no 

longer exists in fact, Cliff explains in her early essays how decolonization did little to 

collapse a racially segregated power structure within the West Indies, only supplanting a 

landed white Creole elite with a burgeoning mestizo middle class aiming for “oppressor 

status” at the expense of darker-skinned Afro-Caribbeans (“If I Could Write This in Fire” 

78).  With Clare Savage’s coming-of-age, Cliff reveals that white patriarchal fears of 
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miscegenation have filtered down through the centuries, continuing to compromise the 

white woman’s access to power and her relationships with other women.   

Turned over to her father because she has inherited his light skin, Clare Savage’s 

early socialization can best be described as indoctrination: 

Boy taught his eldest daughter that she came from his people—white 

people, he stressed—and he expected Clare to preserve his green eyes and 

light skin—those things she had been born with.  And she had a duty to try 

to turn the green eyes blue, once and for all—and make the skin, now 

gold, become pale and subject to visible sunburn.  These things she should 

pursue.  (Abeng 127)    

While Clare’s father couches his argument for the continued “lightening” of the Savage 

family line in terms of fulfilling the potential his daughter possesses, Boy Savage has 

essentially co-opted his daughter’s life in order to secure his own precarious position 

within a racially stratified neocolonial world.  Sensing the fallacies within her father’s 

worldview, Clare looks to her Afro-Caribbean mother for an alternative.  Not 

surprisingly, however, Kitty Freeman Savage’s black identity has also been partially 

erased by the colonial ideology that permeates existence within the British West Indies.  

While she deeply cares for and identifies with the Afro-Caribbean peasant class, Kitty 

agrees with her husband’s unswerving opinion that black people are destined for 

perpetual exploitation.  Out of concern for her daughter’s future, Kitty refuses to share 

her Afro-Caribbean heritage with Clare in hopes that she will be able to pass easily into 

white culture and out of the relative poverty Kitty herself experienced as a child. 
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 Clare’s racial / social dilemma closely parallels that of Rhys’s Antoinette 

Rochester.  Abandoned by her mother and from a racially mixed background, like 

Antoinette, Clare is tenuously positioned as a white woman within a racist system that 

threatens to consume her identity even as it sustains her socioeconomically.  But rather 

than deny her mother’s African heritage and a family history of enslavement, Clare works 

to build a connection to it, an action that is especially problematic given her subconscious 

identification with the light and white-skinned upper-class.  Although Clare is attempting 

to forge an Afro-Caribbean identity, her inability or refusal to recognize the disparity in 

socioeconomic reality and possibility between herself and darker-skinned Afro-

Caribbeans separates her from her friend Zoe and blinds Clare to the reality of her own 

oppression as the object of her father’s project of eugenics.  Cliff’s portrayal of the 

relationship between the two girls gives narrative voice to Chandra Talpade Mohanty’s 

contention that “Sisterhood cannot be assumed on the basis of gender; it must be forged 

in concrete historical and political praxis” (201).  Clare’s coming to racial and sexual 

consciousness does not begin until she acknowledges the relative positions of women 

within the neocolonial patriarchal power hierarchy and is complete only after she 

recognizes her personal stake in leveling the playing field. 

 Through Zoe’s friendship, Clare attempts to align herself with her mother’s Afro-

Caribbean heritage, not realizing that the barriers of race and class extend even into the 

bush country surrounding Ms. Mattie’s farm.  In order to prove that she is indeed her 

mother’s daughter, Clare convinces her friend to help her take up the hunt for Cudjoe, the 

fabled wild boar of Cockpit County.  But Zoe, who has never been protected from the 

implications of race, gender, and class, brings the hunt to a very somber conclusion by 
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defining the differences that presently separate the girls and will inevitably extend into 

their futures, precluding any lasting allegiance: 

Wunna is town gal, and wunna papa is buckra.  Wunna talk bucka.  

Wunna leave here when wunna people come fe wunna.  Smaddy?  Wunna 

no is smaddy already?  Gal Smaddy. Kingston smaddy.  White smaddy.  

Dis place no matter a wunna a-tall, a-tall.  Dis here is fe me territory.  

Kingston is fe wunna.  Me will be here so all me life—me will be 

marketwoman like fe me mama.  Me will have fe beg land fe me and fe 

me pickney to live pon.  Wunna will go a England, den maybe America, to 

university, and when we meet later we will be different smaddy.  But we is 

different smaddy now.  (Abeng 118)   

Of course Zoe’s honesty hurts Clare, but it obviously helps her to understand how race 

translates in a material world.  Clare finally realizes that “it was only she who moved 

across the lines of ownership—because she was Kitty’s daughter and Ms. Mattie’s 

granddaughter.  And Zoe, her darker friend, her friend whose mother was a 

marketwoman, was only allowed along” (121). 

 If the ill-fated hunting trip finally defines the boundaries of race and class for 

Clare, it also delineates the confines of gender, revealing the extent to which a racist 

social system depends upon the white woman’s feminine gender performance in order to 

perpetuate itself.  In Resistance Literature, Selwyn R. Cudjoe posits that the liberated 

white woman and the black male intellectual are the white male oppressor’s most potent 

threats (118).  Indeed, after his daughter steals her grandmother’s gun and accidentally 

shoots and kills Ms. Mattie’s bull, Boy Savage senses that Clare is “showing signs of 
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something which had to be stopped—corrected—something which might make her 

wrong-headed” (148) and swiftly metes out an unusually harsh punishment.  Clare’s 

mother and father never pretend that their concern is the safety of their daughter and Ms. 

Mattie’s neighbors, or even the considerable cost of replacing Old Joe; rather, they are 

disturbed by what Clare’s actions imply about her nature and her loyalty to a racist 

patriarchy.  With a dark-skinned girl as her consort, Clare steals and fires a gun, crossing 

lines of race, gender, and class “in a society in which the lines were unerringly drawn” 

(Abeng 150). 

 As part of her punishment, Clare is sent to live with Ms. Beatrice, a racist white 

woman who is supposed to teach Clare how to behave as a white, upper-class female.  

With the figure of Miss Winifred, Ms. Beatrice’s insane younger sister, Cliff foreshadows 

Clare’s fate if she does not realize and resist her victimization as an almost-white woman 

within a racist social system.  Like Rhys’s Antoinette Rochester, Miss Winifred is torn 

between loyalty to the racist hierarchy that privileges her and the knowledge that this 

structure is the source of her greatest subjugation.  After telling Clare that her racially 

mixed child was taken from her at birth, Miss Winifred relates the story of the Zong, a 

slave ship whose captain threw its human cargo overboard in order to collect insurance 

money.  Miss Winifred’s conclusion to her story implies the pivotal role women may 

play in obliterating racism:   

They are gone now—the ones who did those things—gone to their 

reward.  But the afterbirth is lodged in the woman’s body and will not be 

expelled.  All the waste of birth.  Foul-smelling and past its use. 

   You probably do not understand what I say to you.  (Abeng 165)    
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But clearly, Clare is beginning to understand her position within this colonial 

social system.  Later that night, Clare dreams Zoe and she are fighting by a river.  In a 

fury, Clare picks up a rock and hits Zoe beneath her eye.  She immediately feels remorse 

for hurting her friend, apologizing and attempting to heal the wound with aloe.  Belinda 

Edmondson notes the striking similarity between Clare’s dream in Abeng and the scene 

within Rhys’s Wide Sargasso Sea in which Tia hurls a rock at Antoinette as Coulibri 

burns in the background.  Edmondson argues that “if we consider this scene [Clare’s 

dream] within the context of its literary history, Cliff is rewriting an historical relation of 

black and white West Indian women not only to link their cultural identities but to 

acknowledge the white woman’s relation to power” (183).  Although Clare’s dream 

indicates her realization and renunciation of the “unequal power dynamic” (Edmondson 

183) between herself and Zoe, Clare still does not quite understand how she suffers from 

it personally and does what Albert M. Memmi believes is logical for the “colonizer who 

refuses”—she leaves the colony. 

