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Abortion and La Bles:
Fabienne Kanor’s La poétique de la cale,
Evelyne Trouillot’s Rosalie Iinfime,
and Kettly Mars’s Fado

Alessandra Benedicty-Kokken

Abstract: This article suggests that abortion in a certain genealogy of Caribbean
thought in French takes place with an overlapping consciousness of both the womb and
the hold—as images and as historical, embodied, and psychic realities, in slavery and
“post-slavery” Africana feminist thought; abortion depends upon what Myriam
Chancy refers to as “inter-subjective transmission” of what Biko Mandela Gray and
Ryan J. Johnson name as “Phenomenology of Black Spirit.” The article’s analysis
focuses on Fabienne Kanor’s La poétique de la cale: Variations sur le bateau
négrier (2022), Evelyne Trouillot’s Rosalie I’infame (2003), and Kettly Mars’s Fado
(2008).

Cette barque est ta matrice, un moule, qui t’expulse pourtant.
Enceinte d’autant de morts que de vivants en sursis.
—Edouard Glissant!

La cale est matrice.
—Christiane Taubira®

N LA POETIQUE DE LA CALE: Variations sur le bateau négrier

(2022),? Fabienne Kanor begins her meditation on the trade of kidnapped

persons from the lands across the Atlantic with an image of an artwork by
Victor Anicet, titled Et le Négrier I’ Africain (1970).* The image is made up of
what appear to be three brushstrokes, in black ink, depicting the bottom of the
ship, its deck, and its sail. What is left blank is what Kanor refers to as “la
cale.” > Her meditations on the Middle Passage foreground “la traite,” which
she also refers to as “la Catastrophe,” an “absence” (13). It is in this absence,
this blank, this hold, that my article locates both its account of and “medita-
tion” (Kanor 15) on abortion in the context of the Caribbean, as (obliquely)
represented in two Haitian novels: Evelyne Trouillot’s Rosalie [’infame
(2003) and Kettly Mars’s Fado (2008).°

This article suggests that the womb and the hold—as images, and as his-
torical, embodied, and psychic realities, in slavery and “post-slavery”
Africana feminist thought’—are poetically implicated one in the other, in a
practice that depends on “inter-subjective” “transmission”® and an honoring
of this post-slavery “phenomenology of Black Spirit.”” While the Africana
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texts in French by women discussed here debate the ethical value of abortion
and infanticide, at no point do these texts make a universal decision about
what abortion is and when it should be deployed. Instead, their concern is to
pay attention to how women articulate a matrix of “transmission” (Chancy
18), how they negotiate their relationship to the present-absence that is “cette
blessure faite en cale et jamais refermée” (Kanor 127). More simply, this arti-
cle argues that an abortion—and also in certain cases infanticide—in the con-
text of the lives of the Caribbean women depicted in the novels most often
also represents the profound, intergenerational, and transtemporal wound
incurred by human bodies, and their minds and souls, due to the Middle Pas-
sage and plantation slavery.

In the context of Caribbean literary production as well as theoretical con-
siderations of this literature, it is notable that the topic of abortion, while per-
haps ubiquitous, remains theoretically inexplicit in many considerations, or at
least not appearing in a way that clearly labels it as such.'” To my knowledge,
there is no book on abortion in Caribbean literature written in French. Régine
Michelle Jean-Charles’s attentive work on gender-based violence, victim-sur-
vivorship, and erotic agency resists centering attention on the question of
abortion, named as such.!' Instead, Jean-Charles moves a conversation about
childbearing and abortion into a discussion of masculinity. In addressing a
character from Kettly Mars’s novel Je suis vivant (2015), Jean-Charles writes,
“When Maryléne reveals that she has had an abortion, the importance of sex
as creation for creativity’s sake rather than for procreation further dislodges
sexual acts from hetero-patriarchal reproductive agendas” (Jean-Charles,
Looking 138). Similarly, Kaiama L. Glover’s meticulous work does not single
out abortion as a critical category of analysis, but she does think through how
abortion fits into the ethical role that “disorderly women” play in the land-
scape of Caribbean novels’ consideration of “community.”!?

