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CHAPTER 1

Cuba, Haiti, and the USA: Performing
Race, Nation, and Empire, 1898-1940

Cusa, Harri, AND US EMPIRE

On April 3, 1914, 4 months before the opening of the Panama Canal,
William A. MacCorKkle, state senator and former governor of West Virginia,
delivered an address before the American Academy of Political and Social
Science in Philadelphia on the value of Cuba and Haiti to US interests.!
“Second to Cuba in strategical importance is the Island of Haiti,” the
senator declared—and he framed the significance in terms of US foreign
policy, which was invested in creating pathways and seaways for the flow
of capital.? As evidence, he cited their proximity to the Canal, potential
market value, and strategic importance as military additions to the geo-
political Canal Zone.

To these aims, MacCorkle applied a racialized, imperial logic: he argued
that Cuba and Haiti were crucial to US empire and its goal of seeking and
securing new routes and markets because the two were geographically
located in such a way that they “could largely control the commerce of
practically half of the world” due to their position on either side of the
Windward Passage—the 50-mile-wide strait between them and the only
deep sea-lane from the eastern US seaboard to the new Canal (Fig. 1.1).
Of utmost concern was that this power might end up in the hands of
the “descendants of those slaves” who “control the Republic of Haiti.”?
Arguing that “Negro rule” had “destroyed this beautiful island” and
quoting Rear-Admiral Colby M. Chester’s claim of a “general tendency

© The Editor(s) (if applicable) and The Author(s) 2016 1
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Fig. 1.1 “Map Showing Location of Haiti,” from MacCorkle’s The Monroe
Doctrine in its Relation to the Republic of Haiti (1915). Note the Windward
Passage route marked, “To New York”

of the people to revolution,” MacCorkle forecast that, “sooner or later
the irresponsible government of the Republic of Haiti will commit the
act that will involve us under the first clause and original application of
the Monroe Doctrine.”* For MacCorkle, the 1823 Monroe Doctrine (or
more precisely its 1904 Roosevelt Corollary) was the solution to enact
commercial and racial aims in the Passage and Canal Zone.

At the time of MacCorkle’s address, the United States had already estab-
lished a presence in Cuba via the War of 1898 and the Platt Amendment
to the Cuban Constitution, which forced Cuba to accept US terms and
military intervention.® Within just over a year, as MacCorkle foresaw, the
USA had its reason to begin a military occupation of Haiti that would last
almost 20 years. Overlaying the timeline of the occupations with that of
the Canal project foregrounds their strategic importance within the larger
scope of empire and allows me to delineate a micro-geography of empire
for analysis, namely the period of the US occupations of Cuba and Haiti,
from 1898 to 1940.

US military and economic control of Cuba began in 1898 when the US
government declared war against Spain and performed an armed interven-
tion on Cuban soil. After the war, the USA established a military government
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on the island from 1899 to 1902 and a form of “indirect rule” under the Platt
Amendment that lasted through 1934.° The USA began Canal construction
in 1904 and its troops occupied Cuba from 1906 to 1909, briefly in 1912,
and again from 1917 to 1922.”7 Meanwhile, citing political violence, risk of
revolution, and potential threat to lives and property and invoking Theodore
Roosevelt’s Corollary to the Monroe Doctrine, US Marines invaded Haiti in
July 1915—within less than a year after the Canal opened for business.® The
brutal military occupation lasted until 1934 with financial control through
1940.° This timeline and imperial geography forms the historical framework
of this book; the material under examination, about which I say more below,
is primarily performance culture that was produced in the USA during this
time and that trades in representations of the two Caribbean countries.

Indeed, MacCorkle’s speech exemplifies how racial thinking struc-
tured the transnational encounters of empire and points to the legacy of
the Haitian Revolution (1791-1803) in US national memory and the
possibility of its repetition, that is, the potential for other revolutions.!”
J. Michael Dash drives home that Haitian independence in 1804 “chal-
lenged the whole system of slavery and notions of black inferiority so vio-
lently that Rayford Logan, in commenting on its impact on the American
consciousness, likens it to ‘the effect that the Bolshevik revolution of 1917
produced upon the capitalistic nations.””!! Nor did concerns about Haiti
and its capacity to inspire other revolutions lessen after the end of slavery
in the USA. Haiti remained a symbol of the capacity for resistance on
racial terms—namely of racial mobilization and revolution under the sign
of blackness.