 In Abeng’s sequel, No Telephone to Heaven, Cliff reiterates the difficulty of 

extricating the female self from the colonial “power strategy” (Foucault 103) of eugenics. 

As Raiskin points out, Clare does not decide to return to her island homeland to engage in 

resistance efforts against neocolonial hegemonic forces until she loses the ability to 

reproduce altogether (192).  Although her sense of self is clearly shaken by the diagnosis 

of sterility, Clare is finally liberated from the “reproductive drama of racial ‘progress or 

degeneration’” (Raiskin 192) and feels free to forge her own identity and alliances, upon 

her return to Jamaica choosing to identify solely with her mother’s Afro-Caribbean 

peasant heritage.  Clearly her decision to aid the international band of guerrilla fighters 
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does not stem from mere sympathy for the plight of Afro-Caribbeans but from an 

understanding of how she personally has been impaired by a history of racial oppression.  

As she explains to the leader of the guerrilla fighters, “I’m not outside this history—it’s a 

matter of recognition…memory…emotion.  When I study Tom Cringle’s silk cotton tree, 

I wonder about the fact that I have never been able to bear a necklace about my 

throat…not even a scarf” (NTH 194).  Clare’s epic journey toward racial awareness, 

which results in her willingness to relinquish socioeconomic security and take up arms in 

resistance to neocolonialism, suggests Cliff’s belief that the interrogation of differences 

among women is not the ending place of feminism as a revolutionary movement, but a 

necessary prerequisite for effective, respectful alliances between women, an idea she 

continues to expand upon in Free Enterprise.    

Far from pretending that differences between women do not exist, the white 

female characters in Cliff’s third novel seek to separate themselves from their subordinate 

positions within a patriarchal society by othering women of color.  At the end of Free 

Enterprise, one of the main characters, a light-skinned Afro-Caribbean woman, Annie 

Christmas, remembers her imprisonment on a Confederate chain gang during the 

American Civil War and determines that the bonds of sisterhood have real limitations: 

There I was, my color long dissolved in springtime’s torrents.  

There I was, a light-skinned woman on a leash.  A thing of wonderment to 

some.   

“She’s no more a nigger than I am.  What is she?”  A woman 

friend of one of the keepers, come to enjoy the daily entertainment, asked. 

Did she fear she might be next? 
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I don’t think so.  (208) 

Annie’s light skin and her abuse at the hands of the white male guards highlight 

the unspoken social contract between southern white women and white men and 

explicitly illustrates the consequences for any woman, white or black, who dares 

challenge a racist patriarchal social order. Yet the keeper’s friend refuses to recognize the 

personal significance of the image before her eyes and objectifies Annie even further by 

asking not “Who is she?” but “What is she?”  Because Annie cannot speak and is not 

allowed to name herself, the keeper’s friend can avoid the obvious answer to her own 

question. But not all the white characters escape the pain of racial  / sexual awakening so 

easily.   Within Free Enterprise, Cliff illustrates the disintegration of “White,” “Black,”  

“Third and First World" differences through the power of storytelling between women 

and suggests that beneath the trappings of race, class, and culture, the material realities 

women share create some remarkable similarities.   

In a small chapter at the heart of Free Enterprise, two upper-class white women, 

Alice Hooper and Clover Adams, stumble upon a woman of mixed race who lives in a 

Washington D.C. alley way.  Although both Alice and Clover were abolitionists during 

the just recently ended Civil War, they are certainly capable of wielding the colonial 

gaze. Before even learning her name or how she came to be in the alley, Clover sets 

about creating her own re-presentation of the ex-slave woman’s reality through 

photography.  Much to her chagrin, however, the alley-dweller refuses to be used as a 

commemoration of a stranger’s vacation and alludes to Clover’s position of power as 

white woman within a racist social system by calling her a “shadow catcher” and “a 

collector of faces” (FE 87).  Clover, however, is insensitive to the woman’s reluctance to 
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be photographed and looks up from her camera only after the alley dweller erupts with 

angry speech: 

‘Just like that?’ She spoke the question, then paused.  ‘I mean to 

say, what will you do with it?  You know nothing about me; you don’t 

know my name, yet you want something as intimate as my likeness to take 

away with you.  I was not born to this.’ 

The visitors to the alley, all three, were taken aback by this 

individual’s indignation.  She had turned to face them, almost insisting 

they take her in, all of her.  Dark chestnut hair, thick and curly, framed a 

well-featured face.  Smudged by smoke from her fire, and ruddied by 

outside life, and birth, her skin was colored.  Her eyes were green and 

remarkably clear.  (FE 87) 

Mohanty has pointed out the ease with which white, First World women not only 

ignore disparities in women’s realities but also actively construct and enforce differences 

between women in order to buffer themselves against the reality of their own subjugation.  

According to Mohanty, the perpetuation of the “dependent,” “traditional” Third World 

woman within First World feminist texts and photographs only obfuscates the need for a 

more egalitarian relationship between the sexes.  She observes: 

Universal images of ‘the third-world woman’ (the veiled woman, chaste 

virgin, etc.), images constructed from adding the ‘third-world difference’ 

to ‘sexual difference’, are predicated on (and hence obviously bring into 

sharper focus) assumptions about western women as secular, liberated, 

and having control over their own lives.  This is not to suggest that 
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western women are secular and liberated and have control over their own 

lives.  I am referring to a discursive self-presentation, not necessarily to 

material reality.  If this were a material reality there would be no reason 

for feminist political struggle in the west.  (215) 

Indeed after the alley-dwelling woman refuses to be re-imagined within Clover’s 

photograph / text and demands the right to tell her own story, the realities of the two 

women begin to converge.  As Clover and the alley-dweller, Scheherezade, discover that 

both their childhoods were marked by abusive fathers and separation from their mothers, 

Clover becomes noticeably uncomfortable and abruptly leaves the alley, prompting the 

formerly enslaved young woman to remark, “She saw the light of day, and fell discreetly 

silent” (FE 95).  The encounter with the alley dweller awakens Clover to the real 

limitations of being female within a patriarchal society, and less than a year later, she 

spirals into a depression, eventually committing suicide by drinking the potassium 

cyanide she used to develop pictures.  Ironically, Clover ends her life in much the same 

way as Madame Bovary, who during their brief conversation in the alley way 

Scheherezade describes as a “poor, foolish bitch” (93). Here Cliff points out that women 

of color are also guilty of misreading white women’s realities, too quick to associate 

privilege with personal freedom.  As Laura E. Donaldson contends, “Marrying a white 

man with money does not necessarily mean freedom, since continued access to his 

economic and racial power depends upon a woman’s acquiescence to a relationship that 

traditionally has inscribed her into the sexual hierarchies of patriarchy” (2). While the 

white woman’s mental illness and confinement seem almost a privilege relegated to the 

upper class, Clover’s suicide, much like Antoinette Rochester’s and Emma Bovary's, also 
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marks an overwhelming desire to “outwit and reject [her] feminine role at the only price 

possible” (Donaldson 30).  For women, clearly, race and class do not guarantee autonomy 

or self-determination, and as Cliff suggests, the arduous process of claiming these basic 

human rights begins with women who are willing to look earnestly into seemingly 

impossible difference, for within invariably lies common ground. 
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Chapter 2:  Creolizing Language 

 
 
English 
is my mother tongue 
A mother tongue is not 
not a foreign lan lan lang 
language 
l/anguish 
anguish 
--a foreign anguish… 

 
--Marlene Nourbese Philip, “Discourse on the Logic of Language”  