Why are the novels considered in the present article ambivalent in their
representation of abortion? Or when they do occur, as in Rosalie ['infame, why
does the narrative so carefully reveal abortion as both a precise event and a
moment embedded in a more complex history? This article works through
what in fact is a ubiquitous reality, for as Biko Mandela Gray and Ryan J. John-
son remind us in Phenomenology of Black Spirit, “Rape was the rule” (66). In
the context of a Euro-white world that conscripted, and, in the afterlives of
slavery continues to “conscript,” Black lives into “social death,” an entire
epistemological system has developed to consider what it meant and means to
reconsider the very notion of ‘life.” In this phenomenological context, the
resymbolizing of abortion becomes not just urgent, but existential. As such,
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abortion, as a word, refers to only one modality of the act of removing a life
from one’s body, and even leads to reconsidering the very notion of life.

Moreover, a reticence to define abortion and reduce it to a single meaning
determines this relative silence regarding naming abortion explicitly in
Caribbean literature in French. These novels invite the reader to engage in a
far more subtle and multifarious reading of ‘abortion,” which takes account of
the extremely specific circumstances of what it means to ‘be” a woman, in the
contexts of slavery and its afterlives.'* In this way, it is possible to conceptu-
alize both novels as narratives that sensitize the reader to the manifold ways
in which such an ending-of-a-life must always be considered in the context of
the afterlives of “la cale,” what Kanor refers to in English in her text in French
as “no world” (119-20), a context informed by a social contract of unfreedom,
forced labor, and consistent gender-based violence. This article enjoins us as
scholars, as feminists, in Layal Ftouni’s words, to “enact an ‘affirmation of
life> that refuses submission to the totalizing hold of physical, social, and
political death.”'> Finally, thanks to Kettly Mars’s Fado, and alongside
Maryse Condé¢’s and Frangoise Verges’s writings, this article considers what
it means to read each other, and, in our expressed intentions, to elaborate a
certain imaginary of transnational feminist solidarity.

Abortion and the context of “la cale”

1) Kanor’s “greffe”

In a section titled “La cale au corps: Récits d’une greffe” (Kanor 119), Kanor
compares the embodied memory of “la cale” to both a wound and a “greffe”
grafted onto or implanted into the body: on the one hand, the role that “la
cale” plays in the life of the enslaved person as well as in that of those, many
generations later, who maintain an embodied relationship to this history; and,
on the other, the notion of “la blés”—a pain whose origin is unknown, and
whose permanency in the body is to be understood as indefinite:

L’esclave et la cale. L’esclave-et-sa-cale, inséparables comme s’ils étaient circonscrits dans
un espace qui n’est plus le bateau, ni I’océan Atlantique, mais le corps méme de 1’esclavisé.
Pour y avoir trop longtemps contenu, 1’esclave contient la cale. Il I’a intégrée comme on
attrape une blés.

Dans la médecine populaire antillaise, on appelle blés une “grave affection provoquée
par un mouvement violent (chute, coup, effort excessif)” qui provoque une douleur a la poi-
trine. [...] L’individu chez qui le mal s’installe doit consulter un guérisseur pour restaurer et
retrouver son corps d’avant. (Kanor 121)

Kanor names the comparison between “la cale” and “la bles” in a chapter
titled “La cale au corps: récits d’une greffe” (Kanor 119). To provide a sense
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of what the term “blés” means, Kanor accounts for conversations she has had
about the Martinican term. She reads these conversations about the term
alongside scholarship about trauma theory and practices in psychoanalysis.
Finally, she deploys the image of “la greffe,” without specifically defining it.
In bringing in these various layers, Kanor offers a theorization that refuses
explicitly to ‘tell’ or ‘explain,’ but rather allows meaning to accumulate. Her
use of the term “poétique” in the title of her study honors Glissant’s work, as
one that resists ‘knowing’ as ‘understanding,” or ‘telling’ that arrests meaning
in a single definition (Glissant, Poétique 18—19).

Kanor’s naming her meditation on trauma La poétique de la cale directly
invokes the Glissantian gesture of knowledge as an accumulation of meanings
(not definitions) whose gesture is both generous and justice-oriented. Keeping
present the Glissantian practice that refuses to freeze meaning in definition,
Kanor also introduces the term “greffe,” mobilizing its feminine iteration “la
greffe,” which translates in English as a graft or transplant. In this article, 1
deploy the word “implicit” to carry forward Glissant’s and Kanor’s knowing-
without-telling. My deployment of its other—"‘explicit”—refers to the notion
that defining what abortion ‘is,” especially legally—draws specifically on
Verges writing in Le ventre des femmes. Capitalisme, racialisation, féminisme
(2017), inscribed within a “Western” sense of specific legal definitions of
abortion. In turn, these definitions are part of a regime of knowing and telling
a woman, especially a woman not understood as European, how she ‘should’
‘be’ free.!® For, as Lucy Swanson notes, thinking abortion in the context of the
Atlantic regime of slavery also means thinking about the conditions of life
that were utterly removed from the legal contexts that served the masters.!”

