
 
 

   

General Rights 
Copyright and moral rights for the publications made accessible in the public portal are retained by the authors and/or other copyright owners 
and it is a condition of accessing publications that users recognize and abide by the legal requirements associated with these rights. 

 • Users may download and print one copy of any publication from the public portal for the purpose of private study or research. 
 • You may not further distribute the material or use it for any profit-making activity or commercial gain  
• You may freely distribute the URL identifying the publication in the public portal 

If you believe that this document breaches copyright please contact us providing details, and we will remove access to the work immediately and 
investigate your claim. 
 
If the document is published under a Creative Commons license, this applies instead of the general rights. 

This cover sheet template is made available by AU Library 
Version 1.1, September 2020 

 

Cover sheet 
 
This is the publisher’s PDF (Version of Record) of the article. 
This is the final published version of the article.  
 
How to cite this publication: 
 
Kjærgård, J. (2020). Silencing the Present? Decolonization, Nationalization, and Natural Right(s) in 
Émeric Bergeaud’s Stella (1859). arcadia, 55(2), 181-209. https://doi.org/10.1515/arcadia-2020-2002 

Publication metadata 
 
Title: Silencing the Present? Decolonization, Nationalization, and Natural 

Right(s) in Émeric Bergeaud’s Stella (1859) 
Author(s): Jonas Ross Kjærgård 
Journal: arcadia 
DOI/Link: 10.1515/arcadia-2020-2002 
Document version: 
 

Publisher’s PDF (Version of Record) 
 

 
The final publication is available at www.degruyter.com. 
 
 

https://doi.org/10.1515/arcadia-2020-2002
https://doi.org/10.1515/arcadia-2020-2002


Jonas Ross Kjærgård

Silencing the Present? Decolonization,
Nationalization, and Natural Right(s) in
Émeric Bergeaud’s Stella (1859)

https://doi.org/10.1515/arcadia-2020-2002

Abstract: Émeric Bergeaud wrote Stella (1859), his novelistic account of the
Haitian revolution (1791–1804), at a most turbulent moment in Haitian history.
Faustin Soulouque rose to power in the late 1840s and soon began to pursue his
political opponents with violent means. Coming from a “Boyerist” background,
Bergeaud fled the country in 1848 and settled in St. Thomas where he worked
on his novel while his health deteriorated. Despite his precarious life in exile,
Bergeaud remained silent about Soulouque in his decisively political novel Stella.

As Michel-Rolph Trouillot, Madeleine Dobie, and others have shown, the his-
tory of slavery has often been silenced in literature and public debate, but what
does it mean for Bergeaud to silence the present and focus on the past? I argue
that Stella in fact makes a significant intervention in the debates about mid-19th-
century Haiti. Instead of confronting Soulouque directly, however, Bergeaud
addresses a pair of structural problems of which I consider Soulouque and his
policy emblematic expressions: decolonization and nationalization. Most existing
readings have emphasized Bergeaud’s reflections on history, but in this contex-
tualized analysis, I show that Bergeaud looks not only to the past but also and
importantly to nature and natural right(s) philosophy in his novelistic search for
a way forward for Haiti.

Keywords: Émeric Bergeaud, Stella, The Haitian Revolution, Nature, Natural
Rights, Catholicism, Decolonization, Nationalization, Post-colonialism, Michel
Rolph-Trouillot, Jean-Price Mars

At the heart of Émeric Bergeaud’s Stella (1859) lies a conundrum. Why would
Bergeaud, who had fled from political persecution and violence in Haiti, write a
novel that celebrated Haitian peace and national union? Why would Bergeaud’s
decisively political novel, the first ever written by a Haitian, remain silent on the
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episodes and historical figures that had so brutally conditioned his personal life
as well as the lives of thousands of other Haitians? Why was the dramatic rise of
Faustin Soulouque (1782–1873) in the late 1840s and his violent oppression of
political opponents not a theme for Bergeaud?

More questions could be added to the above, but I think they suffice to raise
the problem that motivates this essay, that of an apparent silencing of the present.
Like Michel-Rolph Trouillot, to whose work my title alludes, I am interested in the
historical significance of remaining silent and in the hermeneutical question of
how to interpret a non-mention of a major historical event or figure.1 Whereas
Trouillot famously claimed that 19th-century European observers silenced the Hai-
tian revolution because the idea of a black revolution was unthinkable within the
discourses and mental categories at their disposal, Bergeaud’s case invites us to
rephrase Trouillot’s question and ask how we should understand Stella’s silen-
cing of the present.2 Could it be, as the saying goes, that silence speaks louder
than words?

In my reading, Soulouque is the absent center around which Stella revolves.
That claim might seem speculative, but it can be demystified in two steps. In this
essay, firstly, I think of Soulouque and his rule as a historical concretization of
two intertwined structural problems that had haunted Haiti since the days of the
revolution and would continue to do so well after Soulouque’s forced abdication
and deportation in 1859. These structural problems are decolonization and natio-
nalization.3 Interpreting Soulouque and his authoritarian decisions as a very real
mid-19th-century concretization of those deep-rooted structural problems is the
first premise of my claim about Soulouque and Stella. The second point to make
is that the abstract problems of decolonization and nationalization are the defin-
ing themes of Bergeaud’s novel on multiple textual levels, including the ones of
plot, intertext, and genre. Stella, in other words, remains silent about Soulouque
but it ceaselessly investigates the structural problems that were concretized his-
torically in the actions of Soulouque and his associates. As this essay will show,
Stella is a novelistic scrutiny of decolonization and nationalization but – and this
claim calls for careful close analysis – it plays out those abstract problems by

1 In raising and interpreting the problem of silence and slavery, I have foundmuch inspiration in
Trouillot but also, albeit implicitly in this essay, in Dobie.
2 Cf. Trouillot, Silencing the Past, esp. chap. 3.
3 By decolonization, I refer to Haiti’s gradual disentangling from French rule on the levels of poli-
tical decision-making, economic dependency, and cultural values and by nationalization, I mean
theprocessof turningaheterogeneous groupof persons into apeoplewho identifywith eachother,
the space they inhabit, and the cultural-political systemwithin which they live their lives.
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turning to the historical past of Haiti, to various French cultural models, and,
somewhat overlooked, to Haitian nature and the philosophical natural right(s)
tradition.

I develop my argument in four parts. I begin by showing how the plotlines of
Stella relate to the context of mid-19th-century Haitian politics. This gives me
occasion to argue, with Jean-Price Mars and others, that decolonization and
nationalization were intertwined problems in Haiti and in Stella. In the parts that
follow, I analyze Stella’s interest in revolutionary history and, at greater length,
Haitian nature. While Léon-François Hoffmann, Marlene Daut, and others have
persuasively shown that Bergeaud returned to the revolutionary past of Haiti to
find a way forward for the country at a moment of conflict and crisis, no one has
paid sustained attention to his intense interest in Haitian nature. Stella’s depic-
tions of nature, however, take the reader deep into the philosophical tradition of
natural right(s) philosophy and thus turns nature into a space for literary experi-
mentation and political reflection. In the fourth part of this essay, I analyze the
jubilant ending of the novel in dialogue with Daut and suggest that its inclusive
vision of harmonious fraternity is partly predicated on an acceptance of Catholi-
cism. That suggestion re-raises the decolonial question of the Haitian-French
relation at this celebratory moment of national unification.

