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The Sexual Politics of Empire: Postcolonial Homophobia in Haiti. 
By Erin L. Durban. Urbana: University of  Illinois Press, 2022. ISBN 
978-0-252-08684-7 (paperback). 264 pp. $110 hardcover; $28 paperback;
$19.95 e-book.

A Regarded Self: Caribbean Womanhood and the Ethics of  
Disorderly Being. By Kaiama L. Glover. Durham, NC: Duke 
University Press, 2021. ISBN 978-1-4780-1124-8 (paperback). 296 pp. 
$102.95 hardcover; $27.95 paperback.

Entangled Otherness: Cross-Gender Fabrications in the 
Francophone Caribbean. By Charlotte Hammond. Liverpool: 
Liverpool University Press, 2018. ISBN 9781800855892 (paperback). 272 
pp. $150 hardcover; $49.99 paperback; $150 e-book.

Looking for Other Worlds: Black Feminism and Haitian Fiction. 
By Régine Michelle Jean-Charles. Charlottesville: University of  
Virginia Press, 2023. ISBN 9780813948454 (paperback). $115 hardcover; 
$39.50 paperback; $39.50 e-book.

Review by Wigbertson Julian Isenia

Challenging Norms: The Entanglement of Gender, Sexuality, 
and Postcolonialism in Caribbean Scholarship

This review examines the insights derived from intertextual conversation 
across four academic books published between 2018 and 2023. Together, 
these works create a dialog on Caribbean practices and encourage us 
to reconceptualize the region through the lenses of sexual identity, self-
construction, and the interaction of African spirituality within postcolonial 
power structures. These books—individually, but even more so in 
conversation—serve as catalysts for novel intellectual inquiry and mark a 
departure from traditional narratives; they urge sustained interdisciplinary 
exploration across the Caribbean.

In their collective endeavors to shed light on Caribbean gender and 
sexual identities, the authors present a kaleidoscope of perspectives. 
Engaging with subject matter as varied as it is interconnected, these books 
investigate the nuances of gender and sexuality, and they often contextualize 
these issues within the historical frameworks of colonial and postcolonial 

legacies. The contributions of Erin L. Durban and Charlotte Hammond 
are notably incisive in examining how these historical narratives inform 
and reshape gender and sexual identities. Complementing this inquiry, 
Kaiama Glover, Régine Michelle Jean-Charles, and Hammond probe 
the modalities of literature, visual arts, and other cultural expression as 
avenues of exploration, persistent critique, refusal, and social resistance. 

The Sexual Politics of Empire: Postcolonial Homophobia in Haiti, 
by Erin L. Durban

In The Sexual Politics of Empire, Durban analyzes the connections between 
gender, sexuality, religion, natural disasters, and international aid, 
especially in the aftermath of the 2010 earthquake in Haiti. The book 
presents a discerning critique of homophobia through a postcolonial lens, 
revealing its historical roots and contemporary manifestations. Durban 
contrasts societies where owing to the absence of colonial-era sodomy laws, 
same-sex relationships are not explicitly criminalized, such as in Haiti, 
with those on some Caribbean islands with British colonial pasts, such as 
Grenada and Jamaica, where such laws still exert influence.

In the first chapter, “Perverting Haiti: The Transnational Imperialist 
Discourse of the Black Republic as the Premodern Land of Voodoo/
Vaudoux,” the book explores Haiti’s history, focusing on the Haitian 
Revolution as portrayed in Euro-US imperialist discourse, with its 
depiction of racialized sexuality, mainly through the “zonbi” figure. The 
zonbi functions here as a symbol of US misrepresentations and their impact 
on Haiti. The chapter scrutinizes five pivotal periods in Haitian history— 
European colonialism (1492–1791), the Haitian Revolution (1791–1804), 
the Black Republic (1804–1915), the first US Occupation (1915–1934), and 
the early years of the AIDS epidemic (1980s and 1990s)—employing the 
symbolic figure of the zonbi to explain the construction of representations 
concerning Haiti. These representations often cast Haitians as “perverse” 
and “unnatural,” thereby rationalizing military interventions and veiling 
their attendant violence. However, the chapter also explores efforts by 
same-sex-desiring and gender-creative Haitians to reappropriate the 
zonbi as a tool for critiquing both homophobia and imperialism. The 
second chapter, “The Missionary Position: US Protestant Missionaries 
and Religious Homophobia,” examines the inf luence of missionaries 
spurred by the pervasive discourse portraying Haiti as a “premodern land 
of voodoo” (55). Arriving en masse in the mid-twentieth century, these 
missionaries sought to evangelize and uplift what they perceived as a 
superstitious and culturally deficient society. Their evangelical efforts 
introduced religious homophobia, significantly influencing sexual politics 
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and adversely affecting the lives of same-sex-desiring and gender-creative 
Haitians. The third chapter, “Evangelical Christian Homophobia and the 
Michèle Pierre-Louis Controversy,” analyzes the discussions surrounding 
Michèle Duvivier Pierre-Louis’s nomination for prime minister in 2008. 
Public accusations that she was homosexual led to debates about her 
moral suitability for leadership, whereas others noted that such accusations 
had not been leveled against male nominees, even those known to be 
homosexual. Durban examines this controversy as a manifestation of 
postcolonial homophobia, influenced by the transnational discourse on 
“voodoo” and the increasing presence of evangelical Christianity in Haiti.