(qtd. Wilentz 264) 
 
 

For post-colonial writers the world over, the hegemony of the English language 

proves to be the first obstacle in realizing the voices of marginalized peoples.  In a unique 

linguistic predicament, Caribbean writers do not have the option of reviving native 

tongues as articulators of cultural identity, working instead to name their reality by 

embracing the syncretism which defines Caribbean culture and manifests itself most 

poignantly within the various patois derived from an African, Asian, and European 

colonial milieu.  Spoken primarily by the Afro-Caribbean peasant class, Caribbean patois 

or Creoles have been designated by colonial educational systems as simple corruptions of 

world languages “incapable of conveying abstract thought and therefore unable to convey 

‘knowledge’” (Glissant “Creole” 182).  Increasingly, however, the Caribbean literary 

community is proving that just the opposite is true, contending that much Caribbean truth 

can be accurately portrayed only through the use of Creole.  Wilson Harris explains that 

Standard English actually impeded his ability to describe an island world of tropical 

forests and Afro-Indian spirituality:  “I had to unlearn what I had learned.  I could not just 
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write ‘The river is dark; the trees are green.’  One of the tasks that began to haunt me 

personally is how to write that” (qtd. Wilentz 268).  Certainly the dynamic and oftentimes 

turbulent West Indies demands a medium of equal mutability, and from Patrick 

Chamoiseau to Grace Nichols, Caribbean novelists and poets are exploring the political 

and creative possibilities of employing a language with no fixed linguistic or grammatical 

structures. 

 Colonial textbook definitions notwithstanding, a Creole language begins as a 

‘pidgin’ or contact vernacular that continues to broaden its expressive capability, 

eventually becoming the native tongue of a generation of people.  Although a Jamaican 

Creole spelling has been standardized, Caribbean Creoles are essentially oral languages 

carrying the culture of the Afro-Caribbean folk, by far the largest ethnic group within the 

archipelago.  While the vast majority of native islanders speak Western Caribbean Creole 

English, French-based Haitian Creole, Dutch Creole, or one of several Spanish-based 

Creoles, Caribbean school systems continue to emphasize only Standard English, French, 

and Spanish. The francophone islands, however, have made movement toward the 

institutionalization of the people’s hybrid language. Literacy programs such as Taste Salt 

in Haiti teach a written form of Haitian Creole with the hope that like a zombi who has a 

bit of salt placed on his or her tongue, a newly literate peasant class will become fully 

“alive” and able to participate in its nation (MacDonald 38).   

At the forefront of this battle with language, Cliff alternates and fuses English, 

French, and Spanish with African languages and Jamaican patois, suggesting that the 

colonized and enslaved were never outside the history of language but always a dynamic 

force within it.  Central to all Cliff’s works is what Memmi calls the “linguistic drama” of 
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the colonized (108).  Like Memmi, Cliff acknowledges standard languages as powerful 

tools of  “spiritual subjugation” (Ngũgĩ 437) and seeks to expose the rich “cultural 

matrix” (Lionnet 33) of the West Indies that Standard English attempts to suppress.  In 

“A Journey into Speech,” Cliff posits that developing a Caribbean consciousness 

demands recovering the vestiges of ancestral Afro-Caribbean language: 

To write as a complete Caribbean woman… demands of us retracing the 

African part of ourselves, reclaiming as our own, and as our subject, a 

history sunk under the sea, or scattered as potash in the canefields, or gone 

to bush, or trapped in a class system notable for its rigidity and absolute 

dependence on color stratification…It means finding the art forms of these 

of our ancestors and speaking in the patois forbidden us.  It means also, I 

think, mixing in the forms of the oppressor, undermining his language and 

co-opting his style, and turning it to our purpose.  (59)   

Cliff here identifies language as a crucial site of resistance, and significant part of her 

project within Abeng, No Telephone to Heaven, and Free Enterprise is exploring the 

ways in which Creole and Standard English function within cultures muted by European 

colonization and enslavement.  While she does write predominantly in Standard English, 

Cliff’s novels in fact reflect both the importance of altering the colonial mother tongue 

and the necessity of acknowledging its role as a facilitator of international cultural 

exchange.  Far from suggesting Cliff’s collusion with colonial culture, her use of 

Standard English signifies a desire to bring Caribbean reality to a worldwide literary 

audience.         
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Embodying the heterogeneity of the Caribbean, Creole languages are a constant 

reminder that the culture of the islands belongs as much to Africa as to Europe.  

Brathwaite argues that the process of creolization within the Caribbean began with 

acculturation, “the yoking (by force and example, deriving from power/prestige) of one 

culture to another (in this case the slave/African to the European)” and continued with 

interculturation, “an unplanned, unstructured but osmotic relationship [my italics] 

proceeding from this yoke” (CO 6).  He contends that especially with regard to language, 

“blacks [were] giving as much as they received” (CO 17).  While the white Creole planter 

class attempted to preserve the purity of Standard English by physically separating their 

children from African slave influence, either sending their children “home” to England to 

be educated or secluding them with an English governess, the tongue of the landed elite 

was inevitably altered.  Brathwaite cites Lady Maria Nugent’s observations concerning 

the speech of white Creoles in the English colony of Jamaica: 

The Creole language is not confined to the negroes.  Many of the ladies, 

who have not been educated in England, speak a sort of broken English, 

with an indolent drawling out of their words, that is very tiresome if not 

disgusting.  I stood next to a lady one night, near a window, and, by way 

of saying something, remarked that the air was much cooler than usual; to 

which she answered, ‘Yes, ma-am, him rail-ly too fra-ish.’  (qtd. CO 18)  

Not only were the names of African foods, dances, hair and clothing styles, religious 

ritual added to the lexicon of the language of Britain, but English was actually blended 

with African contact vernacular within the colonies.  Much like race, language evolved 

into an ambiguous social determiner within the plantation-plot system of the West Indies, 
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a phenomenon that further distanced white Creoles from the English motherland and 

helped forge interpersonal connections between the white upper class and the African 

slave base of the island. 

Within Free Enterprise, Cliff affirms Brathwaite’s postulation that African 

languages were not completely silenced by European culture.  In the first chapter of her 

third novel, Cliff re-creates the turbulence of the colonial Caribbean by focusing on the 

clashing and merging of different hegemonic “voices” and the cultural values each 

carried into the establishment of West Indian society.  Cliff recalls that French was the 

language of “sophistication, fashion, une langue civil,”; English “was the tongue of 

commerce, the marketplace with its bustle and terror,”; Spanish “described the 

populations of the New World under the Imperial gaze [and] was terribly concerned with 

‘limpieza de sangre’”  (FE 6-8).  Added to the linguistic melee among the major 

European colonizing forces were the quieter, more circumspect voices of the Hebrew, 

Chinese, and Arabic merchants, ethnicities othered by Europeans yet determined to 

prosper from the newly discovered wealth within the Caribbean.  Perhaps all of these 

cultures would have denied any influence by the servile base of the sugarcane economy, 

but Cliff concludes this first chapter, “Gens Inconnu,” by recognizing Africans’ full 

participation in the evolution of language, supporting Brathwaite’s hypotheses that a 

racially segregated power hierarchy did little to hinder the infiltration of African 

languages into the social ranks of every culture: 

Against these tongues [English, French, Spanish, etc.] 

African of every stripe collided.  Twi and Mande and Akan and Bambara 

and Ewe and Fante and Ga and Anyi and Asante and Yoruba and Igbo and 



 30

Bini.  O ba.  He comes.  O bai.  He came.  O re ba.  He is coming.  O be 

ba.  He will come.  O a ba.  He has come.   

African seeped into the parlance of the better class:  le gens 

 inconnu, trying to trick it into Jonkonnu. 