1 Literary Plot or the Entanglements of
Decolonization and Nationalization

In literary theory, there is a tradition of defining plot as an ordering of narrative
events that inspires the reader to continue all the way to the end. Plot, claims Peter
Brooks, inspires a “desire for the end” (52) in the reader – a desire to know the
solution to the mysterious and increasingly puzzling developments of the narra-
tive. Stella, surely, is no tightly woven crime novel but it does follow the basic
narrative logic as laid out by Brooks. An initial conflict grows in complexity from
chapter to chapter and spurs the reader on in her search for that satisfactory
conclusion only a well-constructed ending can offer. My point, however, is not
primarily narratological but historical and political. The conflicts that are devel-
oped and eventually harmoniously dissolved in Stella are carefully chosen and
symptomatic of Haitian politics during the rule of Soulouque. There are two basic
plotlines in Stella, a decolonial and a national one, that become entangled through
the narrative. However, in order to appreciate the distinctiveness of these plot
choices, they should be seen in the turbulent context of mid-19th-century Haitian
politics.
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At first glance, the history of Soulouque’s rise to power is a straightforward
story of a strategy that backfired. During the 1840s, Laurent Dubois notes, the
Haitian political elite consisted primarily of “light-skinned [...] descendants of
free people of color” who struggled to hold on to their power as black peasants –
the so-called Piquets – began to call for political change (The Aftershocks 145).
These rebels wanted, Hoffmann states, “more social justice, an end to mulatto
hegemony, and the nomination of a Black man to the presidency” (Faustin
Soulouque 17).4 The political elite came up with the strategy of the politique de
doublure, which was designed to appease the rebels by inserting an easily manip-
ulable black man into the presidency while maintaining all real power in the sen-
ate (17; Dubois, The Aftershocks 145). Initially, the strategy seemed to work. Deco-
rated veterans such as Philippe Guerrier, Jean-Louis Pierrot, and Jean-Baptiste
Riché all held office for less than a year and none of them challenged the powerful
senate, populated by the members of the old Haitian elite. However, when this
economic and political elite inserted Soulouque as the next in line in 1847, they
made a severe miscalculation. In contrast to his jovial reputation, Soulouque
quickly dissolved the senate and had powerful political enemies killed on 16 April
1848, many of whom were members of the “elite milat oligarchy” (Ramsey 77).
Soulouque thus attempted to create unity in a nation that had been ruled for too
long by an oligarchical minority but in that process, multiple members of the once
powerful minority were either killed or forced into exile.

At this moment, Bergeaud found himself “on the wrong side of politics”
(Curtis andMucher xv). He had been born into the old elitist class as the nephew of
and later personal secretary to Jérome-Maximilien Borgella (1773–1844). Borgella
was based in the southernpart ofHaiti andwas oneof President Jean-Pierre Boyer’s
trusted associates and since the majority of Soulouque’s victims were ʻBoyerists,’
Bergeaud considered Soulouque’s ascendancy and increasingly violent policy
a most unwelcome invitation to rapidly flee the country. His friend and later pub-
lisher, the renownedHaitian historian Beaubrun Ardouin, made the same decision
and escaped to Paris in 1848 while Beaubrun’s brother, the former minister of the
interior Céligny Ardouin, initially remained in Haiti only to be executed in 1849
after a fallout with Soulouque.

In explaining the rise of Soulouque, historians often attribute importance to
the question of skin color but Dubois, Hoffmann, and Ramsey are careful not to
oversimplify this history by explaining it solely or even primarily in racialized
terms. As we shall see in Stella, color differences can be made politically signifi-
cant in conflictual situations but often they become so only in complex blends

4 Unless anything else is indicated, translations are mine.
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with other factors such as wealth, geography, or gender. In fact the oft-cited pro-
verb – “Nèg rich, se milat, milat pòv, se nèg” (The rich black man is mulatto, the
poor mulatto is black; Hoffmann, Faustin Soulouque 13)5 – reminds us of the im-
portance not to think of color in isolation.6

If we shift our perspective from color to economy, we can revisit the rise of
Soulouque and note that from Dessalines to Boyer, early political leaders judged
it pivotal for the Haitian economy to keep foreign trade alive.7 Sugar had been the
primary crop in the late colonial period but its production required enormous
plantations that Haitians were understandably reluctant to uphold after emanci-
pation.8 Instead, coffee production bloomed. The international demand seemed
insatiable and the crop could be cultivated on smaller, decentralized farms that
were increasingly community driven. Instead of being beneficial to small farmers,
however, the intense focus on agricultural exportation ended up favoring an
urban elite and foreign merchants. The reason for this seeming paradox was a
fiscal system that placed the vast majority of the burden of taxation on the pea-
santry. “In short,” Trouillot writes in a summation of a long exposition of the
Haitian fiscal system, “throughout the nineteenth century, Haitian politicians
turned the state Treasury over to foreign merchants and condemned the peasants
to refill, day and night, the bottomless barrel of the Danaïdes.” (69; cf. also Du-
bois, The Aftershocks 115–118) To make matters worse, Boyer in 1825 scandalously
agreed to pay an indemnity of 150 million francs to France in compensation for
the colonizer’s loss of property. The amount was later reduced to 60 million
francs but because the Haitian government took out highly disadvantageous
loans to pay off the indemnity, Haiti became a “debtor nation,” and, Dubois con-
tinues, “an unlucky pioneer of the woes of postcolonial economic dependence”
(The Aftershocks 102; cf. also Dupuy, chap. 4).

As a politician who continued the luxurious habits of former Haitian leaders
(Trouillot 66), who did little to alleviate the economic hardship of the rural major-
ity of the population,9 and who killed both black and light-skinned political op-
ponents (Daut 470–471), Soulouque was hardly a solution to Haiti’s structural

5 Hoffmann notes the existence of a parallel Brazilian proverb: O dinheiro embranquece (Money
makeswhite). Dubois discusses the origin of theHaitian proverb and offers a different version of it:
“The richblackmanwhocan readandwrite is amulatto; thepoormulattowhocan’t readorwrite is
black.” (127–128)
6 For a recent contribution to this discussion, cf. Dupuy, esp. chap. 3.
7 For Dessalines’ attention to the importance of establishing trade connections immediately after
emancipation, cf. Gaffield, esp. 61–92.
8 For a discussion of the “counter-plantation” model that developed after emancipation, cf.
Dubois, The Aftershocks 104–112.
9 For an account of the inegalitarian taxsystem that Soulouque did not change, cf. Trouillot 61.
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problems.10 In his own dictatorial ways, however, he materialized the mid-19th-
century version of the structural problems of promoting national unity and of
disentangling Haiti economically, politically, and culturally from France. In the
vocabulary of this essay, Soulouque was a concretization of the structural pro-
blems that Bergeaud likewise attempted to work through, albeit in novelistic
form. One of the ways in which Bergeaud did this was through the dual plotlines
of Stella.

The other plotline of the novel, the nationalizing one, evolves as a struggle
between the anonymous figure of the Colonist and the two brothers, Romulus and
Remus. With their mother Marie, the brothers grew up as enslaved laborers on the
plantation of the Colonist but in adolescence, they witnessed the killing of their
mother after the Colonist ordered his overseer to strike her with the whip for two
grueling hours. This “scene of horror” (1511) inspired a desire for vengeance and
liberty in the brothers and the novel narrates the events of the Haitian revolution –
the initial plantation burnings, the War of Knives, the British invasion attempt,
and the final Battle of Vertières – as if they were moments in the brothers’ perso-
nal struggle for justice. At one point, Romulus and Remus manage to rescue a
young blond woman, Stella, whom the Colonist had immediately detained upon
her arrival from revolutionary France. The brothers install her in a forest cave and
whenever they waver in their revolutionary commitment, the mysterious woman
offers encouragement and guidance. After much fighting, the brothers defeat the
French army and thereby conclude the novel’s decolonial plot as the mysterious
Stella spreads her “angel’s wings,” ascends toward the sky, and says: “I, Stella,
am Liberty, Star of Nations!” (175).12

The nationalizing plot revolves around the conflict between the two brothers.
They have the same mother, Marie, but the complexion of the younger brother,
Remus, is “the hue of faded mahogany, while that of the elder [Romulus] was
closer to the shade of darkest ebony” (11).13 Readers learn that Marie had a spouse
among the members of the unnamed African tribe she originated from and that
she was pregnant when she was sold into slavery by a “neighboring tribe” (13).14

She gave birth to Romulus during the Middle Passage and the Colonist bought
mother and child upon their arrival in Saint-Domingue. At this point, Bergeaud

10 For a list of recurring accusations mounted against Soulouque, cf. Hoffmann, Faustin
Soulouque 61.
11 “scène d’horreur” (34). Throughout the essay, I quote from the English translation of Stella in
the running text and offer the original French version in the footnotes.
12 “ailes d’ange” (237); “Je suis la Liberté, étoile des nations!” (237).
13 “la nuance pâlie de l’acajou, tandis que l’aîné pouvait être comparé à l’ébène le plus noir” (28).
14 “une tribu voisine” (31).
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writes, the white Colonist “deigned to notice her” (11) and the result of that viola-
tion was a second son, hence the color difference of the brothers.15 In itself, and
this is important in Stella, color differences are unproblematic but through “dia-
bolical inventions” (80),16 they can be used to ignite or worsen existing conflicts
and that is precisely what happens when the Colonist invokes the color question in
a successful attempt to turn Romulus and Remus against each other. This second
structuring conflict raises the issue of color and national discord but it also brings
into play the geographical north/south divisions of revolutionary Saint-Domingue
as it refers, and Bergeaud is explicit about this in his preface, to the antagonism of
first Toussaint and André Rigaud (1761–1811) and later Jean-Jacques Dessalines
(1758–1806) and Alexandre Pétion (1770–1818).