Abortion refers then to an act that takes place in “le ventre des femmes”
and terminates the biological life of an unborn child, but most importantly, as
used here the term draws on Kanor, Kincaid, and Trouillot to suggest abortion
as a non-tangible, yet precise “greffe” (Kanor 119). Pairing Myriam Chancy’s
reference to how “transmission in the African Diaspora” takes place through
a “practice of intra-subjective exchanges” (Chancy 17) with Kanor’s deploy-
ment of the “graft” represents an embodied living trace of the intergenera-
tional trauma of the Middle Passage and specific ways in which trauma is
reworked as an act of “freedom in the Atlantic world” (Marie Johnson). For
Kanor, this “graft” is itself predicated on the inter-generational, inter-body,
and inter-psychic experience of the hold of the ship, whose teleological role
was the transport of captured humans into slavery.

Perhaps the reason for Kanor’s inexplicit theorization of the image of the
graft is its highly embodied elusiveness in that la blés cannot be anatomically
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cut out and studied, as a heart or a lung. As Kanor narrates it, it is neither tan-
gibly physical, nor psychologically ungraspable, but rather, like a phantom
limb, it functions as a physical, ‘real’ presence. Of course, grafting, for exam-
ple of a tree trunk to obtain its sap, invokes the extractiveness that subtends
the Middle Passage’s “wicked” teleology (Marie Johnson). At the same time,
however, the graft represents a part (the sap) extracted from another whole
(the tree), and this very extraction pays itself forward into another life form
(those consuming the sap). As such, the graft also becomes a source of keep-
ing-life-alive. For Kanor then, this implanted, yet unarticulated pain deeply
informs a person’s sense-of-being, as being from and alongside the inheri-
tances of the Middle Passage.'® To examine the greffe closely as metaphor,
however, reveals its irony. That is, if a tree continues to live once its sap has
been extracted, or in the medical sciences if a specific living and pulsing body
organ is extracted usually from a body about to die to sustain a body still in
life, la bles is itself already an emptiness of a wound. The graft in the sense
that Kanor gives to la bles is the grafting of something seemingly empty or
unproductive to a Western sensibility of healing (the cut, the wound) into a
living body. What Kanor’s text subtly suggests is that it is this pain, this intan-
gible yet ever-present lesion, that serves as a life force to the pained body. Or
more simply put, la bles as graft suggests that pain, and its wound, need not
be healed for life to sustain itself and thrive.

It is this seeming irony of pain (again in the Western sensibility of heal-
ing)!? that I wish to hold onto as I think through the relationship between abor-
tion in Trouillot’s and Mars’s work. Clearly, Kanor’s subtitle suggests that this
trace-wound-memory is also itself a source of healing, in the same way that a
transplant or implant can heal a living organism unable to function without the
graft. Perhaps the reason that Kanor does not, or cannot, explicitly theorize
the graft is that to do so might mean committing to the written word, to the
representational, the repetitive, multi-century “monstrosity”?° that is the inhu-
manity of the Middle Passage and slavery (Chancy 17). It is this danger of
utterance, that of repeating or sustaining the violence of the colonial act, that
troubles. What emerges is an epistemology of healing that can neither deny
the repetitive forces of violence (the colonial, the dehumanizing regime of
plantation life for the enslaved, and the pathologies that sustain themselves in
the geopolitical realities of afterlives of slavery) nor accept them. What Kanor
invites her readers to listen to, in ways that I argue also emerge in Trouillot’s
and Mars’s novels, is the notion that the very sources of traumatism can sus-
tain and nurture life in such circumstances. That is, while an initial engage-
ment might label such perpetuation of the traumatic as pathological, Kanor’s

30 FALL 2024



ALESSANDRA BENEDICTY-KOKKEN

work acknowledges its inevitability, and in this inevitability the necessity to
work (and rework) this wound into a means of healing.