Chapter 4, “‘Zonbi, Zonbi’ at the Ghetto Biennale: A Queer Act 
of Intervention against Postcolonial Homophobia,” discusses a queer 
anti-imperialist performance by Lakou, a Haitian performance troupe 
consisting of same-sex-desiring and gender-creative people, in response 
to the Pierre-Louis controversy. The performance served as a platform 
for reenacting and reflecting on Haiti’s history, encompassing periods of 
colonial slavery, the Haitian Revolution, and subsequent US interventions. 
Durban argues that Lakou’s activist endeavor reimagined the prevailing 
transnational discourse depicting Haiti as a primitive “Voodoo” land by 
employing the symbol of the zonbi to challenge imperialist discourses. 
The fifth chapter, “The Sexual Politics of Rescue: The Global LGBTQI 
and Postcolonial Homophobia after the 2010 Earthquake in Haiti,” 
critiques global LGBTQI organizations’ post-earthquake interventions 
and questions the narratives they circulated of LGBTQI Haitians as 
victims. As these organizations framed their responses to the disaster in 
a manner that depicted LGBTQI Haitians as vulnerable people in need of 
liberation from dire living circumstances, they propagated a transnational 
discourse portraying Haiti as intrinsically homophobic. Chapter 6, “The 
Emergence of a Social Movement against Homophobia,” explores the 
emergence of a local LGBTQI movement following the 2012 International 
Day against Homophobia. This chapter investigates the dynamics between 
two key collaborating organizations, Fondasyon SEROvie and Kouraj, 
to explore ongoing debates surrounding homophobia in Haiti influenced 
by the pervasive presence of evangelical Christianity within the global 
LGBTQI community. The epilogue ties these themes to the Black Lives 
Matter movement after 2013, underlining the ongoing struggle against 
homophobia and the need for fair futures for Haitian LGBTQI individuals.

A key contribution of this book is an account of the rise of evangelical 
Christianity in Haiti, which Durban describes as fueled by foreign 
missionary investments, and its profound effects on the local same-sex-
desiring and gender-creative community in the present. The book traces 

the temporal evolution of this relationship, starting with the emergence 
of evangelical homophobia and the “Ghetto Biennale” in 2008, through 
the intersections of global LGBTQI issues with postcolonial homophobia 
exacerbated by the 2010 earthquake, to the significant Christian social 
movement against same-sex marriage that took shape in 2013. Although 
evangelical homophobia had earlier roots in US missionary activity, it 
gained new momentum in 2008 because of the Pierre-Louis controversy. 
This controversy clarified how these religious beliefs, steeped in a long 
history of colonial and imperialist influence, could wield formidable social 
and political power. Durban offers a comparative analysis of the influence 
of evangelical Christian groups against the backdrop of outreach efforts 
by US-based LGBTQI organizations, detailing how this transnational 
engagement inadvertently established a new form of identity politics 
based on global, fixed sexual and gender categories. This, in turn, led to 
significant social movements within Haiti that addressed public health, 
advocacy, the arts, and activism. Durban’s extensive scholarly acumen, 
which spans Haitian studies, critical race theory, Latin American cultural 
studies, feminist theory, and queer theory, enriches the analytical insights. 
This broad academic perspective enables a thorough comprehension 
of the relationships among historical, social, economic, political, and 
cultural factors. It offers a sophisticated framework for understanding the 
evolution of individual and collective identities amid the shifting terrain 
of postcoloniality in Haiti.

Durban articulates the notion of “postcolonial homophobia,” framing 
it as a convergence of persistent legacies stemming from historical and 
contemporary Western imperial biopolitical strategies aimed at molding, 
directing, and purportedly emancipating local perceptions of gender 
and sexuality. Rather than resorting to oversimplif ied frameworks 
that portray evangelical and global LGBTQI movements as clear-cut 
adversaries, Durban elucidates how these interrelated transnational 
movements negotiate their influence in Haiti. The book examines the 
emergence of binary gender constructs as perpetuated through European 
colonial endeavors, thereby shedding light on the challenges surrounding 
nonheteronormative desires and gender diversity in Haiti. The study 
reveals how these varying modes of exclusion, whether manifested through 
branding a nation as predominantly homophobic or as exceedingly tolerant 
toward homosexuality—thus reinforcing homophobia or a form of homo-
protectionism—should not merely be perceived as derivatives of colonial 
ideologies; instead, they should also be scrutinized against the backdrop 
of ongoing neoimperial dynamics in the postcolonial setting.
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I agree with Durban’s perspective that scholars in Caribbean studies, 
particularly those focusing on gender and sexuality, should heed the 
insights of Rosamond S. King, who advocates a nuanced understanding 
that acknowledges the genuine—and sometimes violent—manifestations of 
homophobia in the Caribbean without falling into the trap of categorizing 
the region as singularly and uniquely homophobic.1 Durban’s monograph 
skillfully maneuvers this complex terrain. By dissecting the historical 
colonial impositions that have negatively shaped norms of gender and 
sexuality and by critiquing the longstanding transnational narrative that 
caricatures Haiti as a primitive land steeped in “voodoo”—a narrative 
exploited “to negatively queer the Black Republic for more than a century” 
(125)—Durban surpasses these confining frameworks by scrutinizing 
contemporary neoimperial policies that cast LGBTQI Haitians as a 
community requiring rescue from an insurmountable predicament.