The place was a whirlwind.  (FE 8)              

Cliff’s previous two novels also suggest that class distinctions within the 

Caribbean are not so strictly demarcated by language.  In Abeng and No Telephone to 

Heaven there are moments in which the language of the folk moves into the upper 

echelons of Jamaican society. Although the characters who are able to move back and 

forth between Standard English and Jamaican Creole are invariably light-skinned and 

privileged, this linguistic fluidity signifies social and historical commonalties between the 

classes often obscured by great economic disparity.  All members of the Savage family, 

for example, frequently speak Creole, even though they identify with Jamaica’s white and 

light-skinned upper class.  In No Telephone to Heaven, the wealthy children of 

academicians and hotel owners speak patois to each other to illustrate solidarity against, 

ironically, the tourism industry and the erosion of “true” Jamaican culture.  Although  

these upper-class Jamaicans are privileged and consider themselves inherently superior to 

the Afro-Caribbean peasant class, they also understand their own inferiority in the eyes of 

white colonial “outsiders.”  During the Christmas party, Paul H. is disturbed by the young 

Clare Savage’s aloofness and is convinced that she “considered herself better than him” 

because she has left the island behind her and attends a British university (NTH 88).  

“Well,” Paul H. concludes, “the girl could have London.  It was cold and damp and filled 

with people who hated them.  So dem say” (NTH 88).  While these wealthy Jamaicans 
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attempt to distance themselves from their Afro-Caribbean ancestries by embracing the 

cultural values of the white colonials, their intermittent use of Creole suggests that they 

resent the presumption of cultural superiority evinced by European tourists and use 

language to feel connected to each other and their island homeland.  For like the Afro-

Caribbean peasant class that serves them, Paul H. and his friends can trace their roots to 

one of the two Dahomeny sisters, Nanny and Sekesu.  As Cliff recalls, “It was believed 

that all island children were descended from one or the other.  All island people were first 

cousins” (Abeng 18).           

While Jamaicans of all classes speak Creole, few understand the history of Afro-

Caribbean resistance it represents. Cliff writes in Abeng that contemporary Afro-

Caribbeans do not recognize the names of everyday objects as remnants of their 

ancestors’ languages: 

They [Afro-Caribbean folk] did not know that their name for 

papaya—pawpaw—was the name of one of the languages of Dahomey.  

Or that the cotta, the circle of cloth women wound tightly to make a 

cushion to balance baskets on their head was an African device, an 

African word…Or that Cuffee was the name of a Maroon commander—

the word had come down to them as cuffy, and meant upstart, social 

climber.  

Some of them were called Nanny, because they cared for the 

children of other women, but they did not know who Nanny [of the 

Maroons] had been.  (20)   
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Like Martinicquan creative writer and theorist Edouard Glissant, Cliff believes 

this “cultural amnesia” is induced and perpetuated within colonial school systems that 

enforce the hegemony of English culture to the deprecation of the island community, 

rendering “nothing but a collective of individuals without links, to either their land or 

their history, or themselves” (Glissant “Creole” 187).  Similarly, Brathwaite indicts West 

Indian public education for promoting the ideals of the metropolis, producing artists 

incapable of describing the Caribbean world around them.  He reports: 

What our educational system did was to recognize and maintain the 

language of the conquistador—the language of the planter, the language of 

the official, the language of the Anglican preacher.  It insisted that not 

only would English be spoken in the Anglo-phone Caribbean, but that the 

educational system would carry the contours of an English heritage.  

Hence…Shakespeare, George Eliot, Jane Austen—British literature and 

literary forms, the models that were intimate to Europe, that were intimate 

to Great Britain, that had very little to do, really, with the environment and 

reality of the Caribbean—were dominant in the Caribbean educational 

system.  (“EC” 19)  

Combating the colonial discourse Brathwaite highlights, many of Cliff’s Afro-

Caribbean characters refuse to be cowed or silenced by the “language of the official” and 

often mock the use of Standard English as an assertion of power. The most poignant 

example of the rejection of Standard English as the language of authority occurs within 

No Telephone to Heaven, when an adult Clare erroneously relies upon colonial tongues 

to affirm her position of authority in her friendship with Harry / Harriet.  Sitting in a 
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downtown Kingston restaurant, Clare grows irritated with Harry / Harriet’s insinuations 

regarding her sexuality.  When he asks whether or not she is gay, Clare suddenly drops 

her patois and begins speaking Standard English and French, hoping to make him feel as 

uncomfortable as he has made her:  “‘Harry, is what shade of lipstick that?  I think it’s a 

bit outré…even for you’” (122).  Instead of embarrassing Harry / Harriet, however, her 

quip elicits only a burst of  ridicule:  “‘I say, I say…coo ya…de island-pickney speak 

French.  The tongue of tongues.  Tu connais Baby Doc, chérie?’” (122).  Harry / Harriet 

goes on to explain his colorful make-up in perfect Standard English, suggesting that he 

too could pass into Jamaica’s upper class if he so desired:  “‘Look, darling, I felt 

especially colorful tonight.  And given the fact that I draped myself in this drab garb, 

without so much as an earring to recommend me, for your sake, you might be more 

appreciative…or at least kinder’” (NTH 122).  A true “borderland” character, Harry / 

Harriet easily alternates and negotiates patois, English, and French, suggesting that 

language, like race and gender, is an unstable category of social classification.  For Harry 

/ Harriet, one’s language is a political choice, and by mocking Clare’s use of Standard 

English and French, he underscores the fact that she still identifies with the white and 

light-skinned elite.       

But certainly not all Jamaicans are able to move so freely along the linguistic 

continuum that lies between the white and Afro-Caribbean worlds in Jamaica.  Raiskin 

has noted that within No Telephone to Heaven Cliff’s sentences often move suddenly 

from English to Jamaican Creole, “as if the character wrests the language from the realm 

of British literature and substitutes an English that has been reshaped by African 

languages and Caribbean experience” (198).  As the majority of the oppressed, largely 
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uneducated lower class, Afro-Caribbeans have been denied the opportunity to name 

themselves and their realities, and Cliff highlights this marginalization by frequently 

interrupting the Standard English-speaking narrator in midsentence with a Creole voice 

providing another account of history.  Cliff uses this powerful narrative technique with 

perhaps the most sympathetic character of all three novels: the impoverished yard boy, 

Christopher, who in No Telephone to Heaven hacks to death an entire upper-class 

Jamaican family and its Afro-Caribbean maid.  Just after Christopher commits these 

horrible crimes, an Afro-Caribbean voice breaks into the narrative and begins to recount 

Christopher’s history using patois: 

Like his labor, his connections to other people were casual.  If he 

had thought about it, he would realize that there was not one single 

smaddy in the world who cared if he lived or died.  His death would cause 

inconvenience to no one—unless him dead on dem property.  In this 

loneliness, he longed for his grandmother.  (NTH 44) 

By the end of the novel, Creole words stand with equal weight and in stark contrast to the 

public record of the murders provided by The Gleaner, Kingston’s daily newspaper.  But 

not even able to read the headlines that accuse him of being involved in a satanic cult and 

having an affair with the Afro-Caribbean maid he killed, Christopher remains hopelessly 

outside social discourse as Britain’s language obscures the meaning of his actions rather 

than illuminating them.  Here patois, not Standard English, becomes the language of 

clarity and logic, the legitimate means of conveying history.                             