2) Trouillot’s Rosalie l’infime

In Rosalie I'infdme, the very condition of childbirth is located in “la cale.”
The narrative conditions of the novel layer the many voices of the women-
who-are-enslaved who are protagonists in Trouillot’s novel. Although the nar-
rative features a first-person narrator whose name is Lisette, her work as nar-
rator is to collect, often in disorienting ways, the many narrative “I’’’s and
“we”’s of the women who surround her. Reticently, these women tell her
about her community’s past. Lisette’s own use of the first-person at times
interlaces and confuses them, enacting what Glissant refers to as “nos mois
’un contre I’autre sans jamais en venir a entabler dans cette ceinture d’iles.”!
These varying tiers of direct and free indirect discourse layer upon each other:
one voice becomes indistinguishable from another, and the identity of a given
discursive act grows hard to trace back to its speaker. This collective (un)con-
sciousness of the Middle Passage also connects the women to one another.
Each narrative voice relays their memories of “la cale” to each other, but usu-
ally in discrete intimacy. This intimacy informs their personal and collective
decision-making when it comes to deciding (or not) to proceed with a given
abortion or infanticide. Eventually, Lisette finds a way to engage this deep,
multivocal interrogation of /ife as regards her own decision-making as a third-
generation enslaved woman on the plantation.

In this process of intersubjective passing of the word, Man Augustine, an
elder whose presence constitutes one of the most significant narrative voices
in Rosalie I'infame, describes a place—the ship’s deck and the subsequent
submersion into its hold. The recollection of the ship that carried her across
the Atlantic conjures up a built environment so triggering that she represses it.
Eventually, she narrates a dream she had to Lisette, drawing on the present
tense as a literal location of the past, but which remains of the ‘now’, and also
a place, the ship’s hull, to which she does not want to return or “go”: “Je ne
voulais pas y aller [...] J’aurais voulu me sauver, j’ai essayé de me jeter a
I’eau pur pour échapper aux bras qui m’agrippaient partout” (Trouillot 96). In
this dream that is memory-as-reality, images of countless newborns are liter-
ally (in the dream) thrown into Kanor’s articulation of a “no world”: “Des
bébés tout noirs et braillant sans arrét leur sortaient du ventre” (Kanor 96).

The few critical readings of abortion in Caribbean novels in French, at
least those with which I am familiar, tend to interpret the abortions on the part
of kidnapped and enslaved women, and their descendants, as moral acts of
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“resistance.”?? In deliberate contradiction of a critique that reads abortion as
an act of resistance for the common good of the enslaved, in her reading of
Kincaid’s The Autobiography of My Mother (1996), Glover understands this
act as first and foremost one of “self-preservation” on the part of Xuela, Kin-
caid’s protagonist (Glover 165). Glover argues that Xuela is adamantly “indi-
vidualist” (Glover 149), as a means to acknowledge the impossibility of the
life in the now-moment in which she lives. Glover writes,

[Xuela’s] rejection of motherhood is as fierce as it is categorical. Xuela is clear: this is not a
question of merciful abortion. She would give birth to these children so as to torture and kill
them. She would be a cannibal, even. Unredeemable, inhuman. She refuses nothing so much
as she refuses redemption. Her words announce the defiant unmaking of a human being—a
woman—with respect to the ordering codes of a hostile world that has sought to prescribe
her existence. In this way Xuela not only breaks with a traumatic past but also forecloses its
attendant future. (Glover 169)

Xuela’s decision in An Autobiography of My Mother remaps the moral epis-
temologies related to abortion whereby ending the /ife of a fetus or of a new-
born in the context of slavery and its afterlives can be understood, at best, as
conscripted into an ambivalent ethics, an ethics that may read as at once
“unredeemable” (Glover 167) and “capacious” (Glover 52). For Glover, what
matters is how the given woman’s act fits into a specific circumstance of
“intra-subjective exchange” (Chancy 17). However, a comparison of Glover’s
analysis of Kincaid’s novel with mine of Trouillot’s suggests that decisions
made in the togetherness of a community of women are much different from
the decision of a woman navigating the landscapes of slavery and post-slavery
alone. It is this solitude that affords us a bridge towards Mars’s novel.