I value Durban’s exploration of nonhegemonic sexual terminologies 
and practices in Haiti, such as masisi, a Kreyòl term that encapsulates 
male same-sex desire, sexuality, and effeminacy, and madivin, its female 
counterpart. Additionally, the terms makomer, referring to a person assigned 
male at birth who embodies distinctly feminine identities, and miks, which 
indicates individuals engaging in both same-sex and opposite-sex sexual 
practices without attaching identity labels, are examined. Although these 
terms initially carried negative connotations, some Haitians are in the 
process of reclaiming them. Through the lens of José Esteban Muñoz’s 
theory of disidentification, Durban shows how these terms are neither 
fully embraced nor rejected within the local context; instead, they are 
reinterpreted to challenge and reshape hegemonic (read Euro/US) terms.2 
Moreover, the book discusses how the activist group Kouraj utilizes 
disidentification to contest international LGBTQI discourse: rather than 
wholly embracing or discarding the term “LGBT,” Kouraj strategically 
redefines it within the Haitian context. Kouraj may deploy “LGBT” when 
engaging with foreign audiences yet emphasize that it inadequately reflects 
Haitian realities and cannot simply replace terms such as masisi, madivin, 
makomer, and miks. These theories are valuable additions to a burgeoning 
archive that challenges Western epistemologies of sexuality, and they echo 
the inquiries of scholars such as Gloria Wekker, Omi’seke Natasha Tinsley, 
and Roberto Strongman.3

A Regarded Self: Caribbean Womanhood  
and the Ethics of Disorderly Being, by Kaiama L. Glover

In A Regarded Self, Glover explores Caribbean women’s experiences as they 
are articulated through an analysis of five foundational novels. Each chapter 

concentrates on a distinct author and novel, culminating in an epilogue. 
The first, “Self-Love | Tituba,” discusses Maryse Condé’s 1986 novel I, 
Tituba, Black Witch of Salem. Glover analyzes Condé’s portrayal of Tituba 
as a figure who defies societal norms through her self-love and sexual 
expression, which disrupt various paradigms including Puritan religious 
beliefs, the US American abolitionist discourse, Caribbean intellectual 
currents, and feminist perspectives. Glover probes Tituba’s radical self-love 
and eroticism, challenging historical and contemporary attempts to frame 
her story within specific ideological frameworks. According to Glover, this 
resistance calls for a feminism that respects individual autonomy while 
acknowledging the challenges of integrating Tituba into Afro-feminism. 
The second chapter, “Self-Possession | Hadriana,” focuses on René 
Depestre’s 1988 novel Hadriana in All My Dreams. It examines responses 
to the novel, including the discomfort expressed by critics regarding 
Depestre’s portrayal of Haiti and its subversion of gender and racial 
stereotypes through the Haitian zombie metaphor. Glover acknowledges 
the valid concerns raised by critics but also emphasizes the less obvious 
subversive aspects of the main character, Hadriana, a white French zombie. 
Hadriana’s whiteness and zombification disturb traditional expectations. 
Her whiteness is fetishized, but Depestre critiques this phenomenon rather 
than presenting it without irony. Furthermore, Hadriana recognizes that 
the community’s adoration came at the cost of her freedom and was a 
stifling objectification. She becomes fully conscious of her exploitation only 
after being turned into a zombie. Within the confines of a society governed 
by Haitian bourgeoisie conventions and spiritual customs that constrain 
female autonomy, the chapter critically examines how women might assert 
agency. Glover explores how Hadriana’s transformation questions Haitian 
societal norms, stirring the debate on colonial mimicry and gender politics.

Chapter 3, “Self-Defense | Lotus,” reexamines Marie Chauvet’s 1954 
novel Fille d’Haïti in light of her portrayal of a resilient female protagonist. 
Glover reveals the protagonist’s defiance of rigid gender and racial norms 
in 1940s and 1950s Haiti, offering a critical view of the era’s sociopolitical 
climate as dominated by militarization and women’s roles. The fourth 
chapter, “Self-Preservation | Xuela,” interprets Jamaica Kincaid’s 1996 
novel, The Autobiography of My Mother, as an exploration of identity and 
community. Examining Xuela’s character and Kincaid’s representation of 
Afro-Caribbean women’s struggles against societal and colonial impositions, 
Glover argues that Xuela’s sense of self and her relationship with the 
community disrupt Caribbean societal norms by challenging the notion 
of community solidarity, prioritizing her self-preservation over collective 
harmony, or by defying traditional gender roles by refusing motherhood. 
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She also discusses Kincaid’s portrayal of Xuela’s quest to preserve her 
identity and reclaim her Indigenous heritage in the Caribbean context, 
asserting that Kincaid sheds light on the vulnerability of Indigenous 
Caribbean individuals and reveals internal conflicts within nonwhite 
communities in the postcolonial period. The final chapter, “Self-Regard 
| Lilith,” considers Marlon James’s 2009 novel The Book of Night Women, 
which focuses on an enslaved woman named Lilith. Glover addresses the 
ethical complexities of depicting and narrating traumatic events such as 
slavery, scrutinizing how Lilith’s journey amid harsh realities challenges 
perceptions and portrayals of historical violence.