According to historian Louis A. Pérez Jr., the prominence of Cubans
of African descent among those fighting for independence from Spain
throughout the nineteenth century “raised suspicions” among US politi-
cians that Cuba would become, like Haiti, another site of racial mobi-
lization.!? Indeed, the trope of “another Haiti” was used frequently in
connection with Cuba. In March of 1898, not long before the USA
declared war against Spain, Stewart Woodford, President McKinley’s min-
ister to Spain, for example, described the insurgency in Cuba as “confined
almost entirely to negroes [sic]” and concluded that an independent Cuba
would be “a second Santo Domingo”—meaning Haiti.!* General Leonard
Wood, Rough Rider and military governor of Cuba (1899-1902), also
believed the country threatened to become “another Hayti.”!* “Another
Haiti” is thus a trope that represents revolution and annihilation in terms
of black and white. In 1899, journalist Herbert P. Williams expressed
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concern, for example, that a successful revolution in Cuba would result
in racial civil war, thus exposing “law abiding citizens” to “the fury of the
negroes.”!® Similar concerns were re-amplified as the strategic importance
of the “Black Republic” with regard to the Panama Canal became clearer
to US national interests and foreign policy aims.'® Part of the goal of US
empire was thus to produce and then secure Cuba and Haiti as racialized
spaces prone to a certain kind of revolution.

For MacCorkle, controlling Cuba and Haiti not only allows the USA
to secure commerce through the Canal, it also permits a policing of racial
tensions that might be understood as transnational; the occupations of
Cuba and Haiti were mechanisms of empire because they secured path-
ways for commerce and also attempted to constrain the possibility of
racial revolution near the Zone. The importance of Haiti and Cuba to
US interests therefore had as much to do with protecting the hegemony
of whiteness as with securing access to the isthmus and limiting foreign
involvement in the area.

Finally, in order to articulate Haiti’s strategic importance without giv-
ing it symbolic or political power, MacCorkle devotes an entire section
of his speech on “Moral Conditions in Haiti” to the “cannibalistic” and
“horrid rites of the voodoo,” in order to dismiss the entire political project
of Haitian independence as a “horrid phantasmagoria” and thereby justify
US invasion and occupation.!” For MacCorkle, the strategic conversion
of the religion, Vodon, into the “cannibalistic” and “horrid” “voodoo”
permits the argument that Haiti is morally deficient and therefore already
guilty of “chronic wrongdoing.”!®

Considerable work in American studies links the importance of new
markets and the Panama Canal to US empire and examines the intercon-
nections of race, empire, and nation. Jason Colby’s The Business of Empire
and John Lindsay-Poland’s Emperors in the Jungle make clear that the
growth of commerce and trade was a major project of US empire and
that the locations of its imperialist takeovers, whether military or corpo-
rate, were “othered” in particular ways—racialized and gendered, made
visible through stereotypes to be rendered politically invisible.!” Vicente
L. Rafael describes, for example, how the census was an “instrument of
white love” intended to give Filipinos a chance to perform their capacity
for self-government “before the solicitous gaze” of US “tutors” and by
which brown bodies were racialized, subjected, and managed.?® Yet Rafael
clarifies that Filipinos also performed in ways that challenged structures of
imperial power.?!
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Amy Kaplan’s concept of the “anarchy of empire” refers productively to
the destruction brought about through colonization/occupation as well
as to the ways that empire opens up spaces for contestation and unravels
through internal contradictions.?? Indeed, as several scholars have shown,
empire is a kind of relational dynamic wherein the “system of rule” also
“transforms society at home.”?® The US occupations of Cuba and Haiti
operate similarly; while images in US popular culture and media often
stereotyped them as the others of US empire in order to denigrate their
sovereign status, military occupations were also “contact zones” that
transformed US society.?* The US occupations of the two Caribbean
republics created a transnational space that facilitated a large body of
cultural production in the USA, particularly performance culture, which
fostered domestic transformations in terms of race and public buy-in to
imperial foreign policy. Plays like Old Glory in Cuba (1898) and Frank
Dumont’s The Cuban Spy (1899) and literary and cinematic enactments
of Teddy Roosevelt and the Rough Riders, for example, stage Cuba as a
scenario not only for embodying the aims of empire but also for playing
out the limits of the sign of whiteness.?® Likewise, Afro-Americans of the
Twin Cities of Minneapolis and St. Paul seemed to stage the very “anar-
chy of empire” in the 1898 pageant, Cuba—A Drama of Freedom, which
depicted both support for the aims of US empire and often contradictory
affiliations with Cuban independence and the political goals of Cubans
of color and through which the community negotiated the parameters of
what it meant to perform blackness in a several-week-long debate over the
role of the cake-walk in the production.?®