3) Kettly Mars’ Fado

If in my discussion of Rosalie ['infame 1 have suggested that the Middle
Passage and its casualties constitute a first abortion that preconditions any
decision on the part of a woman and her community to abort a specific child
at any given moment, then this same phenomenon of a consciousness of “la
cale” also dominates Fado. What follows is a further deliberation on the
claims that the narrative makes on the notion of abortion in the context of
“living in the wake of slavery” (Sharpe 15). Among Anaise’s many subver-
sions is her refusal to have children, for as Cécile Accilien notes, “In many
cases, [the Antillean woman] is not respected unless she is somebody’s wife
and mother.”? To push the transgression of living alone and for herself fur-
ther, Anaise separates from her husband. When he remarries and has a child
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with another woman, she takes him in as her lover. In so doing, she puts into
play a consistent and long-term affair that takes place on her own terms.
This sense of self-possession blends into the affective feeling that she expe-
riences when listening to fado. She writes of fado: “Le fado m’apporte une
grande liberté d’étre, non sans angoisse par moments. Heureusement que
Frida vit sous ma peau” (Mars 27). Moreover, for Kettly Mars as a writer,
to stage Anaise as a protagonist living in Haiti and who is an avid listener
of fado is significant for the last part of my article’s deliberation on abor-
tion. That is, in invoking Anaise’s listening practices of a Portuguese,
Mediterranean, and for some scholars also an African-Brazilian-Portuguese
colonially informed musical practice,?* Mars actively, yet subtly, gestures
towards transnational feminism.

Michel-Rolph Trouillot’s term “abortive rituals*—although used to refer
to official apologies for historical wrongdoings—underscores the fact that
apologies are “[cJaught between a present they denounce and a past they did
not live,” and they “vow to shape a future in accordance with their faith” (M-
R Trouillot 172). In a sense, to abort life in the context of slavery and a con-
scious living in the presence of its afterlives means arguing that “a present ori-
ented towards the future” cannot but fall short of the promise of what it should
be (M-R Trouillot 174). Moreover, the Middle Passage was an “abortive
ritual” of /ife conducted by the European trade on a massive scale. As such,
Trouillot’s terminology may be understood as both a literal and figurative
abortion. Literally, the Middle Passage and the technologies of slavery
involve a first abortion, that is, an “intentional termination”? of life, where I
read /ife as the possibility to carry out one’s humanity in ways that correspond
to the hopeful expectation that a given /ife, a collective of lives, and how they
pay themselves integrally forward into the material future. Figuratively, this
first “abortive ritual” serves also as a metaphor for the second, in which the
extractiveness of the European act and its impact on Haitian society is trans-
ferred into a will-to-survive. Fado’s Anaise translates this notion of survival,
of living for herself, into what Jean-Charles refers to as the “ethical-erotic as
critical frame” (Jean-Charles 54). For Anaise, the pragmatics of this ethics
means living without child, what Glover in referring to Xuela articulates as
the “near-death experience of her abortion reminding her that her survival as
a self-determining being is at stake” (Glover 164).

Like my decision not to reveal the plot in Trouillot’s Rosalie ['infame,
here too I remain vague because the very ambivalence that surrounds abortion
in the novels means that the novel’s narration encourages its readers to reflect
on the meanings of this potential abortion. I purposefully hold back informa-
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tion about how Anaise, the novel’s first-person narrator, is related to Frida, for
it is in their relationship that emerge several of the stakes involved in evoking
abortion. Mars’s novel stages a narrative that takes place in Haiti in our pres-
ent-day moment (or at least a moment more or less simultaneous with the pub-
lication of the novel in 2008). Kanor’s notion of a deep and ever-present con-
sciousness of the “cale”-as-“greffe” (Kanor 119) emerges in Fado in Anaise’s
first-person voice. Anaise actively subverts her conscription into her social
class, as a woman of a certain Haitian bourgeois social standing. She has
never had children, and like her friend and colleague Frida, “n’en a jamais
voulu. La nature 1’a entendue. Est-il vrai que certaines femmes ne possédent
pas I’instinct maternel?” (Mars 24).

Fado’s moments of suspense, suspensions whose ellipses suggest—but do
not name—abortion, refuse to arrest the meaning of abortion in death. More
significantly, the utterance of what at least may have been the motivation of a
potential abortion embeds itself in the fado, a sonorous-landscape that drapes
Anaise in a protective veil to contain, in Kanor’s words, both her body and
that of the “greffe,” that is, this trauma-pain implanted within her generations
ago. Anaise’s voice accounts for what is the novel’s ambivalence about birth,
life, death, murder, patricide, and infanticide, and the vitality that these terms
take on when they become almost synonymous one with the other:

Amalia chante le blues du Portugal. Des mots écorchés, aux accents fissurés, une mélancolie
felée a laquelle je ne comprends rien. Pourtant elle me parle de ma vie, de cet enfant que je
n’ai pas désiré, de tous les départs qui m’ont empatée d’un moment de moi-méme. (Mars 30)

Much like Kanor’s theorization of the bles, Anaise’s relationship to fado “pro-
voque une douleur a la poitrine” (Kanor 121): in Anaise’s words, the fado
“distille dans ma poitrine un bonheur presque insupportable” (Mars 108).
With the novel taking place in the early twenty-first century, the trade of
enslaved persons is not directly invoked, although as Kanor notes, this inter-
generational sociogenic?’ inheritance of the graft constitutes a profound con-
sciousness of the loss-of-/ife represented by what took place in the ship’s hold
and its afterlives in “the ongoing criminalization of Black women and chil-
dren” (Sharpe 15).