In the context of postcolonial societies, particularly in the Caribbean, 
Glover’s examination shifts the focus to the concept of self-regard and its 
implications for female individual agency. Through detailed character 
studies and plot analysis of the five novels, Glover highlights how women 
confront and often subvert the rigid and coercive norms prevalent in their 
societies. The book underscores the tension between personal freedom 
and the community’s expectations, examining how women tackle these 
complexities. It critiques the unyielding and coercive norms in postcolonial 
communities and emphasizes how women’s self-regard and refusal 
to conform, as depicted in these novels, can challenge and potentially 
transform these norms.

Glover further explores how these nuances of self-regard and communal 
expectations intersect with the complexities of identity, including race, 
gender, and sexuality. This exploration suggests that pursuing self-regard 
is not merely a personal endeavor; it can also lead to a reevaluation of 
communal ethics and contribute to a broader understanding of freedom. 
Additionally, Glover addresses the concept of narcissism within this 
framework. Narcissism, which is traditionally associated with negative 
connotations of self-absorption, is reinterpreted in these narratives as a 
possible coping mechanism. It emerges in scenarios where individuals, 
especially women, find their sense of self stifled or constrained by the 
weight of communal expectations and the legacies of colonialism.

A Regarded Self boldly challenges the oppressive mechanisms of 
colonialism, patriarchy, and capitalism, which often marginalize 
individuals based on race and gender. It does this by rejecting traditional 
categorizations and engaging in prohibited racial and sexual interactions. 
Furthermore, self-regard and narcissism play dual roles as both weapons 
and shields, which are crucial for survival in a metaphorical battle to death. 
Glover encourages readers to perceive these characters as more than mere 
social outliers; they embody broader philosophical inquiries concerning 

freedom, happiness, and how societal structures curtail individual choice 
and agency. The discourse extends to the nuanced representations of 
women in Caribbean literature and its diasporic extensions. Glover refrains 
from presenting these women as blueprints for a radical political ideology. 
Instead, they serve as catalysts, continuously challenging and disrupting 
entrenched beliefs and norms. Glover analyzes female characters who elude 
conventional binary categorizations as either heroines or victims. These 
“disorderly” women unsettle the narratives they inhabit and challenge 
scholarly works that engage with these novels.

Glover likewise analyzes the impact of feminist scholarship on the 
literary expressions of Caribbean women and shows how it has illuminated 
their often overshadowed or marginalized presence in male-authored 
literary works from the region. Although Glover commends these male 
authors for their contributions to postcolonial discourse, she also analyzes 
how their novels frequently marginalize female perspectives. Feminist 
scholars have critiqued these heteropatriarchal tendencies, which reflect 
deep-rooted colonial and postcolonial ideologies of gendered and ethnic 
exclusion. By revealing the dimensions of female subjectivity marked by 
moral ambivalence and political nonalignment, Glover’s book accentuates 
how female protagonists contest traditional gender roles and societal 
expectations in these novels. This challenge extends to predominant 
communal and political discourses that often eclipse individual narratives 
in Caribbean literature. Glover underscores that Caribbean women often 
actively challenge adversity due to societal appeals for communal order, 
which tend to dismiss these women’s unique circumstances or impose 
strict gender roles. She carefully analyzes the protagonists’ strategies for 
self-preservation and resistance in response to hegemonic ideologies and 
elucidates the complex negotiations that Caribbean women navigate within 
their communities.

A central theme, the concept of the “regarded self,” is introduced as 
a nexus that melds the ideals of self-protection with societal expectations 
of humility and self-sacrifice. This concept is particularly resonant when 
discussing Caribbean women depicted in novels, who often confront societal 
norms dictated by community conventions. Glover contends that these 
self-reflective female protagonists, rather than being symbolic figures or 
representatives of a unified majority or minority among Caribbean women, 
should be perceived as “frustratingly equivocal beings” (5). They transcend 
mere transparency or one-dimensionality; each challenges the prevailing 
norms within her respective community. Their resistance to oppressive 
narrative frameworks contests the established ordering conventions within 
postcolonial Caribbean literary discourse.



397396 Book ReviewsBook Reviews

In analyzing the social and political forces that shape communal 
identities, Glover astutely observes the undervalued roles of women in 
nation-building and thus ignites inquiries about gender-specific barriers to 
recognition and agency. A Regarded Self emerges as a compelling study that 
prompts a reevaluation of Caribbean women’s literature while broadening 
the discourse on freedom, self-respect, and defiance. This substantial 
contribution to gender and Caribbean studies effectively broadens 
traditional academic dialog and invites readers to reconsider entrenched 
notions about selfhood, individual agency, and communal norms.