To be sure, racial taxonomies shift tremendously in the USA between
the War of 1898 and the end of the US occupation of Haiti—the his-
torical parameters of this study. Matthew Frye Jacobson demonstrates that
from 1840 to the early twentieth century, there was a “hierarchy of plu-
ral and scientifically determined white races” in which the Irish, Polish,
Jewish, and Italian were not-quite-white.?” After the restrictive legislation
of 1924, whiteness was “reconsolidated” and the late nineteenth century’s
probationary white groups were unified, thus forging a “multi-ethnic
pan-whiteness” from what had been considered distinct racial groups.?®
Matthew Pratt Guterl further demonstrates that the inclusive whiteness
that matured in the 1920s also “brought with it an equally inclusive and
lasting redefinition of blackness.”?” What I call “pan-blackness” was con-
terminous with the emergence of “multi-ethnic pan-whiteness.” And
while neither “white” nor “black” were “stable, easily defined identities in
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1900,” all that would change by 1940 through a significant reconsolida-
tion of racial categories that reified the “binary structure of racial iden-
tity—the white-black dyad.”*°

One mechanism for this reification was the US Census; from 1920
onward, it contained no “mulatto” category as it had previously and “one
could only choose between the calcifying borders of whiteness and black-
ness.”?! But the change occurred not only through instruments like the
census and the law but also in the contested spaces of cultural production.
Guterl explains that, “African Americans and European immigrants were
active participants in this history of race in Modern America—key play-
ers in the process the novelist Jean Toomer bitterly called ‘the hypnotic
division of Americans into black and white.””3? Jacobson, too, reiterates
that race is produced through politics and culture.?® Occupation literature
by US Marines stationed in Haiti, such as Faustin Wirkus’s The White
King of La Gonave (1931) and Captain John H. Craige’s Black Bagdad:
The Arabian Nights Adventures of o Marvine Captain in Haiti (1933),
for example, use the Black Republic as a kind of “b(l)ackground” against
which Irish, Polish, and German Marines perform both their allegiance to
empire and their more recently acquired “personal whiteness.”** Indeed,
what might be called the overproduction of Haiti’s blackness is requisite
to the performance of the new “pan-whiteness” in the context of occu-
pation. Titles like Black Bagdad and White King reductively foreground
the binary language of black and white to accomplish this task. Likewise,
the overproduction of Haiti’s blackness was equally useful for the reart-
iculation of the sign of blackness in the USA—for this reason, theatri-
cal productions on the Haitian Revolution, like William Edgar Easton’s
Dessalines: A Dramatic Tiale (1893), became particularly fruitful for peo-
ple of African descent in the USA between the late nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries, or what Henry Louis Gates calls the New Negro era.®
Indeed, the timeframe under study here largely overlaps with this period
of mass restructuring of the sign of blackness and repeated staging of the
Haitian Revolution made strategic alliances with the “Black Republic” and
seemed to seize the trope of “another Haiti” towards other purposes.

Several factors, including the expansion of US empire and World War
1, hastened the process of racial reconsolidation in terms of black and
white. The end of European immigration, the growth of what Guterl calls
“superpatriotism,” and the development of “a racialized consumer soci-
ety,” also “speeded the absolute assimilation of immigrant groups (pre-
viously understood as racially distinct) into the singular ‘white race.””3¢
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Simultaneously, increased postwar advocacy for social justice for “the
Negro,” the Great Migration, and immigration to the USA by people
of African descent from the Caribbean, like Hubert Henry Harrison and
Marcus Garvey, were crucial to the growth of the New Negro Movement
and engendered “the first truly national mass culture obsessed with ‘the
Negro’ as the foremost social threat.”?”