Glover’s reading of Xuela in Kincaid’s novel reveals Xuela’s act of both
her abortion and her will to survive for herself as “a refusal to do the kind of
affective labor expected of women of color, and a refusal to be reconciled to
the epistemic fictions that nationalism and Black sovereignty never managed
to disrupt” (Glover 169). Following Glover then, the possibilities afforded to
us as readers of Anaise’s decisions in Mars’s novel provide what seem to be
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quite opposite interpretations. Through an amalgamation of Kanor’s,
Glover’s, Jean-Charles’s, and Chancy’s concepts, Anaise’s acts can be read as
a means to honor a community larger than her bourgeois circumstances.

As Jean-Charles delineates in her most recent study, across Mars’s novels
her bourgeois characters seek out ways to undermine their “conscription”
(Scott) into their class standing. Anaise’s most explicit subversion is perhaps
her work at the brothel, a profession that makes possible a comradery with at
least five other women, friendships that are not available to her in her life as
a bourgeoise. In the collegiality of their painful work of radical care for each
other and the clients they serve, they seek to heal the intergenerational
trauma whose foundational moment took place in “la cale.” Moreover, the
novel was written in 2008, and very recently, in the early 2020s, scholars of
Haiti, such as sociologist Laénnec Hurbon or gender studies scholar Accilien,
have noted that Haiti’s most aspirational future lies in how an experienced
and extensive feminist grassroots civil society organizes itself outside of the
official political structures. It is within the latter—that is, a specifically Hait-
ian practice of sophisticated and long-standing grass-roots community organ-
ization among women, which has organized itself alongside a sustained
multi-century “‘crise de la masculinité¢’” (Hurbon 229)—that Hurbon lays
out a potential future for Haiti. For her part, in her analysis of the film Freda
(2021), directed by Gessica Généus, Accilien notes that while the male char-
acters either leave Haiti or are depicted as existentially lost, it is the main
character Freda who not only commits herself to staying and to the future of
her country, but also serves as source of strength to the women who surround
her. Similarly to Mars’s deliberation on Anaise and Freda’s sense of self-
worth, Accilien points out that Généus stages strong young women who do
not explicitly aspire to having children.?

If Rosalie I'infame privileges “la case” as the space where women nego-
tiate what a healing act might be at any given conjuncture in their experi-
ences of the varied violences that they undergo both in the master’s house
and in his fields, then Fado puts forward the brothel as this “intra-subjective”
space of care among and for women. It is in the “cases” and in the “bordel”
that they decide if and how best to honor a new life—whether in the womb
or a new-born life—and, whether honoring means terminating its life on
earth in the conditions of the violences of slavery or neocolonialism. What
emerges in these deliberations is the role that community plays in determin-
ing what is more life-giving, reserving the earthly life or returning this life to
the spiritual world from which this life came. What emerges from Mars’s
novel is the collective immersion of one woman'’s subjectivity into another’s,
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whereby it becomes narratively difficult to discern which woman speaks.
The ambiguity that the narrative so carefully constructs embeds the question
of abortion in the collective responsibility of those who occupy the novel:
that is, Bony and Leo, two of Anaise’s lovers, who are both on some level
aware of the long-term effects of “violence sur les femmes” (74); the women
in the brothel, who are cognizant of the intergenerational trauma that informs
their own refusal to become wives and mothers; and even the bourgeoise
gynecologist, who is alert to the false premises upon which her own eco-
nomic privileges are based (87). In her work, the gynecologist becomes the
witness par excellence: “Toute la violence, toute la souffrance dont elle est
chaque jour témoin” (Mars 87).