Indeed throughout Abeng and No Telephone to Heaven, Cliff illustrates the 

necessity of confronting and altering Western linguistic and literary forms in order to 
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convey the truth of the formerly colonized and enslaved.  In Abeng, Louis Powell, 

aspiring poet and sole instructor of a colonial school in the Jamaican countryside, 

believes that Afro-Caribbeans will never be able to support their own freedom unless 

they leave behind the trappings of a lost African culture.  A disillusioned former member 

of Marcus Garvey’s Universal Negro Improvement Association, Powell subconsciously 

uses Britain as the standard of cultural excellence, teaching African American and Afro-

Caribbean poets along with the British classics to prove that black men can use the 

English language as well as white men.  In particular, Powell pairs Jamaican-born Claude 

McKay with William Wordsworth. While acknowledging that McKay’s work is 

powerfully eloquent, Cliff suggests that his use of the highest forms of Standard English 

denies Powell’s Afro-Caribbean students an understanding of the harsh reality of 

African-American existence in the early twentieth century.  Cliff includes an excerpt 

from McKay’s most famous poem, “If We Must Die,” which, like Wordsworth’s 

“Daffoils,” Powell’s students must memorize and recite:                   

If we must die, let it not be like hogs 

Hunted and penned in some inglorious spot, 

While round us bark the mad and hungry dogs, 

Making their mock at our accursed lot. 

If we must die, O let us nobly die, 

So that our precious blood may not be shed 

In vain; then even the monsters we defy 

Shall be constrained to honor us though dead.  (Abeng 89)   
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Behind this “extraordinarily anglican stanza” (“Journey” 59) lies the Red Summer of 

1919, during which, Cliff reminds us, “blood…was spilled across the United States.  

Twenty-six race riots.  Washington.  Chicago.  Omaha.  Knoxville.  Other places.  Black 

people fought back.  Violently.  With guns.  And they killed white people as they 

themselves were killed” (Abeng 89).  With these few staccato bursts of words and 

phrases, Cliff warns against “muddying the issue with conventional beauty,” (“Journey” 

59) suggesting that “the King’s English and the form in which it is meant to be 

expressed” (“Journey” 59) can work to suppress the truth of the colonized and formerly 

enslaved.  And indeed, Powell’s Afro-Caribbean students never find the revolutionary 

content of their countryman’s poem, believing their teacher’s explanation that the poem 

is simply “about dignity, about people becoming more than they ever thought they could” 

(Abeng 89).    

 Within the Caribbean today, there is much discussion among artists and educators 

concerning the emotional and psychological value of incorporating the language of the 

folk into the formal education of Afro-Caribbean children. Guyanese poet and children’s 

literature author Grace Nichols believes that one of the greatest promises of Creole for a 

young generation of Afro-Caribbeans is the creation of new metaphors in opposition to 

tired, Euro-American imaginings of blackness as representative of filth and evil.  She 

recalls the literature of her youth in Guyana:  “As children we grew up with the all-

powerful male white God and the biblical associations of white with light and goodness, 

black with darkness and evil.  We feasted on the world of Greek myths, European fairy 

tales and legends, princes and princesses, Snow Whites and Rapunzels”  (287).  

Generating alternatives to the colonial tongue, island writers like Nichols and Patrick 
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Chamoiseau use the creativity inherent in the flexibility of oral languages to combat and 

compete with this kind colonial discourse that furtively labels Afro-Caribbeans and their 

culture inferior.  In a mixture of French, French-Creole, and Chamoiseau’s own creation 

of a hybrid “Freole,” Solibo Magnificent delivers to the world a new idea about the color 

of wickedness:  “Ladies and gentlemen if I say good evening it’s because it isn’t day and 

if I don’t say good night it’s the cause of which the night will be white tonight like a 

scrawny pig on his bad day at the market and even whiter than a sunless beke under his 

take-a-stroll umbrella in the middle of a canefield…”  (32-33).  Chamoiseau’s storyteller 

manages to subvert traditional associations of goodness and safety with light and daytime 

by creating a string of grotesque images that link the color white with death and slavery. 

Of course this oral rebellion does not go long unanswered, and Solibo, the great Creole 

raconteur of Fort-de-France dies suddenly in midsentence, "snickt by the word."  With 

Solibo’s “murder” and the confusion and debauchery of the ensuing investigation, 

Chamoiseau illustrates the demise of the oral tradition and the subsequent deprecation of 

Afro-Caribbean culture.    

Within her own novels, Cliff is concerned not only with the denigration of Afro-

Caribbean culture but with the subjugation of native peoples the world over.  At the end 

of No Telephone to Heaven, Cliff begins to focus centrally on the importance of 

communication between oppressed groups and suggests that the ubiquity of English can 

be useful in continued resistance efforts against global neocolonialism.  The young 

woman who leads the band of guerrilla fighters in No Telephone to Heaven is from an 

African country, and her conversation with Clare concerning the latter’s willingness to 

take part in revolutionary activities is conducted entirely in Standard English.  As she 
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recounts her personal history with Jamaica, Clare must explain the word “duppies” to the 

guerrilla leader, highlighting cultural differences bridged by the world language these two 

women share.  Similarly with Free Enterprise, the “leper colony” that keeps the pre-

colonial past alive is comprised of inmates of many different nationalities, and all 

perpetuate their histories using the English language.  Annie Christmas, the only 

Caribbean character within Cliff’s third novel, prefaces her stories by reminding her 

friends that she understands colonization is not limited to her Caribbean homeland:  “‘It 

is my belief,’ Annie began, ‘that the history of my people, the history of my part of the 

world, is of the one-step-forward, two-step-back variety.  I realize that’s not confined to 

my part of the world’” (Free Enterprise 52).  While the Standard English Annie and her 

exiled counterparts speak is a legacy of global colonization and slavery, it is also a 

collective birthright that enables the Carville inmates to resist oppression the only way 

they can, by re-telling history.  Thus Cliff illustrates the possibility of a world language 

acting as facilitator of international cultural dialogue rather than denigration.     

Cliff is not the only post-colonial writer who recognizes English’s potential for 

forming more egalitarian relationships between cultures.  Post-colonial thinkers the world 

over are realizing the potential in Chinua Achebe’s ideal of a creatively marked or 

creolized "new English” able to convey the uniqueness of material reality while serving 

as a transcultural medium of communication (Achebe 433), a literary feat that requires 

great skill and talent, as the works of writers such as Irvine Welsh, Christina Garcia, and 

Ines Hernandez-Avila suggest.  For Cliff, no language remains static or absolute, and her 

work reveals how a creolized English language can provide not only a link to a “past 

bleached from our minds” (“Journey” 59) but also a glimpse at communication within a 
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future global culture.  Indeed the exponentially increasing number of English as a Second 

Language instructors within U.S. public schools may be an indication that North 

Americans will soon share the Anglophone Caribbean’s “‘linguistic continuum’ that 

allows speakers to vary their speech along the spectrum from Standard English at one 

pole to what is known as ‘Broad Creole’ at the other” (Lionnet 31). Perhaps within the 

near future, the greatest test of one’s mastery of Standard English will not be the correct 

use of verb “to be,” but the ability to alter the language effectively, to make it a more 

suitable medium for conveying the complexities of cultural reality.     

  
   

   

 

  



 40

 
Chapter 3:  Creolizing History 

  
 
Submarine roots:  that is floating free, not fixed in one position in some primordial spot, 
but extending in all directions in our world through its network of branches. 