Among Negro thinkers such as W.E.B. Du Bois, Harrison, and Garvey,
the new “race-consciousness” increasingly meant color consciousness.3®
Du Bois, for instance, engaged the “color line” and the language of black-
ness so as to advance racial-political solidarity among people of African
descent. In 1917, Garvey, founder of the United Negro Improvement
Association (UNIA), adapted Marx’s notion of “class consciousness”
to issues of race and did so in largely biracial terms.?” Three years later,
Harrison, who founded the New York Colored Socialist Club (1911),
the New Negro Movement (1914-15), and is considered the “father
of Harlem Radicalism,” further eclaborated the idea of a “new race-
consciousness” in order to describe a different racial awareness among
American Negroes.*® Further reinscribing the biracial gesture, Harrison’s
“new race-consciousness” referred not only to the Negro’s internationally
situated analysis of his position in US culture and civil society, but also to
the fact that the “white world” was “vaguely, but disquietingly, aware that
Negroes are awake, different, and perplexingly uncertain.”*! For Garvey,
it was the “honest prejudice” of the white South that provided a con-
text that gave “the Negro of America the real start—the start with a race
consciousness.”*? In this sense, the rise in white nationalism and white
supremacy during this period—from the Ku Klux Klan to the scientific
racism of eugenics and the writings of white supremacists such as Earnest
Cox and Lothrop Stoddard—was a kind of grindstone against which to
articulate a race consciousness under the sign of an increasingly unified
blackness, and vice versa.

Writing the same year as Harrison, Lothrop Stoddard talks about sim-
ilar global shifts in racial awareness when he bemoans that the “world
of color” in fact “outnumbers the white world two to one.”** Stoddard
describes the shift as one from the “political to the racial map of the globe.
[...] Instead of a world politically nine-tenths white” in colonial political
power, he depicts the situation after WWI and the Bolshevik Revolution as
“a world of which only four-tenths at the most can be considered predom-
inantly white in blood, the rest of the world being inhabited mainly by
the other primary races of mankind: yellows, browns, blacks, and reds.”**
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This crisis of whiteness—its numerical minority and the threat to its hege-
mony from the “rising tide of color”—radically restructured its position.*®
Part of the solution was to strategically shift the parameters of whiteness
and grow its numbers and the emergent “multi-ethnic pan-whiteness” was
such a formation. The term “biracialism,” was coined in 1927 by Stoddard
precisely to be politically useful to his vision of white supremacy—it fur-
ther consolidated the emergent pan-whiteness by generalizing the story
of racial contestation exclusively in terms of black and white. As Guterl
argues, it “encouraged Americans to focus on race-as-color and almost
solely on whiteness and blackness, leaving them increasingly unable, or
unwilling, to deal with the national ‘race questions’ other than the pur-
portedly peculiar conundrum posed by ‘the Negro.””*¢

Overall, the result was a culture of racial thinking that took shape pre-
dominantly in black and white; the emerging “race-consciousness” among
Negroes and the articulation of the “Negro problem” were connected
with the “whitening process” taking shape among European immigrants.
Guterl argues that the Red Summer of 1919, when scores of probationary,
or “dingy whites,” burst into violent riots that left many people of African
descent dead or wounded, “signaled to all” that the “Negro Problem”
and “the whitening process” were indeed interconnected.*” Pan-whiteness
and the new “race-consciousness” emerge conterminously and each rei-
fies, requires, the white-black dyad.

Given these changes in US society and the effects of the anarchy of
empire, images of the “Black Republic” and Cuba, “another Haiti,” reso-
nated deeply with the increasingly biracial taxonomy of race in the USA
and were useful to the reification of black and white racial positions. This
is largely because Haitian revolutionary history has tremendous currency
when told as a story about the great annihilation of white colonials at
the hands of the enslaved; moreover, it is typically told in simple black
and white despite tremendous intra-group differences among the formerly
enslaved as well as the large mixed race class in Haiti and its complicated
and numerous roles in the long fight for freedom on multiple fronts.*
In his speech at the American Academy, for example, MacCorkle quotes
Rear-Admiral Chester’s 1908 National Geographic article in order to fore-
ground Haiti’s blackness and mark it as a site of white erasure. He states,
“Haiti is getting blacker and blacker, the white element having been prac-
tically exterminated or removed from the island.”* In another gesture
that over-produces Haiti’s blackness in order to foreground white exter-
mination, MacCorkle drives home that while “whites and mulattos held
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political supremacy” in San Domingo (the DR), they had been “ruthlessly
massacred by the negro [sic]” in Haiti.>”