Entangled Otherness: Cross-Gender Fabrications  
in the Francophone Caribbean, by Charlotte Hammond

In Entangled Otherness, Hammond presents a sharp analysis that prompts 
readers to reevaluate their understanding of gender and sexuality within 
the context of the French Caribbean. The first chapter, “Costuming 
Colonial Resistance in the New World,” examines the role of dress as a 
symbol of defiance against colonial racial-gender hierarchies among the 
enslaved and free populations in Martinique, Guadeloupe, and Haiti. It 
discusses how dress subtly challenged colonial hierarchies and reshaped 
racial and gender identities. This discussion is followed by chapter 2, 
“Fanmi se dra: Cross-Gender Fabrications of Identity in Des hommes et des 
dieux,” which considers how Anne Lescot and Laurence Magliore’s 2002 
documentary Des hommes et des dieux showcases Vodou’s accommodation of 
marginalized sexualities and gender identities in Haiti and its challenge 
to French colonial patriarchal norms. This chapter also underscores the 
importance of networks of cultural power, discussing how enslaved people 
and their nocturnal gatherings both challenged and operated within the 
limits of colonial dominance.

“Visual Détours: Refracting the Blan Female Gaze in Haitian 
Vodou,” the third chapter, scrutinizes British artist Leah Gordon’s work 
in Haiti; Hammond probes the implications of white female artists and 
ethnographers representing Vodou and its practitioners. This chapter 
draws comparisons with the US avant-garde filmmaker Maya Deren, 
who mainly discusses the position and impact of white female artists/
ethnographers in their portrayal of Haitian subjects. The book then 
transitions to “Spectatorial Travestisme,” chapter 4, which explores 
audience reactions to Jean-Pierre Sturm’s comedy Ma commère Alfred and 
the influence of cross-dressing in art on perceptions of identity and social 
status. Hammond also discusses how audience members in Martinique 
and France responded to the cross-dressing in Ma commère Alfred and how it 
relates to their identities. Concluding the book, “Dressed to Kill: Opacity 

and Masquerade in Claire Denis’s J’ai pas sommeil” examines Denis’s film 
J’ai pas sommeil within the French Caribbean diaspora, unpacking its 
portrayal of cross-dressing and its reworking of the Thierry Paulin murders 
(a serial killer active in the 1980s). The chapter explores how Denis’s film, 
loosely based on the Paulin affair, complicates narratives of race, gender, 
and criminality while engaging with themes of opacity and masquerade. 
By refusing to provide psychological explanations for the murders, the film 
instead exposes broader anxieties surrounding marginalized identities in 
France. The chapter suggests that the film itself acts as a form of cross-
dressing by providing only semi-visibility to the watcher, challenging the 
norms of Enlightenment and heteropatriarchal ideas.

The book deconstructs the influences shaping identity in these regions, 
emphasizing the enduring legacy of French colonialism and ongoing 
decolonization efforts. It stands out for its usage of historical analysis, 
theoretical inquiry, and lived experience. The book examines photographs 
(Gordon), f ilms and documentaries (Gordon, Lescot, Magloire, and 
Denis), and artistic performances and plays (Annabel Guérédrat and 
Henri Tauliaut as well as Sturm), examining artists from Francophone 
Caribbean and non-Caribbean regions while exploring two contrasting 
aspects of their work. On the one hand, their art perpetuates colonial 
dynamics, reinforcing an asymmetrical power bond where the white creator 
dominates the passive Haitian subject. Conversely, the artists also engage 
in countercolonial critiques by employing a politics of looking back, thus 
destabilizing ingrained racial and gender classifications that historically 
underpin colonial and racialized systems of control and subjugation. The 
body of work under examination is manifold in its thematic focus. It 
explores religious practices in Vodou, the historical conceptualization of 
the Black body, and the imaginative realms of Afrofuturism. Moreover, 
these artists challenge conventional gender roles through their attention 
to the act of cross-dressing and by incorporating elements of bondage, 
discipline, sadism, and masochism (BDSM).

The book commences with a case study involving KAP Caraïbe, 
an organization dedicated to Konsey, Aide, Prevansyon (Advice, help, 
prevention) to sexual minorities in Martinique. On March 29, 2014, a 
Facebook user created a page titled “Les Masques Tombent” (the masks are 
falling) that aimed to publicly expose men in Martinique who purportedly 
engaged in same-sex relationships. KAP Caraïbe subsequently filed an 
official grievance against Facebook. The posts, once they appeared on 
this Facebook page, fueled a flood of homophobic remarks, some of which 
were written in Martinican Creole.
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This incident underscores the dual nature of virtual spaces: while they 
can expose people’s personal lives, they also serve as realms for advocacy 
and visibility. This linkage echoes the specific ways, informed by varying 
influences, by which the region has entrenched certain societal norms 
and prejudices. Shaped by historical colonial legacies and contemporary 
socioeconomic conditions, the region forms the backdrop against which 
tensions of gender and sexual identities are negotiated, challenging any 
simplistic exceptionalism and yet pointing to the specificities. As Vanessa 
Agard-Jones explains, French universalism, rooted in the principles of 
“liberté, égalité, fraternité,” asserts that all citizens are equal before the 
state without distinction based on race, gender, national origin, or group 
membership.4 However, in Martinique, the dichotomy between public and 
private spheres embedded in French political ideology often results in the 
marginalization of sexual and gender minority identities to the private 
domain. The public sphere is envisioned as a neutral space devoid of 
identities exerting visibility or influence. In this context, sexual and gender 
minorities in Martinique are compelled to navigate a complex terrain of 
(in)visibility. Societal norms exert pressure to adhere to heteronormative 
standards and maintain a high degree of discretion regarding one’s sexual 
practices. Conversely, the advent of digital and global platforms allows 
these individuals to express and discuss their identities more openly. Yet 
these platforms expose them to potential backlash, as evidenced by adverse 
reactions on social media sites such as Facebook.