To think of the nationalizing and decolonial plotlines as separate from one
another would be erroneous and in fact, their simultaneous development and so-
lution in Stella is suggestive of the intertwinements of these problems in the narra-
tive aswell as in the political context of the novel. One of themost poignant expres-
sions of the entanglements of Haitian decolonization and nation building is Jean-
Price Mars’ So Spoke the Uncle (1928). This anthropological classic attempted to
restore “the value of Haitian folk-lore in the eyes of the [Haitian] people” (Price-
Mars 7). That endeavor was important for Price-Mars because Haitians had been
met with accusations of barbarism for so long that they had eventually developed
an “embarrassment” and a “shame” of their distant past (7). Price-Mars explains
this collective shame as a result of the unacknowledged difficulty of developing a
“social order” and of adapting to the “stable life of free work” after emancipation
(7). The post-revolutionary challenge of creating a people out of a “heterogeneous
mass” (7) of individuals and a nation on the ruins of Saint-Domingue was enor-
mous and in that situation, Haiti came to pursue a strategy, Price-Mars claims, of
“drawing closer to her former mother country, by copying her, and by identifying
with her” (7–8). He calls this strategy “collective bovaryism” and underscores that
this can potentially be a “productive attitude” and a “powerful motor” if Haitian
society “findswithin itself the incentive to a creative activity that elevates it beyond
itself” along an “aggressive upward path” (8). It can also be a “dangerous cause” if
its frontrunners stagnate in “dull and slavish imitations” and become “smitten
with nostalgia for the lost mother country [France]” (8). Despite flashes of hope,
Price-Mars maintains that Haiti has largely pursued “the inferior approach to the
dilemma,” something which explains the shame that Haitians have come to feel in
the early 20th century in talking about their distant linguistic and religious past.

15 “le Colon [...] daigna la remarquer” (28).
16 “inventions diaboliques” (116).
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The diagnosis of Price-Mars presents a pressing question to the reading of
Bergeaud. In his literary attempt to raise and solve the decolonial and nation-
alizing conflicts of mid-19th-century Haiti, how does he maneuver the complex
relation between Haiti and her former colonizer? To answer that question, we
must follow Bergeaud in his search for answers to the mid-19th-century predica-
ments of Haiti; answers that he finds in the revolutionary past but also, and im-
portantly, in the beauties of Haitian nature.

2 Looking for Answers in Nature

To write a historical novel is to blur the lines between fiction and historical fact
but why engage in that kind of writing in the first place? Bergeaud offers two
different answers to that question, the first of which appears in the preface to
his novel. By wrapping “the most beautiful features of our national history” into
the “vestments of fiction,” Bergeaud wanted, he writes, “to capture, through the
attraction of the novel, the minds of those who do not subject themselves to
in-depth study of our annals” (1).17 By thus using fiction as sugarcoating to the
bitter pill of history, the novel too “can be a useful book” (1).18 This first answer
relies on a relatively simplistic theory of literature but it clearly emphasizes
Bergeaud’s belief in the importance of historical knowledge. His second answer
is more complex and appears in the third chapter of the novel. It takes the form of
a dense allegory and suggests that fiction allows access to a shadowy kind of
knowledge that remains out of reach of the historian. Here, history is compared
to “a river of truth” and the novel to a “lake of lies” that “sometimes hides the
secret of the destiny of peoples and societies in its depths” (17).19 As Hoffmann
rightly notes, the narrator in the third chapter “claims for the novelist the vision
that the romantic school reserved for the poet” (Hoffmann, Essays 114). The nar-
rator’s distinction interests me but not so much for what it reveals about the fic-
tion/history divide as for its insinuation that nature is something else and some-
thing more than a mere passive setting in Stella.

17 “des plus beaux traits de notre histoire nationale,” “ornements de la fiction,” “captiver, par
l’attrait du roman, les esprits qui ne sauraient s’astreindre à l’étude approfondie de nos annales”
(19).
18 “un livre utile” (19).
19 ”L’Histoire est un fleuve de vérité qui poursuit son cours majestueux à travers les âges. Le Ro-
man est un lac menteur dont l’étendue se dissimule sous terre; calme et pur à sa surface, il cache
quelquefois dans ses profondeurs le secret de la destinée des peuples, des cités [...].” (36)
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History, a sonorous echo, faithfully reproduces the sound and fury of human hurricanes. To
brave these storms and guide our savage heroes to port requires something other than a frail
canoe of bark; and besides, savages ourselves, we have neither map, nor compass, nor nau-
tical expertise. Thus the experienced pilot to the stormy sea and we to the tranquil lake;
trusting to the breath of God, perhaps we will arrive at the end of our journey, guided by the
Star of Nations! (17)20

The quote suggests an epistemological divide between historical and novelistic
writing that is markedly different from the sugarcoating theory of fiction pre-
sented in the authors’ preface. I consider the natural vocabulary (hurricanes,
storms, sea, lake, star) of the allegory particularly indicative, however, not just of
Bergeaud’s romanticist inheritance but also of the specific aesthetics he develops
in Stella. To write a historical novel, as Bergeaud does, is to write of human ac-
tions but because those actions are here described as natural phenomena, the
author can engage with human activity through descriptions of nature. Such a
vision of an organic relation between men and nature, one might argue, is as
characteristic of romanticist literature as the idea of the visionary poet. My claim,
in any case, is that the parable should be read not only as an attempt to distin-
guish the mimetic skill of the historian from the divine inspiration of the novelist
but also as a foreshadowing of the multiple passages in Stella that destabilize the
traditional opposition between the background of natural description and the
foreground of human activity. Stella, in fact, is a novel in which nature seems to
repeatedly come alive and blend with human activity and in my reading, the turn
to nature is every bit as important for Bergeaud’s search for a solution to the pre-
dicaments of mid-19th-century Haiti as his muchmore explicitly reflected return to
the revolutionary past.21

The idea that humans and nature extend into one another in Haiti is not ex-
clusive to Stella. Upon closer inspection, that blend is a quite significant stylistic
feature of much early-19th-century writing about the Haitian revolution among
detractors as well as defenders of Haitian emancipation. In a powerful passage,
the Haitian intellectual and political pamphleteer Baron de Vastey thus writes of
the difficulty of leaving the colonial past behind by noting how the cries of past

20 “L’histoire, écho sonore des ouragans humains, en reproduit fidèlement les bruits et les fur-
eurs. Pour affronter ces tempêtes et conduire à bon port nos héros sauvages, il faudrait autre chose
qu’un frêle canot d’écorce; et d’ailleurs, sauvages nous-mêmes, nous n’avons ni carte, ni boussole,
ni connaissances nautiques. À vous donc l’orageuse mer, pilote expérimenté, à nous le lac tran-
quille; en nous abandonnant au souffle de Dieu, peut-être arriverons-nous au terme de notre
course, guidé par l’étoile de la patrie!” (36)
21 In her reading, Daut discusses the question of Haitians writing their own history and helpfully
explains the positions of Ardouin andMadiou (among others) on this topic (424–432).
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suffering lingers as an echo in the Haitian mountains. “These unavailing cries,”
he writes, “would melt into air, they would merge with the sound of the whip that
echoed through our mountains.” (125) In The Colonial System Unveiled (1814), Vas-
tey emphasizes the necessity of coming to terms with the past in order to move
more freely into the future but those forward leaps are made difficult by horrible
memories of suffering that haunt the air and landscape of Haiti and keep the
population locked in the past. In Secret History; or, The Horrors of St. Domingo
(1808), U.S. author Leonora Sansay (1773–1821) fuses the geography of Saint-
Domingue with human action to very different effect in her descriptions of the last
days of the colony. In an early letter from her epistolary romance, the protagonist
expresses her estrangement in the city of Le Cap:

I feel like a prisoner in this little place, built on a narrow strip of land between the sea and a
mountain that rises perpendicularly behind the town. There is to be sure an opening on one
side to the plain, but the negroes are there encamped; they keep the ground of which general
Le Clerc suffered them to take possession, and threaten daily to attack the town! (77)

Sansay’s narrative keeps returning to visions of entrapment, intrusion, and viola-
tion and in this passage, the Haitian revolutionaries make up an amorphous
blockade that has the same effect as the mountainside that rises “perpendicularly
behind the town.” Nature and humans thus extend into one another to confine
the protagonist. While nature comes alive with the sounds of human suffering in
Vastey, Sansay’s narrative makes the opposite movement as it metonymically
reduces the rebelling humans – the “negroes” – to an inanimate mountain wall
that keeps the protagonist imprisoned.