--Edouard Glissant, “The Quarrel with History” 

 

Catalyzed largely by French colonial students, the Negritude movement of the 

1930s established for the African Diaspora a cultural identity grounded in the recognition 

of a common African ancestry, restoring dignity to black civilization after the culturally 

catastrophic event of New World slavery.  In his 1990 essay, “Cultural Identity and 

Diaspora,” Jamaican and British essayist and film critic Stuart Hall recalls that the 

collective look back across the Middle Passage afforded an illusory yet necessary sense 

of cultural cohesion among the peoples of the colonial Caribbean:  

No one who looks at these textual images now, in the light of the history 

of transportation, slavery, and migration, can fail to understand how the 

rift of separation, the ‘loss of identity’, which has been integral to the 

Caribbean experience only begins to be healed when these forgotten 

connections are once more set in place.  Such texts restore an imaginary 

fullness or plentitude, to set against the broken rubric of our past. (my 

italics 394)                 

While Hall and the “In Praise of Creoleness” authors hail Negritude as “a necessary 

dialectical moment, an indispensable development” (Bernabe, Chamoiseau, Confiant 

886) in the struggle to dismantle dominant European paradigms of culture, they also 

acknowledge that mother Africa is forever out of reach for Caribbean peoples and seek a 
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new understanding of nationhood and its implications for Diasporic identity.  Contending 

that “difference…persists—in and alongside continuity” and vice versa, Hall observes 

that the very fragmentedness and historical discord that seem to deny the possibility of 

cultural coherency work to preserve the Caribbean as an entity unto itself (396).  And 

indeed, the amalgamation of languages, religions, races, and ethnicities has become the 

hallmark of “authentic” Caribbean culture.   

  Like her West Indian literary counterparts, Cliff finds that the violence of 

colonial slavery rendered Western notions of history and cultural identity inapplicable to 

the people of the African Diaspora.  Cliff’s novels suggest that after emancipation, the 

immediate physical, psychological, and emotional trauma of slavery only gave way to a 

sense of historical shame reinforced by colonial historiographers who neglect the story of 

African resistance to enslavement and colonization, thus the great silences regarding the 

past that move through generation after generation of Afro-Caribbean and African 

American families.  With the figure of Christopher in No Telephone to Heaven, Cliff 

illustrates the slave’s violent break with African origin and the decimation of the Afro-

Caribbean “collective memory” (“Quarrel” 62).  In a scene that is reminiscent of the rape 

and murder of an Englishwoman in V.S. Naipaul’s Guerrillas, Christopher, a young 

orphaned and impoverished Afro-Caribbean man, hacks to death an entire upper class 

Kingston family and its Afro-Caribbean maid.  Cliff explains to Opal Adisa Palmer her 

purpose in creating Christopher:   “I wanted to show how someone like Christopher could 

become who he was.  And if anything, in this book I want people to have compassion for 

the character.  He does a terrible thing, but you can understand why he would do it.  At 

least that was my intention” (26). Cliff suggests that what drives Christopher to commit 
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this atrocity is the overwhelming desire to establish some semblance of personal history, 

to overcome the “natal alienation” that places him, as Orlando Patterson puts it, “outside 

the game of honor” (11).  His guardian and only connection to the past, Christopher’s 

grandmother dies in the Dungle and is taken away without a trace, leaving him rootless 

and dependent upon the good graces of wealthy, lighter-skinned Jamaicans. When Master 

Charles cruelly refuses to help him locate and bury his grandmother’s body, Christopher 

hears his grandmother’s voice, beckoning him to exact vengeance for a lifetime of 

degradation and exploitation:   

Christopher tightened his eyes.  He asked his grandmother’s forgiveness.  

‘Be quick of hand, mi son.  Be quick of hand.’  She spoke to him.  He let 

go.  A force passed through him.  He had no past.  He had no future.  He 

was phosphorus.  Light-bearing.  He was light igniting the air around him.  

The source of all danger.  He was the carrier of fire.  He was the black 

light that rises from bone ash.  The firelight passed through his feet and 

hands, and his blade quivered with his ignited fury.  (NTH 47)    

In his 1982 Slavery and Social Death, Patterson recalls Fredrick Douglass, who, after 

almost killing the white man hired to break his spirit, remembers gaining “a sense of my 

own manhood…I was nothing before, I was a man now” (qtd. 13).  Clearly, violence and 

rage are not simply the tendencies of the animalistic, but of those attempting to prove 

their humanity.  Penetrating the headlines of the Gleaner, Cliff explains the actions of the 

young man Christopher, linking his violence, indeed all the civil upheaval in Jamaica, to 

the loss of African identity.  She wonders how different Christopher’s life could have 

been had he been able to incorporate true African culture into his existence: 
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Had the young man Christopher known this [Yoruban] hymn.  Had 

he received the faith it represented.  Had he been an iron-worker like the 

god [Ogun].  Had he been intimate with this ancient god.  Had the young 

man Christopher suspected the power of Ogun in him.  The ambivalence 

of ironwork.  The vengeance of the forge.  The cold of the chain.  The 

burning edge of the woman clearing cane. 

  Was the god not damaged by the passage?  Was he not born again? 

(NTH 177) 

The African tradition that Christopher reaches toward has been rendered inaccessible to 

him by slavery; the Christianity offered in its place only justifies his subjugation. As the 

title of her second novel suggests, Cliff believes that Afro-Caribbeans have been “cut off” 

from both African and European cultures and have no choice but to forge a social 

consciousness predicated on the violence of the colonial experience. 

 Like Christopher, Clare Savage also struggles to establish a link to her Afro-

Caribbean ancestry.  Lionnet contends that Clare longs to identify with her mother’s 

Afro-Caribbean heritage because “…under the laws governing slave societies, [the 

maternal filiation] would have been the only permissible filiation, the only acknowledged 

genealogy, hence the only possible means of retracing memory and charting the contours 

of a historical past…” (45).  However, as discussed in chapter one, withholding the past 

is in itself something of a Freeman family tradition.  Kitty’s mother, Ms. Mattie, has 

internalized the abuse she experienced as a young woman working the canefields in 

virtual enslavement and so shrouds the past in silence hoping to protect herself, her 

children and grandchildren from the harsh reality of Afro-Caribbean history:            
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[Ms. Mattie’s] children knew nothing of [her childhood] 

experience[s], or of the beatings she had received at the hands of the 

overseer for not moving fast enough through the long corridors of cane.  

Perhaps she had fixed shame to this part of her past.  Even she herself tried 

to forget it…  (Abeng 141) 

Although Ms. Mattie means to help her children and grandchildren toward a more 

secure existence, Clare feels this absence of personal history keenly and is never able to 

establish a sense of belonging to her island homeland.  Not surprisingly, Clare chooses to 

begin her search for home in Great Britain, believing “This was the mother-country.  The 

country by whose grace her people existed in the first place” (NTH 109).  She soon 

learns, however, that her creoleness is as unwelcome in England as in the United States 

and abruptly returns to Jamaica.  This backwards movement across the Middle Passage 

that ends with Clare’s rejection of her European heritage and her participation in armed 

resistance efforts against neocolonial forces marks her obsession with finding a bridge to 

a specifically Afro-Caribbean past:  “I returned to this island to mend…to bury…my 

mother….I returned to this island because there was nowhere else….I could live no 

longer in borrowed countries, on borrowed time” (NTH 192-93).  Clare attempts to create 

a legacy for herself by living her mother’s dream of teaching Afro-Caribbean peasant 

children West Indian history and protecting the story of Nanny and Cudjoe from the 

“cultural cannibalism” of a U.S. film crew.  But the cataclysmic ending of No Telephone 

to Heaven, which leaves both Clare and Christopher dead on a Jamaican mountaintop, 

suggests that the past remains firmly in the possession of the oppressor and illustrates the 

wastefulness of pursuing a politics of origin.  
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Cliff posits that a viable alternative to African identity for the Diaspora is 

acceptance of the many differing cultural streams that flow through and comprise 

transatlantic Black culture.  Lionnet points out that within Abeng, Cliff consistently uses 

the mango as symbolic of the racial hybridity found on the island, clearly associating the 

fruit with progress, resistance, and vitality:    

   The fruit was all over and each variety was unto itself—with its 

own taste, its own distinction of shade and highlight, its own occasion 

and use.  In the yards around town and on the hills in the country, spots of 

yellow, pink, red, orange, black, and green appeared between the almost-

blue elongated leaves of the fat and laden trees—and created a confusion 

underneath.  (Abeng 3) 

 Cliff’s novels explain this “social confusion” as not simply a phenomenon of the 

West Indian islands, but characteristic of all nations in a post-colonial era. As an older 

Clare Savage moves through the United States, Great Britain, and France, she notes the 

cultural growing pains of these countries who were / are at the forefront of global 

colonization and witnesses firsthand the English motherland’s resistance to what the 

West Indian poet Louise Bennett calls “colonization in reverse”:  

A march of the National Front was passing by the windows of the 

institute, as a seminar on the Hermetic Tradition progressed.  Chants.  