Hammond suggests that in Caribbean regions whose histories were 
formed by a French colonial presence, men who defy traditional gender 
norms learn to maneuver within established identity categories. This 
adaptation is deeply rooted in the persistent experience of colonial and 
imperial oppression. Individuals employ tactics of disguise and ambiguity 
to counteract the pervasive neocolonial surveillance in both the French 
Caribbean islands and the French mainland. These strategies serve to 
subvert, resist, and temporarily elude stereotypical labeling and oppressive 
forces. This approach enables them to challenge and potentially alter 
the prevailing narrative, providing a measure of autonomy from the 
constraining social and political norms. According to Hammond, French 
colonization and the imposition of European gender norms countered the 
identities and practices that were perceived as incongruent. Consequently, 
Caribbean societies emulated European values, including homophobia, 
to attain the “privileges of humanity” and “modernity,” which were 
frequently denied to them. Such neo/colonial legacies continue to afflict 
sexual minorities in the Caribbean, as exemplif ied by the incidents 
involving KAP Caraïbe.

One of the book’s significant contributions is its exploration of male 
cross-dressing through the conceptual framework of “disidentification,” 
which is posited as a means for individuals to challenge and subvert 
normative gender identities. Again, Muñoz theorizes that disidentification 
is a process of defiance and subversion against hegemonic norms that 
enables individuals to reclaim and alter these norms from the periphery.5 
Through cross-dressing, individuals challenge conventional gender roles, 
forging new identity paradigms that subvert traditional gender binaries. 
In the Caribbean, the emergence of new identities and the fluidity of 
cross-gender identification challenge established gender norms within 
the socially constructed environment. Individuals who engage in cross-
dressing subvert dominant gender norms but also cultivate new subcultural 
representations.

The analysis is augmented by investigating Vodou’s role in historical and 
contemporary contexts as a vehicle for identity recovery and the collective 
contestation of neocolonial ideologies. Vodou revitalizes African traditions 
and orchestrates, resists, and confronts political realities. Vodou facilitates 
the remembrance of enslaved ancestors’ traumas through what Hammond, 
drawing on Jacqui M. Alexander, terms “body praxis,” an embodied 
spiritual practice that focuses on how individuals inhabit their physical 
selves and internalize everyday social relations.6 This practice engages with 
the sociopolitical and cultural realities shaped by the French Caribbean’s 
colonial and postcolonial history. Vodou provides a space where fluid 
identities thrive and gender norms are challenged, as possession rituals 
transform initiates’ bodies, allowing them to embody spirits irrespective 
of gender and disrupt traditional male/female or masculine/feminine 
binaries. This analysis prompts a critical examination, following Gina 
Athena Ulysse’s insights, which both Hammond and Durban reference.7 It 
is essential to differentiate between the religious practices and theological 
tenets of Vodou and its stereotypical depiction as exotic and macabre. 

Furthermore, it is crucial to understand the risks and challenges 
associated with studying Vodou in an academic context, particularly in 
light of the neoliberal commodification of spiritual practices—a theme 
that receives limited attention in the book. Moreover, while this book 
classifies Vodou within Afro-Caribbean religion, how does its critical 
engagement with the subject veer toward spectacle rather than providing 
substantive analysis of Vodou? A more thorough engagement with these 
aspects throughout the text would have been valuable.

Entangled Otherness is a seminal contribution to Caribbean and 
gender studies. The book provides a comprehensive lens to decipher the 
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relationships among colonial history, gender identity, cross-dressing, 
and resistance in the French Caribbean. The book asks its audience to 
interrogate dominant narratives, recognize colonialism’s extensive impact, 
and engage with the diverse mechanisms through which individuals in the 
Francophone Caribbean negotiate and challenge their identities.

Looking for Other Worlds: Black Feminism and Haitian Fiction,  
by Régine Michelle Jean-Charles

In Looking for Other Worlds, Jean-Charles offers a groundbreaking analytical 
exercise that bridges extant gaps in global Black feminist thought by 
centralizing Haitian feminism. The book is a compelling invitation to 
transcend conventional perspectives toward Haiti and research the rich 
context of Haitian feminist intellectualism.

Consisting of five chapters, the book examines four key themes that 
recur in the fiction of three Haitian authors—Yanick Lahens, Kettly Mars, 
and Évelyne Trouillot—and resonate with broader social movements: 
aging, sexuality, class, and the environment. Chapter 1, “Haitian Women’s 
Studies, Black Feminism, and Literary Ethics,” explores the evolution of 
Haitian women’s studies as a field deeply intertwined with Black feminism, 
ethics, and literary discourse. It centers Déjouer le silence, a groundbreaking 
2018 study that counters the historical silencing of Haitian feminist 
thought by foregrounding women’s scholarship and writing. The chapter 
traces a lineage of Haitian feminist intellectuals, from early twentieth-
century pioneers such as Madeleine Sylvain-Bouchereau, a sociologist, to 
contemporary authors such as Lahens (novelist), Trouillot (historian), and 
Mars (novelist). The chapter argues that Haitian feminism is both local 
and global, shaped by ethical commitments that emphasize relationality 
and intersectionality. 