Bergeaud shares with Vastey and Sansay this tendency to mix nature with
human agency but he considerably extends the scope of the intermingling. At its
most simple, natural objects are used to exemplify moral lessons. Stella, for in-
stance, picks a fruit and points to a worm inside it to explain the detrimental
effects of pride to the two brothers: “‘Here is pride and its dreadful effects.’ [...] ‘It
enters the heart after victory and, if not promptly extinguished, it ruins the suc-
cess entirely. Remember this example!’” (48).22 The medieval and renaissance
genre of the exemplum readily illustrates moral lessons with small tales of ani-
mals or generalized types (e.g. the ‘king’ or the ‘merchant’) but by using fruit in-
stead to illustrate her lessons, Stella here builds up to the idea that nature is alive
with knowledge and moral lessons that Haitians should learn to decipher and

22 “ʻVoilà l’orgueil et ses funestes effets. Il s’introduit dans le cœur à la suite d’un succès quelcon-
que; et, s’il n’est promptement étouffé, le pervertit tout entier. / Souvenez-vous de cet exemple!’”
(75).
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respect. In more extensive cases, Stella’s prose evolves into proper pastoral de-
scriptions. Note in this passage from the last page of the novel how the paradisiac
opulence of Haitian nature transmits positively to the spirit of the population:

As in that delectable garden where the first man was placed, all Haitians must do is extend
their hands to pick of the fruit that the land offers. So young, vigorous, and abundantly
provided with the things necessary for their survival, they can more easily than others ac-
quire the intellectual riches that alone count in the aristocracy of nations. (183)23

Earlier, the narrator has described Haiti as a “favored land” (7)24 that is “richly
blessed,” “poetically undulating,” and “wondrously decorated” (173)25 but here,
in the novel’s conclusion, the paradisiac character of Haitian nature attains expli-
citly political consequences. In the 18th and 19th centuries, French authors from
Montesquieu to Germaine de Staël reinvigorated a classical Greek tradition of
linking the climate of a region to the mentality of its inhabitants and the character
of their nation.26 A cold climate, Montesquieu famously argues, forces men to
work hard to sustain a living and this hard work causes their bodies and minds to
develop fast, while a warm climate, inversely, is easier to survive in and thus
cultivates only laziness and weakness (Montesquieu, The Spirit of the Laws 14.2).
Jean-François de Saint-Lambert (1716–1803), usually considered an outspoken
abolitionist, continues the Montesquieuian line of thought when he claims
that the minds of different African peoples are less advanced than those of the
Europeans because they live “in a country where nature is prodigious and where
they need little industry to satisfy their needs” (62). “Reason,” he continues, “ne-
cessarily makes less rapid progress among the peoples of the south than it does
among the peoples of the north.” (62) With his pastoral descriptions, Bergeaud
takes advantage of the tradition of linking climate to human progress but he re-
verses the standard logics of it to argue that the generous Haitian climate allows
the population to easily cultivate the intellectual skills necessary for inclusion in
the “aristocracy of nations.” Even if many European observers were unpersuaded
by the idea of Haiti’s rapid civilization, Bergeaud’s pastoral descriptions reveal
that his depictions of nature carry political weight and should be read with atten-
tion to their critical reversals of established tropes. To do that will not only take us

23 “Comme dans le jardin délicieux où fut placé le premier homme, il lui suffit d’avancer la main
pour cueillir le fruit que la terre lui offre d’elle-même. Ainsi jeune, vigoureux, abondamment pour-
vu des choses nécessaires à l’existence, il peut plus aisément que beaucoup d’autres acquérir ces
richesses intellectuelles qui seules comptent l’aristocratie des nations.” (248)
24 “une terre fortunée” (23).
25 “ce pays si richement doté, si poétiquement accidenté, si merveilleusement décoré” (235).
26 For Aristotle’s conception of this theme, cf. his Politics 7.7 (1327b1).
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deep into the tradition of natural right(s) theory but it will also re-raise the inter-
twined problems of decolonization and nationalization and Price-Mars’ questions
of the relation between a Haitian author and the cultural tradition of the former
French colonizers.

3 Natural Right(s) and Decolonization

Nature assumes its own voice in a chapter called “The Spirit of the Nation” where
the narrative of historical events is put on pause to investigate a historical puzzle.
“Given his ardent courage and invincible audacity,” the narrator asks, “Why did
Remus [...] halt in the middle of his successful conquests?” (86)27 This chapter’s
historical background is the War of Knives in which Toussaint defeated Rigaud in
a violent struggle for power (Dubois, Avengers 231–236). In Bergeaud’s version,
the Colonist (here presumably modeled on the actions of the comte d’Hédouville)
has managed to turn Romulus/Toussaint against his brother but while Remus/
Rigaud and his soldiers are initially successful in the fraternal struggle, Remus
suddenly stops fighting. That decision is “inexplicable” to historians because
they cannot penetrate the “mind of Romulus’s brother” and, more generally, have
“trouble knowing the truth that shines behind [the horizon of natural things]”
(86)28. Only the novel, readers learn in what is effectively a repetition of the narra-
tor’s epistemological distinction between history and the novel, can access the
“miraculous” and the “field of mystery” (86).29

With that poetological preamble, the chapter continues to explain how
Remus/Rigaudwandered alone at the “edge of thewoods” in a dark night “without
stars” (87).30 All of a sudden, he heard a voice, “coming from the middle of the
forest, call his name” and as he went towards it, “he soon found himself in front
of a man who was unusually tall and majestically dressed” and whose “head was
half-covered by [...] tree leaves” (87).31 This “mysterious host of the forest” towered
over Remus and filled his “heart with a holy admiration for the extraordinary being

27 “Pourquoi Rémus [...] s’arrêta-t-il aumilieu de ses succès[...]?” (124)
28 “[La] vue [de l’histoire], bornée à l’horizon des choses naturelles, saisit difficilement la vérité
qui luit au delà.” (125)
29 “Lemerveilleux” (125); “le champ dumystère” (125).
30 “[L]a lisière du bois” (125); “sans étoiles” (125).
31 “La voix partait du sein de la forêt” (125); “Il [...] se trouva en face d’un homme démesurément
grand, au port majestueux” (125); “la noble tête se perdait à demi dans le feuillage des arbres”
(125).
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in front of him” (87).32 Once he began to speak, the voice of this “giant” (88), this
“Genie of the Forest” (89), called attention to the “tenderest feelings of nature” (89)
and swayed between the “velvety sound of an organ” (88) and a “thunderous
voice” (88), both of which inspired “a religious respect” (88) in Remus/Rigaud.33

As the symbolic language and the fantastic creature demonstrate, the chapter of-
fers no realistic historical explanation for Rigaud’s defeat. Instead, it takes the no-
vel’s interest in nature in new directions by embedding it with right(s) philosophy
and religion and by giving it the physical form of a forest giant.