Shouts.  Noise slamming against the glass of the well-appointed, high-

ceilinged room.  KAFFIRS! NIGGERS!  WOGS!  PAKIS!  GET OUT!  A 

banner—white bedsheet with black paint—went past.  KEEP BRITAIN 

WHITE!  (NTH 137) 
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But even within Great Britain, skin color is no longer a reliable indicator of cultural 

affiliation; Clare’s racial duplicity and her very presence at the university reflect the 

permanent merger of cultural boundaries that began with colonialist enterprises.  Citing 

Paul Gilroy’s and Kobena Mercer’s studies on the creolization of modern British culture, 

Raiskin asserts that “the post-colonial era has opened [Britain] to important influences 

that have changed it forever” and concludes that re-discovering a “coherent national 

identity” is as impossible for the colonizer as it is for the colonized (201). 

 Given that Benítez-Rojo’s “repeating island” has reached even the United States 

and Western Europe, it seems that a new understanding of history is in order, one that 

admits the post-colonial world’s tradition of multiplicity and cultural interconnectedness.  

Discovering new dimensions of the past may prove to be challenging, for colonizing and 

imperialist forces have gone to great lengths to maintain their hegemony within the 

historical record.  Herself a colonial subject steeped in the history of Britain, Cliff 

explores the ways in which the silences within Western historiography convey cultural 

messages that shape the past as well as the future of subjugated peoples. To Palmer Cliff 

reveals, “I’ve always been struck by the misrepresentation of history… especially the 

history of resistance.  It seems to me that if one does not know that one’s people have 

resisted, then it makes resistance difficult” (281).  Much of Abeng and No Telephone to 

Heaven is devoted to how this absence of history leaves the Afro-Caribbean peasant class 

with feelings of hopelessness and helplessness.  Indeed the dominance of Western 

historiography within Kitty Savage’s rural colonial education quells her desire to engage 

in resistance efforts before it is even fully formed:  “Kitty should have been the daughter 

of Inez and Mma Alli, and Nanny too—had she known of the existence of these women, 
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she might have shared her knowledge, her extraordinary passion, using its strength, rather 

than protecting what she felt was its fragility” (Abeng 128).  Unfamiliar with her island’s 

long history of Afro-Caribbean resistance to enslavement, Kitty comes to believe that 

Afro-Caribbeans are ill prepared to secure their own social equality and resigns herself to 

defending what she perceives to be the inherent weaknesses in her people.   

Of course not all colonial Caribbean history is delivered via a null curriculum, and 

Cliff is also concerned with how colonizing forces have purposefully obfuscated African 

and Afro-Caribbean history in order to justify brutal atrocities committed for economic 

gain. In Abeng, Afro-Caribbean schoolchildren are led to believe that European slavery 

was simply an extension of a West African tradition, and the exploits of early Maroon 

commanders are routinely down-played.  Within her novels, Cliff strives to counter these 

versions of official history by explaining the differences between African and European 

slavery and retelling the stories Afro-Caribbean figures of resistance, giving voice to 

those remembrances that can be found only “…under the sea… scattered as potash in the 

canefields… gone to bush… or trapped in a class system notable for its rigidity and 

absolute dependence on color stratification” (“Journey” 59).  As fragmentary and 

forgotten as the history of the oppressed may be, Cliff pieces together a competing 

discourse that challenges the tide of Western historical recreation like the one that 

appears at the end of No Telephone to Heaven. 

Creating a past that stands in contrast to canonical history, Cliff works to 

destabilize Western notions of historical representation by suggesting that history is a 

circular rather than linear sequence of events.  At the beginning of No Telephone to 

Heaven, Cliff explains what seems to be gratuitous street violence in terms of the long 
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history of cruelty and oppression perpetrated against the Afro-Caribbean peasant class.  

While many First World people would like to forget that the institution of slavery was an 

integral part of European westward expansion, Cliff's depiction of the street riots and 

random murdering suggest that the vestiges of slavery live on the impoverished lower 

classes of Jamaica.  Cliff illustrates the First World’s short memory of its participation in 

Caribbean slavery with the white “mistress” in New York who watches the Jamaican 

street wars on television and comments just loud enough for her Afro-Caribbean maid to 

hear, “Well, I guess that’s another place they’ve ruined for us” (NTH 18).  Cliff stresses 

to her primarily Western audience that while the plantation-plot system no longer exists 

in the Caribbean, Afro-Caribbean labor is still considered a cheap commodity highly 

exploited by the white and light-skinned upper class, and Jamaica’s chaotic social 

condition is the direct result of the physical and spiritual exhaustion of an entire people.     

Throughout all her work, Cliff is centrally concerned with the ways in which 

dominant cultures re-write, distance, and silence the history of the dominated; 

nonetheless, she engages in a “de-doxification” of her own historical representation 

within her novels (Hutcheon 235).  That is, she highlights the fact that all texts, including 

her own, are framed by political ideology, “thereby making us aware of the irreducible 

ideological nature of every representation—of past and present” (Hutcheon 235).  Cliff 

prefaces her first novel by explaining that her own historical narrative can never be as 

truthful and correct as that written by nature, “recorded by indentations on rock and 

shell” (Abeng 3).   This kind of historical honesty can be problematic for the writer of 

resistance, whose primary concern is justifying the liberation of the oppressed.  In her 

study of the history of resistance literature, Barbara Harlow points out that in their zeal to 
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wrest history from the grasps of colonial forces, resistance movements often “fail to 

acknowledge the limitations of their own historical role,” (29) espousing a historical truth 

shaped, like that of their oppressors, by political agenda.  She quotes the introduction to 

Maxime Rodinson’s People without a Country:  the Kurds and Kurdistan:   

Ideology always goes for the simplest solutions.  It does not argue that an 

oppressed people is to be defended because it is oppressed and to the exact 

extent to which it is oppressed.  On the contrary, the oppressed are 

sanctified and every aspect of their actions, their culture, their past, present 

and future behaviour is presented as admirable.  Direct or indirect 

narcissism takes over and the fact that the oppressed are oppressed 

becomes less important than the admirable way they are themselves.  The 

slightest criticism is seen as criminal sacrilege.  In particular, it becomes 

quite inconceivable that the oppressed might themselves be oppressing 

others.  In an ideological conception, such an admission would imply that 

the object of admiration was flawed and hence in some sense deserving of 

past or present oppression.  (qtd. 29) 

While Cliff seeks to fill the spaces in Western historiography with the voices of forgotten 

and misrepresented figures of resistance to colonization and enslavement, her historical 

portrayal of the oppressed does not exclude a close examination of the ways in which 

they victimize others and erode their chances of achieving social equality.  For example, 

Cliff points out that sexism and homophobia figure prominently in Afro-Caribbean 

culture.  In No Telephone to Heaven, the rioting young men are incensed that the upper 

classes refuse to pay them a living wage, but they similarly abuse Afro-Caribbean women 
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by refusing to acknowledge the responsibilities of fatherhood, thus relegating Afro-

Caribbean women to a lifetime of poverty and hard work as the sole providers for their 

children:  “Let de gal mind de pickney, me is free.  Is gal job dat.  God nuh say so?” 