In Rosalie I'infame, the collectivity is represented by the many women
whose narratives are depicted in the novel, mostly by privileging long direct
discourses, which turn the first-person narrative into multiple first-person nar-
ratives interlaced with one another—those of grande tante Brigitte, Man
Augustine, Grann Charlotte, Ayouba, Gracieuse, and Lisette. In Fado, this
multiplication of voices to represent a feminine connectivity takes place
through Anaise as a conduit: through the movements of her body across city
space; her agile code switching between and among social circles; her open-
ness to receiving manifestations of other women’s souls into her own body,
whether read through Western medical lenses as Dissociative Identity Disor-
der or in Vodou-informed thought as what it means for one body (ko kadav)
to hold the spiritual manifestations of other beings.>

These two novels, taking place in seemingly different moments of Green-
which Mean Time, separated by four centuries, thus perform a politics of
community, involving the deliberate consideration of /ife, and how best to
honor it, even if by terminating it, in the legal sense, for as Erica Moiah James
recently noted, in the Caribbean “Death is never the end, a part of life, a part
of how we are seeing it, a presence we just pass through.”? These are consid-
erations of how to honor /ife, especially in sisterhood, even by life-beyond-
death (or in Western terms, murder) and to keep present a temporality, ever
conscious of a “poétique de la cale.” Death-(as-/ife) dominates Fado, in
oblique invocations of the death of the unborn child, and in the implicitly rep-
resented murders of men unable to care for their children. Yet, even in these
apparent ‘crimes,” how the community deliberates on the very question of
death indicates the founding circumstances of both slavery and anti-slavery,
upon which the nation is founded, a history that Hurbon argues continues to
bear its weight upon Haitian social and political life (Hurbon 22-35).
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Writing, reading and (im)possibilities of feminist solidarity: Maryse
Condé, Frida Kahlo, Kettly Mars, and Francoise Vergeés

In my conclusion, as part of recent articles that interrogate what it means to
read each other, across our often radically different subject positions, referred
to as positionality or situatedness®' (class, gender, nation, ability, and neuro-
diversity), I draw on Mars’s thinking of intergenerational reading especially
across spaces: genres (novels and painting); characters across the novels of
‘Caribbean’ writers’; and race. What emerges (as Cae Joseph-Massena and 1
have argued in a co-authored article elsewhere)®? is refined vocabulary about
how we might approach reading experiences that are not, and cannot be, our
own. And yet, is it not at some level the role of the literary to help us imagine
common futures together in which we refrain from imposing worldviews
upon each other, but proceed in Relation respectfully alongside each other,
sometimes in intimacy and sometimes in the respectful distance afforded by
Glissantian Opacity?

As the semi-permanent exhibit titled Our Colonial Inheritance at het
Wereldmuseum-Amsterdam, which opened in 2022, suggests, a great number
of us in the Global North are inheritors of the economic privileges afforded by
colonialism and slavery, while others are inheritors of its economic disadvan-
tages. As noted, Trouillot’s and Mars’s novels write in conversation with a
direct consciousness of the inheritance not just of the aftermaths of the trade
of kidnapped and enslaved persons, but also of a consciousness of its ethics
(which may seem complex to an official legal system). For the curators of Our
Colonial Inheritance, who themselves were informed by Michael Rothberg’s
notion of “implication,” regardless of our positionality we are encouraged to
take account of how we are “implicated” in the colonial.** It is in this impli-
cation that I locate my final discussion of what it means for women, or those
gendered as women in any given social or intimate context, to read each
other across these various categories of highly politicized identity.

To read Mars as an author staging a writer such as Maryse Cond¢ in her
own narrative which depicts abortion also means taking account of how
Condé¢ herself integrated historical figures such as Tituba and Hester Prynne,
or Frida Kahlo, in her own fictional invocations of abortion. Fado’s deploy-
ment of the “practice of intra-subjective exchanges” (Chancy 17) specifically
around the question of abortion involves an intertextual relation to Maryse
Condé’s writing, notably to two of Condé’s novels: Moi, Tituba, sorciere...
noire de Salem (1986), in which the main protagonist Tituba explicitly refers
to abortion, and Desirada (1997), which invokes Frida Kahlo’s painting, Mi
nascimiento (1932). In Fado, in her first-person narrative voice, Anaise notes
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that the only friend she has who can fully accept Anaise’s various life deci-
sions is Maryse. Maryse (that is, Mars’s protagonist) understands that any
action on Anaise’s part, even a romantic interest in Maryse’s partner, is noth-
ing but a source of a shared experience of profound pain. Anaise explains,
“Maryse ne craint pas que je lui vole son Daniel. Elle se soucie tellement de
moi que je crois qu’elle me le préterait méme, si cela pouvait lui rendre son
Anaise [...]” (Mars 69).