The Genie of the Forest speaks in the language of what some intellectual
historians, perhaps misleadingly, have called ‘classical natural right.’ According
to the contested theory of Michel Villey, William of Ockham (c. 1285–c. 1347)
introduced a modern natural rights theory in which rights (in the plural) were
individualistic and understood as a set of personal entitlements.34 Sadly, Villey
argues, it is this modern theory of individual natural rights that has been en-
shrined in the French Declaration of the Rights of Man and of the Citizen (1789)
and in the American Declaration of Independence (1776). As opposed to the idea
of individual rights, Villey favors a classical theory of natural right (in the singu-
lar) that has its strongest exponent in the Aristotelean thought of Thomas
Aquinas (1225–1274). What is important to note in this context is that Aquinas
thought of right, not as a subjective “trump” (Edelstein 16) but, as Brian Tierney
writes, as “right proportion, juste partage” (22). In what Villey calls the classical
theory of natural right, the point of departure is not the subject with individual
rights but the right ordering or the “harmonious structure” of relationships in
society (22). Potentially, and as happens when Remus/Rigaud visits the Genie of
the Forest, the priority of what is right from a collective perspective can set lim-
itations on individual rights.

The Genie of the Forest draws upon collective natural right theory when he
orders Remus to “suspend” the “aggressive march” of his army (88).35 As the giant
reminds the petulant Remus, who is unfamiliar with receiving orders, an “order is
not a request” (88).36 Remus eventually accepts his need to make a “voluntary
sacrifice” (89) and “submit [his] will to [the Genie’s] obediently” (88) even though

32 “L’hôte mystérieux de la forêt” (125); “Cet examen remplit le cœur du fils de l’Africaine d’une
sainte admiration pour l’être extraordinaire qu’il avait devant lui” (126).
33 “[L]e géant” (127); “le génie de la patrie!” (129); “les plus tendres sentiments de la nature” (127);
“l’éclat velouté de l’orgue” (126); “une voix tonnante” (127); “respect religieux” (126).
34 Villey’s temporal divide between a classical theory of right and a modern theory of rights is
contested in Tierney (33–34) and Edelstein (11).
35 “ton armée suspende samarche aggressive” (127).
36 “Un ordre n’est pas une prière.” (127)
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this implies “self-denial” (89) and a “sacrifice” of his “rights” (89).37 Stella, in
other words, explains Rigaud’s surprising defeat as a need to make individual
sacrifices for the greater good of the collective. The fraternal war, the giant con-
tinues, is “ungodly” (88) and in order to “appease the Heavens” (89), it is neces-
sary to make an immediate “abnegation” (89) that will, the Giant prophesizes,
prove “beneficial [...] in the future” (89).38 Those exchanges introduce the lan-
guage of natural right(s) theory and they infuse it with elements of natural reli-
gion. They also prompt us to ask how the political and philosophical problems
pertaining to this vocabulary become activated in Stella and its novelistic investi-
gation of decolonization and nationalization. We get a first impression of that
already in the opening chapters of the novel.

In the months after the Colonist ordered their mother killed, Romulus and
Remus are eager for revenge but they decide not to act until they feel able to
conclude what they start. The waiting time entails planning but more importantly,
the brothers need time to break the illusion that colonial slavery reflects a neces-
sary ordering of their community. They need, in the much later term of Ngũgĩ
wa Thiong’o, to “decolonize their minds” and this happens in a scene that is mod-
eled on a passage from Jean-Jacques Rousseau (1712–1778), richly invested with
the natural right(s) vocabulary. It is characteristic and paradoxical that the men-
tal decolonization necessary for breaking the chains of French colonialism hap-
pens under the auspices of Rousseau whose figure, despite his Swiss heritage, is
emblematic of the French cultural tradition. For now, however, notice the realiza-
tion Remus has a couple of months after Marie’s death:

[R]eturning from the fields with machete in hand and a hoe upon his shoulder, Remus
encountered the Colonist at a bend in the road. He had time to observe him up close and
had the following thought, which he hurried to tell his brother: “Do you know that we are
ridiculous to have believed for so long that our master is a giant? It is only fear that has the
power to make objects grow in this way. I am truly ashamed; this so-called giant is a man
like us.” (18)39

37 “offre-toi en victime” (128); “Soumets docilement ta volonté à la mienne” (127); “l’abnégation”
(128); “sacrifie ton bon droit” (128).
38 “cette guerre est impie” (127); “désarmer le ciel irrité” (128); “abnégation” (128); “Il te sera
compté dans l’avenir” (128).
39 “Une autre fois, revenant des champs, la manchette à la main, la houe sur l’épaule, Rémus
rencontra le Colon au tournant d’un chemin. Il eut le loisir de le considérer d’assez près et fit cette
réflexion qu’il s’empressa de communiquer à son frère: ‘Sais-tu que nous sommes ridicules d’avoir
cru si longtemps notre maître un géant? La peur seule a le pouvoir de grossir à ce point les objets.
J’en ai vraiment honte; ce prétendu géant est un homme comme nous.’” (38)
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Unlike the Genie of the Forest who truly is an “unusually tall” (87) “giant” (87) of
“superior size” (88), the Colonist is a mere man like the brothers themselves.40 For
Remus, this shared humanity is a decolonizing experience but the passage is also
an intertextual reference to a “narrative parable” (de Man 149) from Rousseau’s
posthumously published “Essay on the Origin of Language” (1781). Rousseau
uses the parable to explain his counter-intuitive claim that linguistic expressions
were “figurative” before they had “proper [or literal] meaning” (254) in some spec-
ulative prehistorical state of nature.

A savage meeting others will at first have been frightened. His fright will have made him see
these men as larger and stronger than himself; he will have called them Giants. After much
experience he will have recognized that since these supposed Giants are neither bigger nor
stronger than he, their stature did not fit the idea he had initially attached to the word Giant.
He will therefore invent another name common both to them and to himself, for example the
nameman, and he will restrict the name Giant to the false object that had struck him during
his illusion. This is how the figurative word arises before the proper [or literal] word does,
when passion holds our eyes spellbound and the first idea which it presents to us is not that
of the truth. (254)

In his sophisticated analysis, Paul de Man distinguishes between two stages in
the parable. First, there is the savage man’s initial encounter with other savages.
This meeting produces a sense of anxiety, which is not actually based on the be-
havior of the strangers but on the hypothesis that the strangers might be harmful.
This hypothesis translates into a fear that causes the savage to see the others as
giants whereby the feeling “I am afraid” (which is itself an interpretation of the
hypothesis of danger) is substituted for the psychologically understandable but
inaccurate judgment “he is a giant” (154, italics J. R. K.). In the second stage of the
parable, de Man continues, the word man, which posits an equality between the
savage and the strangers, punctures the illusionary difference between I and
giant. The degree of equality or sameness inherent in man, however, is based on
a willful, but effective, disregard of all the unstated differences or inequalities that
remain between the savage and the stranger (height, gender, strength, age, status,
etc.). Therefore, for de Man, it is an invention or a strategic maneuver to insist
upon equality among men in society. In his words: “[T]he invention of the word
man makes it possible for ‘men’ to exist by establishing the equality within in-
equality, the sameness within difference of civil society, in which the suspended,
potential truth of the original fear is domesticated by the illusion of identity.” (155)

The argument of de Man may seem more philosophically sophisticated than
politically effective but as Susan Maslan has shown, French revolutionaries actu-

40 “un homme démesurément grand” (125); “le géant” (126); “supériorité physique” (127).
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ally used this kind of logic when they insisted upon a naturally given equality and
used it to problematize a very real, yet somehow forgotten or naturalized, social
inequality (266).41 In the context of natural rights theory and colonial slavery, it
may seem impertinent to claim, as de Man does, that equality or shared humanity
is an “illusion” and a fictive “invention” as opposed to, say, a foundational truth.
His argument, however, usefully stresses that inequality was a social fact in the
colonies until revolutionaries decided to challenge the naturalized inequality by
calling attention to it and by acting according to an as of yet unrealized (and thus,
in a sense, fictive) ideal of human equality. The “decolonizing of the mind” that
Remus and Romulus experience in this episode has this effect of positing the
equality of men where fear used to uphold a divide between the gigantic master
and the enslaved men. The decolonial significance of the language of natural
right(s) in Stella comes from its ability to question traditional modes of thought
and figures of speech. We see this in the example of the humanizing of the Colo-
nist; however, Bergeaud makes similar, if more aggressive, use of the natural
right(s) vocabulary when he critically reverses a standard 19th-century racist trope
that reduced Haitian revolutionaries to carnivorous animals. In an interesting
twist, Soulouque was quite frequently the victim of a version of this trope, mean-
ing that Bergeaud’s attack on it could be seen to imply an unforeseen defense of
his persecutor Soulouque.