The specter of the Haitian Revolution haunts even Stoddard’s reformu-
lation of whiteness and his theory of biracialism. The year before the inva-
sion of Haiti, Stoddard published his first book, The French Revolution in
San Domingo [sic]. Based on his Harvard dissertation, it describes the rev-
olution in the French colony of Saint Domingue as “a great tragedy,—the
tragedy of the annihilation of the white population” and was intended as
a cautionary tale regarding the crisis of whiteness and growing racial vio-
lence in the USA.*! The book’s title simply refuses to link the capacity for
revolution with the formerly enslaved and disenfranchised—thus Stoddard
does not name the Haitian Revolution. Nor does he call the independent
Republic by its proper name, Haiti; instead, in another gesture of erasure,
he reinscribes a colonial name, San Domingo. In the book’s narrative, he
further minimizes Haiti’s successful resistance against the French by argu-
ing that if it were not for the large number of Bonaparte’s soldiers killed
by yellow fever, the colonized and enslaved would never have defeated the
French army. From the gesture of the title through his final argument,
Stoddard’s primary aim is to refute any claims to black political sover-
eignty and perform a kind of restoration of white hegemony. Producing
a link between the obliteration of white memory/extermination and the
emergence of black history/revolution, Stoddard wrote, “White San
Domingo has become only a memory, and the black State of Haiti makes
its appearance in the world’s history.”*

In this palimpsestic formulation, the fear that whiteness will become
nothing more than memory—a fear of white annihilation—occurs
precisely because blackness makes a mark on world history. Indeed, after
a dozen years of revolution, former slave turned Emperor, Jean Jacques
Dessalines, declared independence on January 1, 1804. One of his first
acts as head of state was to reclaim the island’s former indigenous name
“Haiti”—a word meaning “mountainous land” in the Taino language.
In so doing, he is said to have declared, “I have avenged America.”*® He
also declared all Haitians were black, regardless of color—including the
country’s Polish population.® There can be no doubt that these acts were
a visible, performative, and radical marking of black political power in “the
world’s history.” Stoddard’s response is to erase the power of that his-
tory. And with the Haitian Revolution as a kind of root to his thinking on
race, he went on to author The Rising Tide of Color Against White World
Supremacy (1920) and Re-forging America: The Story of Our Nationhood
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(1927), which articulates his concept of “biracialism” as a project for “sav-
ing” the nation based on white supremacy.®® Indeed, MacCorkle, Chester,
and Stoddard all overproduce Haiti’s blackness and connect it to white
annihilation while engaging in a biracial rhetoric that shores up the cat-
egory of whiteness and justifies US military occupation.

At the same time, the Republic of Haiti—even more than Africa—
was “the symbolic center of Pan-Africanist discourse” in the Americas
from the mid-nineteenth to the early twentieth centuries; its successful
revolution was emblematic of resistance, hope, and pride under the sign
of blackness.®® The Haitian Revolution undeniably inspired other slave
revolts in the USA under Gabriel, Denmark Vesey, and Nat Turner, for
example, and the Revolution’s memory was kept alive throughout the
nineteenth century, frequently in lectures and newspaper articles.”” In
1893, Frederick Douglass gave an opening dedication on the subject at
the Haitian Pavilion of the Chicago World’s Fair, while off-site events
included the staging of Easton’s Dessalines, A Dramatic Tale (1893);
Douglass’s speech and Easton’s play were published together the same
year.®® As I document in Chap. 6, Easton’s play was produced several
times over the next few decades, as were many others on the subject. By
the early twentieth century, the military takeover of this “symbolic center”
by the all-white Marine Corps further coalesced the energy of the “new
race-consciousness” among American Negroes, as it did the new “multi-
ethnic pan-whiteness.”?’

Cuba was equally useful to the articulation of growing biracialism in
the USA, largely because of its capacity to represent the potential for
“another Haiti.” As noted above, the trope of “another Haiti” was a kind
of shorthand for violent racial conflict in terms of black and white and
above all, the end of white hegemony. Cuba’s proximity to the USA, the
racial makeup of its population, and the number of slave revolts and inde-
pendence movements it produced by the mid-nineteenth century already
pointed to the possibilities for another successful revolution and rise to
power of a Negro government like Haiti’s.® Even before the War of 1898
and increased interest in Cuba by Afro-Americans, Martin Robinson
Delaney’s Blake; or the Huts of America (1859-61), told the story of a
fugitive slave, Henry Blake, who escapes from the USA to Cuba in order
to lead an insurrection that would ultimately claim both countries.®! By
the War of 1898, Cuba had become a site for reconfiguring both blackness
and whiteness primarily in terms of the US military.®* Indeed, while the
“black-white dyad” existed well before the emergence of the discourse of
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biracialism in the late 1920s and is prevalent in cultural narratives of US
nation formation, this book argues that it was increasingly reified through
the vast array of US performance forms and literary enactments that cen-
tered on the US occupations of Cuba and Haiti.®?