Alongside Kincaid’s Autobiography of My Mother, Condé’s Moi, Tituba,
written a decade earlier, is one of the few novels in Caribbean literature in
French to evoke abortion explicitly. In an article on Moi, Tituba, Gema
Ortega writes of the scene in which Tituba and Hester Prynne are both
imprisoned at Ipswich.3¢ Ortega echoes Vergés’s proposition that the univer-
salizing discourse of feminism from the West is de facto one that remains
largely unaware of how the experience of being ‘woman’ not only differs
across contexts but is also modulated by how a given community has been
subjected to the oppression of slavery. Ortega reads Hester in Condé’s novel
as representing “a universal symbol of female oppression.” Moreover,
Ortega identifies a discussion between Tituba and Hester as a crucial moment
when Hester becomes aware of the circumstances that separate their role as
women in the Salem society:

Abortion is another topic of debate between the two characters. While Tituba is still con-
flicted by her decision to abort her child and spare the baby from a life of misery under slav-
ery, Hester unapologetically reports her success at having aborted four children. [...] The
contrast between the women’s experiences highlights Hester’s ignorance of the intersection-
ality of race, gender, and class in the face of bigotry. (Ortega 123)

Ortega’s reading reiterates Verges’s concern about how Global Northern dis-
courses on abortion often remain negligent (or ignorant) of the conditions that
inform its discussion among women of the Global South. This discrepancy in
narratives around abortion suggests what seems to be a virtual impossibility
for solidarity among women from diverse lived experiences. In this commu-
nity of women reading women, by invoking Condé’s novel, Mars’s novel also
doubly recalls Frida Kahlo’s work. In her deep reading of how Condé’s Desir-
ada engages in an intertextuality with Kahlo’s painting Mi nascimiento,
Eliana Vagalau considers how the first-person narrator of Condé’s novel
stages her own rebirth.” Through the protagonist Frida, Mars’s novel intertex-
tually choreographs an encounter between Frida Kahlo and one of the most
important Haitian Vodou /wa named Ezuli Freda. It is Vagalau’s reading that
sheds light on how writers read protagonists of other writers’ lives, making
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possible the intimate exchanges that undergird an awareness of each other’s
lives, when public discourses make such confidences difficult.

With this evocative accumulation of voices, especially of women artists,
singers (of fado), and writers, Mars’s novel models what it means to read
alongside and for each other. Mars’s careful practice of considering both the
possibilities—and impossibilities—of feminist global coalition through inter-
textual relations to both literary and spiritual texts, has led this article’s con-
sideration of what it means to read each other, and to be read by each other.
Readers may be drawn to novels that do not emerge from their own lived
experience. Mars’s novel stages women reading each other across the
Caribbean, as well as across Atlantic geographies today read through the cat-
egories of Global North and Global South, or Global Majority and the Global
Minority of Euro-whiteness. Mars’s novel asks that we take account of these
differences by depicting stages of intimate exchange, offering us ways to
become aware of each other, through writing and reading, writing as reading.
In so doing, we might more responsibly respond to Farah Jasmine Griffin’s
call to honor each other’s narratives:

Black feminism has never only been about Black women, it’s never been this. It’s been about
a more just world. And a planet that said if you listen to the insights of the least of these,
which is us, that we can do something transformative. (as cited by Jean-Charles vii)*®

This article’s inquiry into abortion ruminates on how as readers we reconsider
a term whose definitions and implications for understanding ‘rights’ (as per
Verges) make possible an inquiry into what any given community living
within that community understands by healing, resistance or even life. It is
this ever-presence of death paired with what Ftouni theorizes as the constant
“enact[ment of] an ‘affirmation of life’” (Ftouni 94) that resymbolizes the
very phenomenology through which one /ives. Abortion as put forward by
Trouillot’s and Mars’s novels first and foremost offers a deliberation not on
death, but on /ife, or even more complexly on death-as-/ife, or what W.E.B.
Du Bois refers to as a “nonsimple horizon” *: Chandler refers to the passing
of Du Bois’ own infant son as “beyond this narrow Now””:

[...] and my soul whispers ever to me saying, “Not dead, not dead, but escaped; not bond,
but free. No bitter meanness now shall sicken this baby heart till it die a living death, no taunt
shall madden his happy boyhood. (Chandler citing Du Bois 213)

For as Moiah James notes, mourning death “saves space” (Moiah James) for
life imagined otherwise, in resistance to, but cognizant of the violent regimen-
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tations prescribed by a Euro-informed notion of humanity built on the “mon-
strosity” of slavery and its afterlives, and the lives of those conscripted into it.
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