Multiple writers compared Haitian revolutionaries to animals, but the Napo-
leonic propagandist Louis Dubroca did it with particular nastiness. In a pamphlet
from 1804, he thus describes Dessalines as “the leader of a gang of robbers
against whom it would have been in the interest of all nations to unite, as one
unites against a ferocious beast to prevent its murderous devastations” (9). The
effect of this trope is to rhetorically transpose a political opponent from the realm
of reason and humanity to a baser level of uncivil, animal wrath. Dessalines’ ac-
tions are not, the trope suggests, a planned response to a specific preceding situa-
tion, a response one might endorse or oppose, but the result of pure, untamed
ferocity. In the 1850s, such dehumanizing tropes flourished, particularly in Par-
isian satirical drawings of Soulouque whose choice to declare himself Emperor
caused much satirical jest:

41 I discuss this theme in the French revolutionary context in Kjærgård, chap. 1.
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Picture 1: Amédée de Noé – Cham (1819–1879): “Emperor Soulouque wandering around in his
estates, followed by two assistants attached to his person.” Originally published as part of
Soulouque et sa cour (1850), a collection of Soulouque caricatures.

Together with other examples of what Hoffmann calls “delirious anti-black
racism” (Faustin Soulouque 20), those racist, satirical ape-drawings of Soulouque
demonstrate why it remained relevant for Bergeaud to write back to dehumaniz-
ing metaphors.

Stella’s first response to racist animal tropes occurs early in the novel and as
was the case with the man-giant parable, it comes with an intertextual reference
to French culture. In the second chapter, the Colonist sees one of the brothers
resting under a tree and calls upon the overseer to have the brother punished. As
the overseer raises his whip, Marie throws “herself at the Colonist’s feet, with a
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gesture so eloquent that, in days gone by, it would have defeated the Lion of
Florence” (15).42 The Lion of Florence is a reference to Nicolas André Monsiau’s
painting Le lion de Florence (1801) but as Stella continues with Marie at the feet of
the Colonist, the narrative departs from Monsiau’s example:43

She cried out, “Have mercy! My master, have mercy on him; it is I instead who you must
strike!” If there are exceptional beings endowed by heaven with superior morals, there are,
sadly, others to whom nature has refused its best instincts, whom she has made inferior to
the ferocious beast. The Colonist was one of those monsters: no one, therefore, expected him
to fall like the Lion. (15)44

According to an Italian medieval legend, a lion had one day escaped from its cage
in Florence due to the recklessness of its custodian. Loose on the streets, the lion
grabbed a small child but miraculously brought the unharmed child back to the
mother before it returned peacefully to its cage (cf. Kumhera 176). In Monsiau’s
melodramatic portrayal of this legend, the potent lion seems to be moved to sur-
render the child by the heroic gesture of the mother:

42 “d’unmouvement aussi rapide que la pensée, elle se précipita auxpieds duColon avec ce geste
éloquent qui vainquit autrefois le lion de Florence” (34).
43 The editors of theEnglish translationof Stella suggests that the “Lionof Florence” is a reference
toDonatello’s statue IlMarzoccoor to theMedici lions (Curtis andMuncher 191, note 4) but I think it
is fairly clear from the context that Bergeaud has Monsiau’s painting inmind.
44 “‘Grâce,monmaître, grâce pour lui; c’est moi plutôt que vous devez frapper!’ / S’il est des êtres
d’exception que le ciel a doués de toutes les supériorités morales, il en est malheureusement d’au-
tres auxquels la nature a refusé sesmeilleurs instincts, et dont elle a fait quelque chosed’inférieur à
la bête féroce elle-même. Le Colon était de l’ordre de cesmonstres; on ne s’attend donc pas à le voir
fléchir comme le lion.” (34)
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Picture 2: Nicolas-André Monsiau (1754–1837): The Lion of Florence (1801)

Bergeaud’s Marie mirrors the self-sacrificing deed of Monsiau’s bare-breasted
mother but unlike the Florentine lion, the Colonist is unwavering in his “ardent
thirst for murder” (15).45 He quells this thirst while Marie, with whom he has a
child, is reduced to a body in pain: “The victim jumped, twisted, and gnashed her

45 “une soif ardente demeurtre” (34).
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teeth. Her mouth foamed, her nostrils flared, her eyes started out of their sockets.”
(15–16)46 These lines are the only example in the novel of the gore and horror style
so prevalent in the literature of the Haitian revolution.47 With their suggestion that
the Colonist is the real predator because he, like a carnivorous animal, reduces
human beings to their bodily minimum, the sentences also form part of Stella’s
negation of the standard predatory trope. Elsewhere, the narrator combines this
negation with pastoral aesthetics, writing that “not one dangerous reptile, not
one ferocious beast, not one enemy, even, exists [in Saint-Domingue] to challenge
man for the abundant fruits of his easy labor” (10).48 In Saint-Domingue, the
colonizers are the only predators and it is with sadness the brothers learn that the
Colonist – here modeled on the actual choices of Rochambeau – has acquired
dogs that he plans to use to hunt down the revolutionaries as if they were animal
prey in an aristocratic game hunt (148).49

In the example of the Lion of Florence, Bergeaud negates a standardized trope
and thus continues an early-19th-century Haitian tradition of writing back to Eur-
opean prejudices.50 Baron de Vastey was an early exponent of this tradition and in
his discussion of the necessity of “writing back,” he notes that the “friends of slav-
ery” have often attempted to degrade “the black man below the level of a brute
beast” (144). Under these circumstances, he continues, Haitians “would indeed be
as unworthy of the title ‘man’ as our enemies claim we are” if they failed to “take
pen to paper” (144). The best way to counter the implication of inhumanity, Vastey
argues, is through writing because writing depends upon learning and thus in
itself undermines the allegation of animal unreason. On this occasion, Bergeaud’s
oppositional strategy seems more radical than Vastey’s because he, in addition to
demonstrating the humanity of Haitians, also fires back with the accusation that
European colonizers are the real predators since they fail to see anything more
than bare life when they look at their enslaved laborers.

The language of natural right(s) and human equality is thus crucial in the
decolonial plotline of Stella because it can be used to adeptly challenge natura-
lized hierarchies between colonizer and colonized and to reverse racist tropes.

46 “La victime bondit, se tord, grince les dents. Sa bouche écume, ses narines s’enflent, ses yeux
sortent de leurs orbites.” (34)
47 For the horror style in the 19th-century literature on the Haitian revolution, cf. Hoermann.
48 “[P]as un reptile dangereux, pas une bête féroce; pas un ennemi, enfin, pour disputer à
l’homme les fruits abondants de ses faciles labeurs.” (27)
49 For Rochambeau’s attempt to use dogs in the war against the revolutionaries, cf. Dubois 292–
293.
50 The strategy of “writing back” has been influentially analyzed in the Anglophone context in
Ashcroft, Griffiths, and Tiffin.
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Interestingly, the tropological reversal could be interpreted as a defense of Sou-
louque against satirical detractors, but however one chooses to read it, Ber-
geaud’s usage of intertextual references to Rousseau and Monsiau shows that he,
even in the novel’s most decolonial moments, cannot or will not break away from
the culture of the former colonizer. Before I conclude, I want to show how the
language of natural right(s) is used in the jubilant ending of the novel to handle
Stella’s other major plotline, that of nationalization. This will re-raise the color
question in addition to Price-Mars’ reflections on the entanglements of nationali-
zation and decolonization.

4 Natural Right(s) and Nationalization

In So Spoke the Uncle, Price-Mars emphasizes the difficulty of transforming a
“heterogeneous mass” (7) of individuals into a common people who all identify
with the same nation. Stella addresses this problem of nationalization on various
textual levels, one of which is the level of plot. Will the brothers manage to keep
united despite the Colonist’s attempt to cause disunion between them? From a
dramatic point of view, this fraternal concern occasions a fairly simple narrative
structure of two protagonists who are divided by an adversary and reunited by a
helper in the form of Stella. For my political interpretation of the novel, however,
this plotline raises two interesting and interrelated questions.