Chapter 2, “Gran Moun se Moun: Aging and Intersectionality,” 
uses a photograph of an elderly Haitian woman by Régine Romain as 
a springboard to examine the cultural significance of elders in Haitian 
society and literature. Employing visual analysis and a literary critique 
of the elderly protagonists in works by Mars and Trouillot, the chapter 
explores how these characters defy traditional narratives and societal 
perceptions. Jean-Charles suggests that aging is a crucial identity marker 
alongside class, sexuality, and gender: age should be recognized as a 
category that interacts with and influences power dynamics and social 
marginalization. Chapter 3, “The Ethical-Erotic,” proposes the concept 
of the ethical-erotic to analyze sexual representations in Haitian literature, 
moving beyond tropes of violence to explore dimensions of intimacy and 
subjectivity. Applying this lens to works by Mars, Lahens, and Trouillot, 

Jean-Charles shows how the ethical-erotic approach is multidimensional 
and recognizes sex as an act filled with complex emotions and pleasures. 
This chapter aligns with Audre Lorde’s ideas on the “uses of the erotic,” 
which also challenge conventional violent tropes in literary depictions of 
sex.8 

In chapter 4, “Geographies of Class Location: Space and Class,” 
Jean-Charles examines class division in Haitian novels as an ethical issue, 
exploring how narrative techniques reflect and interrogate social class 
constructs. The chapter situates contemporary novels within the historical 
context of Haitian literature by female authors such as Marie Chauvet 
and Paulette Poujol-Oriol. These novels are read as deliberate forms of 
representing social inequalities. Jean-Charles proposes that the concepts 
of encounter, recognition, and questioning from below are elements of 
a Black feminist ethic. Chapter 5, “An Environmental Ethic: Land and 
Sea,” examines the relationship between humans and their environment 
in Haitian literature, emphasizing nature’s significance through Vodou 
and the relationship among spirituality, familial bonds, and slavery. This 
chapter uses ecocriticism to explore the significant role of the environment 
in Haitian literature, examining how human interaction with nature raises 
ethical questions in Haitian novels. Drawing insights from scholars of 
Vodou, Jean-Charles discusses how a Vodou ethic of care, which views 
spirit and nature as one, is reflected in the characters’ relationships with 
nature. This perspective is explored through different relationships with 
the environment—whether contradictory, balanced, or contentious—
found in the discussed novels. The conclusion, “Coda: A More Just and 
More Beautiful World,” reflects on the journey of exploring Black feminist 
ethics in literature and envisions feminist futures in Haiti, asserting the 
importance of new narratives and life-affirming perspectives in Haitian 
literary studies.

A distinguishing feature of this book is its strategic focus on the 
Haitian writer and feminist activist Poujol-Oriol. Jean-Charles analyzes 
Poujol-Oriol’s extensive oeuvre and places her at the forefront of feminist 
discourse in Haiti. Poujol-Oriol’s role as an educator, organizer, and 
writer—notably her involvement with La Ligue Féminine d’Action 
Social—is highlighted to underscore her commitment to gender justice 
and the ethical treatment of Haitian women. Furthermore, Poujol-Oriol’s 
contributions to contemporary Haitian literature and theatre are given 
their due prominence, marking her as an intellectual force whose influence 
reverberates through multiple cultural domains.

Jean-Charles astutely establishes Poujol-Oriol as a foundational 
f igure within a genealogy of Haitian feminist writers whose works 
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harmoniously blend ethical reflections with aesthetic considerations. The 
book demonstrates Poujol-Oriol’s lasting impact on contemporary Haitian 
writers such as Lahens, Mars, and Trouillot. This lineage collectively 
employs Black feminist ethics as an integral part of their literary praxis, 
thus validating the author’s assertion that such ethics serve as the ideological 
underpinning of modern Haitian literature.

The book’s broader contribution to global Black feminism is significant, 
particularly in highlighting Haitian feminist contributions that have 
been inadequately explored. Jean-Charles presents Black feminism as a 
fluid, relational construct, with both a theoretical and practical lens for 
scrutinizing social and cultural phenomena. Furthermore, she emphasizes 
the necessity of an intersectional approach and argues for an understanding 
of Black and Caribbean feminism that acknowledges their inherent 
complexities and diversity, thereby resisting a monolithic characterization 
of Black feminist thought.

One of the book’s notable strengths lies in its adept reframing of the 
ethical concerns these Haitian authors advance, as Jean-Charles situates 
them firmly within the terrain of Black feminist thought. This reframing 
prompts a dialogic comprehension of ethics that enables more profound 
engagement with the complex moral dilemmas addressed in Haitian 
literary works. Moreover, the analysis is praiseworthy for its inclusiveness: 
it puts Haitian feminist writers who compose in French and Kreyòl into 
dialog with a transnational, postcolonial, and African diasporic feminist 
discourse originating in the United States. Such a panoramic approach 
allows for a detailed exploration of the interlocking systems of oppression 
and provides fresh perspectives within the ambit of global Black feminist 
initiatives.

Jean-Charles’s study contributes to extending the analysis beyond 
literary boundaries to include visual, popular, and sonic culture. By 
employing a Black feminist lens as an interpretive strategy, Jean-Charles 
challenges us in reconstructing our conceptual frameworks around 
Haitian literature and reevaluating our preconceived notions. This book 
is indispensable for anyone interested in understanding the complex 
interrelationships among Black feminist thought, ethical considerations, 
and Haitian literature.