(NTH 18).  In Abeng, Clinton, a young Afro-Caribbean man just returned from working 

in the United States, is allowed to drown because it is rumored he is gay.  And perhaps 

most poignantly, all three novels feature major revolutionary efforts that fail because one 

or more members of the resistance party collude with the oppressor becoming a quashee.  

Indeed Cliff finds the traditional narrative of resistance an inadequate means of 

combating neocolonialism, for the oppressed must take a critical, unabashed look their 

culture’s history to avoid repeating mistakes.  

Throughout Free Enterprise, Cliff deals strictly in the “might have been,” giving 

no more credence to the history of the oppressed than to that of their oppressors, 

suggesting that she is not so much concerned with recovering and portraying historical 

truth as with discerning the different hegemonic voices of history and revealing how they 

have worked to maintain imbalances of power between cultures.  Importantly, however, 

Cliff does not renounce history altogether; in fact, she consistently stresses the 

importance of storytelling for the survival of subjugated cultures.  Within Free Enterprise, 

the “lepers” from many differing races and ethnicities examine their histories together, 

comparing experiences with New World colonization and enslavement.  What they 

discover is that subjugation by Western imperial forces reaches across racial and ethnic 

boundaries.  Cliff concludes the chapter “Oral History” with Bethany, a white Kentucky 

“hill woman” (FE 61) who recounts the upper classes’ great fear of “servile conspiracy” 

between indentured servants and African slaves (FE 63).  Bethany remembers the local 
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paper printing articles warning readers that “the future of the white race demanded 

vigilance, and was threatened by…complacency.  It was all well and good to make a 

profit, but don’t get too close” (FE 63-64).  Despite these admonitions, Bethany  recalls, 

lower class Euro-Americans routinely worked and traded with African American slaves, 

Native Americans, and Maroons, ensuring each others’ survival: 

I don’t think folks realize just how many settlements like this there 

were.  Mostly in caves and swamps, both of which this country has in 

abundance.  Unknown, but known.  I don’t think any official records were 

kept.  Maybe there were songs or something.  Africans mixed with 

Indians, Cherokee and Creek and all kinds, half-breeds, quarter-breeds, 

whatever.  And they traded with my father and other white folks from 

above the ground.  (FE 63)   

Cliff finds the history of this kind of clandestine national unity is the most threatening to 

the established social order, for there is always the possibility that oppressed groups will 

once again band together after realizing they have not always been each other’s natural 

enemy and turn their collective efforts to dismantling the power hierarchies that attempt 

to enforce their subservience.      

All Cliff’s novels suggest that the dominant social order attempts to suppress the 

histories of outsiders in order to preserve a false sense of national stability and 

homogeneity.  As the pasts of the formerly colonized and enslaved surface and are retold, 

members of dominant cultures will have adjust to a new sense of personal and historical 

uncertainty.  We see, for instance, how quickly Clover Adams, a member of a well-

established Boston Brahman family, comes to question her identity after comparing 
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histories with a former slave.  After meeting Scheherezade, whose mother was taken 

from her by her master / father, Clover wonders about the fate of her own mother.  

Sensing her father’s story that her mother contracted tuberculosis and died in a private 

hospital far outside the city is false, Clover asks her sister if their mother suffered from a 

mental illness and was shut away in an asylum.  In response, Ellen simply repeats their 

father’s story.  It seems that these sisters have less knowledge of their mother than does 

Clare Savage, whose maternal origins have been partially hidden by colonial slavery.   By 

negating the certainty of the mother-line in this upper class Anglo-European family, Cliff 

reiterates the fact that all people, all cultures will have to follow the example of the 

African Diaspora and base their identities on the creoleness of contemporary New World 

culture, rather than on an elusive and obscured past.                    
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Conclusion 

The Creole city, the roots of a new identity:  multilingual, multiracial, multihistorical, 
open, sensible to the world’s diversity.  Everything has changed. 
      Patrick Chamoiseau, Texaco 
 
 With the movement of what just a few months ago seemed to be a foreign conflict 

onto American soil, the United States and Western Europe have been afforded an 

opportunity to own their role in creating the socioeconomic instability characteristic of 

regions influenced by Western colonization and political strong-arming.  While the 

terrorist attacks in New York City and Washington D.C. were vicious and repugnant, 

they undoubtedly provided a teachable moment of international proportion.  In primary, 

secondary, and university classrooms across the United States, students are learning 

about the creation of the Israeli state and the nature of the animosity many Arab countries 

feel toward the West.  U.S. foreign policy seems more important and closely scrutinized 

than ever before, and there is the growing sense that diplomacy and transcultural 

dialogue, rather than military might, will be the more effective long-term solutions to this 

new kind of war.  For the first time, Westerners have been forced to acknowledge and act 

on their cultural interconnectedness with the rest of the world. 

 September 11th also sparked a new awareness of the cultural diversity within U.S. 

borders.  In the days following the bombings, we learned the impossibility of identifying 

a “true” American on sight, highlighting the fact that the ways we typically identify 

ourselves as members of U.S. culture are irrelevant in such a mobile, media and 

technology-driven era.  What language do Americans speak?  What is American history?  

What does it mean to be an “American woman”? The realization of vast cultural 

differences within all levels of American society makes the answers to these questions 
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much more obscure, and it seems that the United States may be no more culturally 

coherent than the Caribbean of Cliff’s novels.  As Cliff explains in Abeng, No Telephone 

to Heaven, and Free Enterprise, the cultural hybridity of North America is not a new 

phenomenon, dating much farther back than European colonization and the introduction 

of African slaves to the Caribbean and the Americas.  

That this tradition of cultural meshing in North America is hard to find is no 

surprise, given that dominant groups have long subscribed to European notions of 

cultural purity and homogeneity.  But Cliff consistently points out the perversity of 

enforcing a social order by separating people.  We see Boy Savage’s perfect willingness 

to sacrifice his daughter’s happiness to fulfill his dream of producing anglo-looking heirs, 

and we suspect that Ms. Beatrice, with her habit of physically abusing her Afro-

Caribbean servants and her racism that borders paranoia, is actually the insane sister.  In 

contrast to these images of depravity, Cliff associates creolization with vitality and 

creativity.  One of the most poignant examples of the possibilities of merging cultural 

boundaries occurs in Abeng, when Kitty Savage recalls her study of Wordworth’s poem, 

“Daffodils.”  While Kitty cannot remember the poem itself, she does remember one of 

her younger classmates coloring the fold-out diagram of the flower “a deep red—like a 

hibiscus” (129).  As Raiskin notes regarding Brathwaite’s “snow on the canefields” 

analogy, Cliff’s red daffodil at once symbolizes the imposition of colonial culture and the 

magical beauty often produced when cultures collide and the world is imagined in new 

ways.        

Benitz-Rojo describes the Caribbean as a “meta-archipelago…having neither a 

boundary nor a center” (2).  Similarly, Cliff finds that the Caribbean islands have “no 
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center and no outer edge,” a natural fluidity that defies categorization.  While the 

complexity of New World culture may seem intimidating and impossible, Cliff’s novels 

suggest that embracing hybridity yields a kind of cultural stability rather than chaos. 

Some social critics foreshadow national fragmentation and disintegration in the wake of 

acknowledging the pluralistic nature of U.S. society, and they may use the events of 

September 11th to justify a regression to a monocentric cultural stance.   However, as 

Noriada Agosto notes, “harmony is ultimately produced by difference”(147), and the 

three previous chapters underscore Cliff’s belief that the greatest cultural turbulence is 

created by the denial of interculturation and the suppression of Chamoiseau’s Creole 

City.     
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