How, firstly, does the novel relate the personal level of a fraternal conflict to
the political level of Haitian nationalization? Fictions of the Haitian revolution
often blended the macro level of revolution with the micro level of familial con-
flict. Thus, in Charles Pigault-Lebrun’s Le blanc et le noir (1795), a disagreement
between a colonist father and his son mirrors different approaches to the task
of governing a colony, and the outbreak of the revolution, which is here only a
rebellion, tests the advantages and disadvantages of these dual forms of colonial
paternalism. In Victor Hugo’s Bug-Jargal (1826), the marriage of d’Auverney and
Marie coincides with the outbreak of the revolution and in Sansay’s Secret History,
the Haitian revolution is seen through the prism of a marriage and a sororal con-
flict. The personal and political levels blend very manifestly in Stella in the side
story about the national symbol par excellence, the flag. Haiti’s red and blue ban-
ner, the narrator explains, first came into being when the blood red dress of the
murdered Marie was raised as a “somber flag” (123).51 The blue color mirrors the
“azure of the sky” (123) and it was added, readers learn,

51 “sombre drapeau” (171).
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either to soften the flag’s sinister aspect or to recall the duality of Haitian independence – an
independence that would be accomplished by the common devotion of two individuals with
differently colored skin. (123)52

The passage very explicitly makes the parallel between the personal level of the
brothers and the national level symbolized by the red and blue flag. It also, how-
ever, raises the second question concerning the nationalizing plotline, that of
color differences. If the problem of nationalization is played out in the fraternal
conflict, then, as indeed the quoted passage suggests, the color implications of
that personal conflict become relevant on the political level as well. The natio-
nalizing plot is thus also an antiracist plot because national unity exists only
when “individuals with differently colored skin” transcend their differences and
live together. Stella’s recurring fascination with Haitian nature recurs on this
level of the novel not only because the blue of the flag symbolizes the Haitian
skies but also because Bergeaud draws upon a tradition of criticizing racism with
a reference to the color varieties of all things natural. In a postface to her thea-
trical play Zamore and Mirza or the Happy Shipwreck (1788), feminist and (some-
times) abolitionist Olympe de Gouges practices this kind of criticism when she
writes, “A commerce of men!... Great God! & and nature doesn’t tremble! [...] The
color of man is nuanced, like that of all the animals that Nature has produced, as
well as the plants and minerals.” (Zamore et Mirza [94]–95) After news of the
burnings of the Gallifet plantation reached France in late 1791, Gouges’ abolition-
ism seems to have faded considerably, but in 1788 she used an argument similar
to the one Bergeaud develops when his narrator states that the color differences
of men are a “peculiarity or picturesque trick of nature” (11).53 Notice, in the
following passage, how the narrator develops the implications of this line of
thought:

Does nature privilege one color over another? Which animal do we judge based on the char-
acteristics of its coat? The prejudice of complexion is mean-spirited foolishness; hatred
based on color is a remarkable lie. Man hates others – if he knows how to hate – for that
which others have and for that which he has not: value and virtue. Man does not hate be-

52 “l’azur de notre ciel,” “soit pour en adoucir le sinistre reflet, soit pour rappeler la dualité de
l’œuvre de l’indépendance haïtienne, accomplie par le dévouement commun d’individus de deux
nuances d’épiderme différentes” (171).
53 “une bizarrerie, un jeu pittoresque de la nature” (28). For Gouges’ critique of the Haitian revo-
lutionaries, cf. the new preface to the 1792 version of her play. She ends her address to the rebels in
Saint-Domingue, writing “Les hommes n’étoient pas nés pour les fers, & vous prouvez qu’ils sont
nécessaires.” (L’esclavage des noirs 4).
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cause of color. Let us curse these diabolical inventions, based in the Machiavellianism of the
colonists. (80)54

In his treatment of the color question, Bergeaud, Daut notices, readily confronts
the highly sensitive fact that the color differences among Haitians were partly
caused by cases of rape. His invocation of this colonial history of sexual violation,
exemplified in Remus’ character, would seem to be at odds with the idea that
color differences are a mere “picturesque trick of nature.” For the narrator,
however, the important point to make is that pre-birth injustices should not be
allowed to threaten present or future Haitian fraternity and the novel even sug-
gests that “In nature, all that is fertile is twofold. The combination of the two
colors in Haitian society can only favor the nation’s prosperity.” (59)55 Racism or,
as the narrator calls it in the above, “the prejudice of complexion” exists but it is
denounced as “foolishness” and explained as the result of the “Machiavellianism
of the colonists” (59). The culmination of this antiracist and nationalizing plotline
is Stella’s jubilant ending, which amounts to a celebration of the ability of the
heterogeneous mass of individuals to unite as Haitians. “People greeted one
another,” the narrator explains in the ending, “hugged, cried, and laughed. They
called each other brother and sister. They were brothers and sisters of the nation:
from this time forth, the orphans had a mother...” (166)56 How, to re-raise the
introductory question of this essay, should we interpret these scenes of national
and anti-racist joy against the historical background of Soulouque’s violent
regime and Bergeaud’s diasporic existence?

In Daut’s reading, the fraternal harmony is emblematic of a will to forget con-
flicts of the past in order to move peacefully into the future. Stella, she writes,
“suggests that Haitians must forget certain aspects of the nation’s origin story,
namely, those aspects that are likely to promulgate resentment and division, not
towards the colonists, but towards one another” (451). Instead of a pessimistic
insistence upon the impossibility of a shared life, Stella therefore offers, she

54 “Y a-t-il une couleur privilégiée dans la nature? Quel est l’animal dont on peut juger de la qua-
litépar lepelage? /Lespréjugésd’épidermesontdemalveillantes stupidités; lahainedecouleurest
unmensonge insigne: on hait dans autrui, lorsqu’on sait haïr, le mérite, les vertus, les biens qu’on
n’a pas; on ne hait point sa couleur. / Maudissons toutefois ces inventions diaboliques accréditées
par le machiavélisme des colons [...].” (116)
55 “Dans la nature, tout ce qui est fécond est double. La combinaison des deux éléments de cou-
leurs différentes dont se compose la société Haïtienne ne peut qu’être favorable à sa prospérité.”
(89)
56 “On se rencontrait, on se reconnaissait, on s’embrassait, on pleurait, on riait, on se donnait les
doux noms de frères et de sœurs, frères et sœurs en la patrie: les orphelins avaient désormais une
mère...” (227)

Silencing the Present? 203



writes, “an idealistic, even if paradoxical, vision of acceptance of diversity – here,
people with dark skin and lighter skin finding a way to live together as a har-
monious national family” (441). In a culmination of this positive reading, Daut
includes Bergeaud in a tradition of “Black Atlantic humanistic thought” that con-
tains authors who “saw themselves as creating a new world based on a notion of
a communal or fraternal love” (457). A world of “prescient cosmopolitanism” in
which “there would not be any ‘races’ at all” but rather something akin to what
Paul Gilroy calls a “planetary humanism” (458).

While Daut’s emphasis on hopefulness is certainly grounded in Bergeaud’s
text, I find that certain passages pressure the critical reader to investigate the
premises of inclusion in the final celebrations of national unity. True, the fraternal
conflict, which symbolizes not just a color conflict but also a north-south divide,
dissolves in the end but as Daut acknowledges, Stella’s narrator clearly condemns
the priorities of Romulus/Toussaint in his strife with Remus/Rigaud. The narrator,
she writes, offers a “metaphysical explanation” of the older brother’s misdeeds
and presents his “lonely death in France” as “the work of divine retribution”
(445–446). This harsh judgment is hardly an example of forgetting the past and
upon closer inspection, the fraternal harmony seems modeled in important ways
on a partisan Catholic worldview. The praise of Catholicism was potentially
inflammatory in the Haiti of the 1850s because Soulouque had made it a principle
to publicly accept and partake in traditional religious practices; practices that
were illegalized with the Haitian penal code of 1835 in an attempt, Ramsey argues,
to persuade the Pope to officially recognize Haiti.57 In other words, to praise
Catholicism in this historical context would seem to imply some measure of
acceptance of the ‘Boyerist’ penal code and suggest an indirect critique of
Soulouque’s religious policy.