Thinking These Works Together

What, then, do we learn by reading these four books in conversation? I 
will address two aspects. These texts collectively challenge the stereotypical 
portrayal of Haiti, Vodou, and zombies in Western media and reveal 

relationships among cultural, historical, and imperialistic narratives. 
Durban criticizes the US media’s depiction of Haiti, particularly the 
conflation of zombies with perverse and unnatural entities. This portrayal 
has historically rationalized US interventions and masked their violent 
repercussions. In contrast, the Haitian concept of zonbi, which is deeply 
rooted in the nation’s history of slavery and colonialism, serves as a potent 
symbol in cultural critiques of imperialism and postcolonial homophobia. 
Glover’s examination of novels subverts traditional narratives by using 
the zombie metaphor to explore gender, race, and social dynamics within 
Haitian society. Concurrently, Hammond points to the misrepresentation 
of Vodou in Western contexts, emphasizing its authentic significance in 
Haitian culture as a symbol of family, healing, and heritage. Complementing 
these perspectives, Jean-Charles’s work advocates for a nonstereotypical 
representation of Haitians, particularly women, and challenges limiting 
roles and perceptions. Together, these analyses advocate for a more 
comprehensive understanding of the complexities and political dimensions 
of Haitian society and its practices.

Collectively, these texts also explore same-sex desire and gender 
nonconformity in the Caribbean, particularly Haiti; they intertwine themes 
of historical legacy, cultural representation, and social activism. Durban’s 
examination links the Black Lives Matter movement’s focus on Black deaths 
to the heightened vulnerability faced by LGBTQI Haitians, underscoring 
the impact of postcolonial homophobia. Glover’s analysis of novels employs 
the metaphor of zombification and the lwa Lasirenn to illustrate personal 
rebirth and resistance against heteronormative constraints. Hammond 
examines the historical complexities of gender and sexuality in the 
Francophone Caribbean, underscoring the relationship between colonial 
influences and contemporary gender expressions and presenting cross-
dressing as a form of both compliance and resistance. Jean-Charles’s 
perspective situates Black feminism as a precursor to Caribbean same-sex 
discourses, building on Vodou’s longstanding recognition of diverse gender 
and sexual identities rather than presenting it as restrictive. Together, these 
texts reveal an intellectual landscape where personal identity and desire are 
navigated within the constraints of postcolonial legacies, cultural practices, 
and ongoing struggles for recognition.
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Notes
1 	 King, Island Bodies, 83.
2 	 Muñoz, Disidentifications.
3 	 Wekker, The Politics of  Passion; Tinsley, Ezili’s Mirrors; Strongman, Queering Black 

Atlantic Religions.
4 	 Agard-Jones, “Le Jeu de Qui?”
5 	 Muñoz, Disidentifications.
6 	 Alexander, Pedagogies of  Crossing.
7 	 See, for example, Ulysse, “Vodou as Idea.” 
8 	 Lorde, Uses of  the Erotic. 
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Review by Derne Darelle Moutoula Niengou

“The construction of Black genealogies is akin to hoodoo in its use of 
ancestors to shore up power in the present” (130), writes Marina Magloire, 
assistant professor of English at Emory University, in her exploration of 
spirituality in Black feminist archival practice. Her compelling study on 
prominent figures of the Black feminist literary tradition such as Zora 
Neale Hurston, Alice Walker, Audre Lorde, and Toni Cade Bambara 
sheds light on drafts, both published and unpublished works, and 
archives whose exploration of African and Afro-diasporic spirituality 
complicates the question of belonging within Afro-diasporic communities. 
“Communities” is necessarily plural; this is the very complicated history 
and uneasy truth that Magloire tackles, “drawing from the religion of 
Haitian Vodou, which accepts conflicts as an inevitable, in fact essential, 
ingredient of life” to discuss “the impossibilities of diasporic community 
even as [the book] attempts to build it” (5). Through a close reading of the 
figuration of Haitian Vodou symbolism, among others, in Black feminist 
writing, Magloire’s book takes up the vexed relationship between and 
among women who understand themselves as Black, and also whose lived 
experiences vary drastically one from the other. We Pursue Our Magic offers 
an apposite discussion of the not-unproblematic ways in which African 
American women writers have engaged with Afro-diasporic religions in 
their fiction for coalition building and community healing. The tension 
arises from the fact that these writers have explored spirituality throughout 
their work as an unwavering binding agent “that might reconstitute broken 
structures of kinship and sisterhood” from a position of privilege (111). This 
yearning for a global spirituality, Magloire suggests, betrays an inescapable 
alienation that defeats the targeted seamless commonality as it ultimately 
uncovers how uneven the experience of diaspora is. 

As Magloire scrutinizes the work of pillars of the Black feminist aesthetic 
to point out how Black American women writers are “themselves not 
always unproblematic interlocutors with Caribbean religion and culture,” 
she attributes fault to a deeply rooted—if unsuspected—US exceptionalism 
(9). Her archival work writes an alternative genealogy of spirituality in 
Black feminism, uncovering an oversimplified Afrocentric kinship that 
engages in “the very oversimplifications by which white supremacists have 


