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HISTORY SECTION 

͞THE HAITIAN REVOLUTION  
IN THE CARIBBEAN LITERARY IMAGINATION” 
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The Haitian Revolution, which became the subject of a Black 
History Month lecture held at the Wayne State University 
Law School’s Spencer M. Partrich Auditorium last February 
28, continues to draw the attention of scholars, laypersons 
and students. The program was sponsored by the Center for 
Latino/a and Latin American Studies, the Haitian Network 
Group of Detroit, the Department of African American Stud-
ies and the Damon J. Keith Center for Civil Rights. Presented 
by Dr. Victor Figueroa, a faculty member in Wayne State’s 
Department of Classical and Modern Languages, Literatures, 

and Cultures, the talk outlined some of the 
major conclusions advanced in his 2016 book, 
Prophetic Visions of the Past: Pan-Caribbean 
Representations of the Haitian Revolution.   

The author began his presentation by relating 
an anecdote that rings familiar to many Carib-

bean islanders: how relatively few residents of any one area 
know of the larger zone and its diverse people.  Although the 
inhabitants of the archipelago share many experiences—such 
as an indigenous past, European colonialism, various forms 
of servile labor, and the central role played by commercial 
agriculture—an over-emphasis on local or national develop-
ments has overshadowed broader, pan-Antillean perspectives. 
Although he acknowledged the real problems posed by the 
communication barriers separating the Spanish, British, 
French, Danish and Dutch Caribbean, Figueroa challenged 
this linguistic obstacle by examining the far-reaching literary 
influence of the Haitian Revolution, a theme that cuts across 
the insular boundaries that purport to divide the landscape 
and seascape within this region.         

The Haitian Revolution was the last of a string of revolution-
ary movements that shook the Atlantic world during the last 
third of the eighteenth century. But unlike its predecessors, 
the one that took place in the former French colony of St. 
Domingue was unique in several respects: it occurred in the 
heart of Plantation America, that is, at the core of the system 

of agricultural estates that produced the bulk of sugar and cof-
fee imported to France and its worldwide empire; it brought 
down the brutal institution of black slavery that made that un-
precedented level of production possible; it led to the estab-
lishment in 1804 of the second republic in the Americas, one 
founded by former enslaved Africans and their descendants; 
and it redefined the meanings of freedom, civil rights and 
equality at home and abroad.     

According to Figueroa, twentieth-century Caribbean writers, 
including Cuban novelist Alejo Carpentier, Martinican poet, 
author and politician Aimé Césaire and St. Lucian poet Derek 
Walcott, viewed the Haitian Revolution from their own unique 
vantage points.  Their narratives were colored not only by their 
own personal experiences, political agendas, ideological posi-
tions, interests and values at specific historical junctures and 
geographical locations, but also by the relative importance that 
each of them assigned to the African, European and American 
influences that shaped the insurrection; the real or perceived 
successes or failures of the revolution itself, and its impact on 
modern-day Caribbean politics; the changing social, economic 
and political atmosphere that informed the period in which 
they penned their interpretations; as well as by the crippling 
impact that colonialism and  imperialism have exerted on their 
native islands, among other factors. Autographed copies of 
Figueroa’s book were sold at the conclusion of the event, 
much to the satisfaction of participants who braved the inclem-
ent weather 
to attend the 
informative, 
cultural 
awareness 
event.  ﾐ 
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