My aim is not to criticize the Catholicism of Bergeaud. Rather, I argue that
Stella’s vision of fraternity builds on an idea of consensual harmony that operates
like an inclusion/exclusion mechanism and that the Catholic values of the novel
make visible the workings of this machinery. As Daut shows, the novel is highly
inclusive of different skin colors, but the condemnation of Romulus/Toussaint
suggests that certain political choices are unacceptable within its version of nat-
ural jurisprudence. This, in a sense, comes as no small surprise because the
authoritative figure of the Genie of the Forest relies on a religiously affected nat-
ural right idea of the ‘right order.’ Such a communitarian ideal will necessarily be
in potential conflict with the natural rights of all individuals to express and act on

57 Cf.Ramsaywhonotes that “[a]llmakersofouangas, caprelatas, vaudoux,donpèdre,macandals,
and other sortilèges had been outlawed since the 1835 Haitian Penal Code” (58).
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their different religious and political beliefs. Harmony, however, is total – and
therefore all the more suspicious from a democratic point of view – because all
the characters seem to accept and internalize the principles of the Genie. As he
himself says: “I am not your judge” [...] “You have your conscience to judge your
actions.” (88)58

The Catholicism of Stella is most visible and acquires distinctly political con-
sequences in the concluding celebrations of independence. It is here that Stella
reveals her true angelic identity and flies “towards the heavens [...], leaving
behind her a long furrow of gold” (175).59 These sentences reiterate the ending of
Les aventures de Télémaque (1699), a highly influential didactic novel written by
the Roman Catholic archbishop François Fénelon.60 Before that climactic mo-
ment, however, the “procession [...],” in a symbolic linkage of military strength
and religious belief, “made its way from the Place d’Armes to the church.”61

“There,” the passage continues,

[...] bells chimed, incense burned, and gratitude rose in hymns of praise. The priest blessed
the laurels that were placed in the sanctuary, at the foot of God. During the Te Deum, the
cannon did not cease its firing, the drum did not stop its sounding, and the trumpet did not
end its blowing. Victory received the baptism of religion: it was now Christian, which is to
say, everlasting. (173)62

This Christian baptism of the victory and, by extension, of the Haitian nation ful-
fils the prophecy made earlier by the Genie of the Forest. If Remus would only
submit his will obediently to the Genie’s and sacrifice his individual rights, col-
lective happiness would follow and that is precisely what happens in the above
unification of military pomp and religious ritual. The sway of Catholicism, how-
ever, reaches beyond the level of plot and influences the novel’s linguistic level as
well. In Daut’s analysis, forgiving and forgetting are the prerequisites of moving
into a peaceful communal future; however, notice the Catholic connotations of
the vocabulary used in Stella to describe the key scene of the brothers’ reconcilia-
tion and its depending acts of forgiving and forgetting:

58 “Pour juger vos actions, vous avez vos consciences: je ne suis point votre juge.” (126)
59 “prit son vol vers les cieux [...] laissant après elle un long sillon d’or” (237).
60 On the last pages of Telemachus, Mentor reveals that he is actually Minerva and the book con-
cludeswithher ascendingangel-like “into the air, enveloped in a cloudof gold andazure” (Fénelon
333).
61 “le cortège [...] se rendit [de la place d’arme] à l’église” (235).
62 “[...] les cloches tintèrent; l’encens fuma, la reconnaissance s’exhala en cantiques d’actions de
grâces. Leprêtrebénit les lauriers déposésdans le sanctuaire, aupieddeDieu.Pendant le TeDeum,
le canonne cessa de tirer, le tambour de battre, la trompette de sonner. La victoire reçut le baptême
de la religion; elle était chrétienne, c’est-à-dire immortelle.” (235)
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“Brother, I persecuted and insulted you. Please forget the past. I repent!”
Remus had his own wrongs to confess, and he was no less severe than his brother in his self-
accusation. [...] “Brother, I have forgotten everything. In turn, please forget the wrongs that I
have committed against you. Love me, and let us always love one another.” [...] “Since your
fall, I have rediscovered my fondness for you. You are unhappy; my heart absolves you.
Absolve me, too.” (116–117)63

All the keywords here are central to the Catholic faith: confession, the fall, repen-
tance, and absolution. As we have seen, it is an important part of Bergeaud’s
literary and political style to invoke standard tropes, ideas, and references to the
French cultural tradition only to twist them and alter their original meanings. Like
the harmonious ending, this scene of reconciliation clearly integrates the dis-
course of Catholicism and parts of the five-page scene would actually seem to
continue Bergeaud’s strategy of discursive reversal. Thus, the brothers kneel “on
the tomb of Marie the African” (117) wherewith the novel creates a diverse space of
religious devotion that pays simultaneous respect to Mother Mary and Mother
Africa.64 In opposition to the prior reversals of the predatory trope or the Montes-
quieuian climate theory, however, the Catholic practice of confession does not
seem to be fundamentally altered. The novel contains an important openness to-
wards a vaguely defined African identity (Mother Africa) but the crucial act of
reconciliation remains Catholic. We might even say that Catholicism here proves
to be the communal glue that can transform fraternal antagonism in all of its
north/south, Dessalines/Pétion, and black/brown connotations into national con-
sensus.

The nationalizing plotline thus culminates in a paradoxical exemplification
of the possibilities and limitations of a natural right philosophy. Any idea of a
right ordering of society builds upon a mechanism of inclusion of what is right
and exclusion of what is considered wrong practices. Here, the mechanism is
inclusive of a wide variety of colors and it makes a point of criticizing anyone who
believes in the prejudice of complexion. It is also, however, importantly influ-
enced by a Catholic system of beliefs and most unaccepting of the aggressive
revolutionary course pursued by Toussaint in his dispute with Rigaud.

63 “Frère, je vous ai prodigué la persécution et l’injure; oubliez-le: je m’en repens!” / Rémus avait
aussi des torts à confesser. Il ne fut pas moins sévère que son frère dans l’accusation qu’il porta
contre lui-même. [...] “Frère, j’ai tout oublié...Oubliezdevotre côté les torts que j’ai eus enversvous.
Aimez-moi, aimons-nous toujours.” [...] “Depuis votre chute, j’ai retrouvé pour vous toute ma ten-
dresse. Vous êtesmalheureux: mon cœur vous absout, absolvez-moi demême.” (163–164).
64 “la tombe de l’Africaine” (164).
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5 Conclusion

The guiding question of this essay was how to interpret the absence of Soulouque
in Stella. Remembering the dire personal consequences that mid-19th-century po-
litical developments had for Bergeaud, what was the significance of his novelistic
choice to silence the present? As we have seen, Stella in fact is very much con-
cerned with the structural problems of decolonization and nationalization, but
instead of addressing those issues in a direct confrontation with Soulouque and
his authoritarian choices, Bergeaud developed an indirect strategy of intervention
in Stella. Trying to find solutions to Haiti’s mid-19th-century political predica-
ments, he looked to the glorious revolutionary past but also, and importantly, to
nature and the long tradition of natural right(s) philosophy.

One consequence of his indirectmodeof political intervention is that it situates
Stella – for better or worse – within an intellectual and discursive space that was
influentially developed by Enlightenment figures such as Fénelon, Montesquieu,
andRousseau.Even thoughBergeaudwaswell acquaintedwith theworkof various
Haitian intellectuals, most notably that of Beaubrun Ardouin, his novel exhibits a
deliberate choice to think with ideas, images, tropes, and beliefs that originated
from the tradition of the old French colonizers. When he decided to work through
the problems of Haitian decolonization and nationalization within a horizon of let-
tres françaises, Bergeaud made a paradoxical choice, but as Price-Mars empha-
sizes, even bovaryism can be a “productive attitude” if it is coupled with “creative
energy” (8). And certainly, Bergeaud’s reversal of racist tropes and his insistence
upon the potentials and beauties of the Haitian nature and people reveal an ability
to work creatively with the language and ideas that he inherited from the metro-
pole. Perhaps that is the challenge Bergeaud passes on to hismodern readers: How
can we work within an inherited language and use it, not to reproduce outdated
tropes and figures of thought, but to develop new ideas alive with creative energy?
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