Undeniably, the Philippines, Puerto Rico, Nicaragua, Panama, the
Dominican Republic (DR), and other countries played key roles in the
War of 1898 and the development of US economic imperialism; they were
also part of public responses to US empire—whether for or against—and
the nexus of race, nation, and empire played out across all of these sites.®*
Similar racist stereotypes were used to depict the independent republics
and nations that were caught in the grip of empire. The republics of the
Philippines, “Santo Domingo” (the DR), and Panama, for example, were
sometimes depicted in political cartoons as disobedient black children,
as were Cuba and Haiti.®® Yet, Cuba and Haiti held a special kind of
currency in US popular culture of the period. For example, US popular
culture and media frequently staged or depicted images of the US flag
being raised in Cuba—what I describe in Chap. 3 as the trope of “Old
Glory in Cuba” was writ large in various forms from cinema to photog-
raphy and drama. The image of the US flag being raised in Manila did
not hold the same patriotic currency as “Old Glory” in Santiago de Cuba
or at El Moro in Havana. What is considered the first Negro pageant in
the USA, staged in the Twin Cities of Minneapolis and St. Paul in 1898,
is not about Puerto Rico, the Philippines, or the DR, but rather, Cuba.
Teddy Roosevelt’s memoir and its claims to the heroic performance of
the Rough Riders is set in Cuba, not Puerto Rico or the Philippines.
And while the occupation of Haiti created the context for an avalanche
of material from travel narratives rife with images of cannibalism and
“voodoo” to the first zombie horror film and numerous plays on the
Haitian Revolution, there was no equivalent (mis)translation of Filipino
folklore into horror cinema or of its independence movement to stages in
Harlem, Detroit, Chicago, Baltimore, Los Angeles, and so on. Negroes
in the USA did not stage plays about Emilio Aguinaldo or Filipino inde-
pendence during Negro History Week as they did about Antonio Maceo
of Cuba or Henri Christophe of the Haitian Revolution; to be fair, the
Philippines was not central to the growing pan-African imaginary in the
ways that Cuba and Haiti both were. While Puerto Rico and the DR
had substantial populations of African descent, were within the Canal
geography, and were also subject to US military and economic takeover,
they were not known as sites of race revolution and typically had more
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amicable diplomatic relations with the USA, albeit under duress, than
either Cuba or Haiti.®

These differences are visible in political cartoons from the period, which
frequently depicted Puerto Rico as the light-skinned nephew of Uncle
Sam. A cartoon published in the Chicago Inter Oceanin 1905, for example,
shows Uncle Sam holding the hand of a little white boy who wears clean
knickers, a white school shirt, and a tie that says “Porto Rico.” They stare
in judgment at a little black boy whose patched straw hat reads “Cuba”
and whose torn pants have patches that read “revolt.” “Cuba” has a gun in
one hand, a knife in the other, and has pillaged the Cuban Bank—an open
safe lies at his feet. In the caption, Uncle Sam speaks to Porto Rico: “And
to think that bad boy came near [to] being your brother!”%” Similarly, the
1898 cartoon, “Uncle Sam’s New Class in the Art of Self-Government,”
depicts Puerto Rico and Hawaii as well-behaved, light-skinned girls.%® In
contrast, two dark-skinned boys fighting with each other in the front row
represent the Cuban expatriates and guerrillas. Emilio Aguinaldo, rep-
resenting the Filipino independence movement, is dressed as a peasant
boy and stands on a chair at the back of the classroom with a dunce cap
on his head; he is also dark-skinned, but with straight hair rather than
curls. The image positions the misbehavior of dark-skinned males (as fig-
ures of anti-imperial resistance in the Philippines and Cuba) against the
model behavior of exoticized but light-skinned young females (Hawaii
and Puerto Rico).

Cuba and Haiti have racialized revolutionary backgrounds that marked
them in different ways in the US national imaginary—and ongoing politi-
cal action by people of African descent in the two countries intensified
stereotypical reproductions in the US press. In the period of occupations,
representations of Cuba and Haiti in American popular culture frequently
depict the two revolutionary, anticolonial republics as incapable of self-
government in almost identical ways. In 1912, a cartoon by J.H. Donahey
published in the Cleveland Plain Dealer depicts a barefooted little black
boy wearing patched overalls and a straw hat that reads “Cuba” across its
brim (Fig. 1.2). He has just broken a water jug on the ground—the words
“self-government” are written across the shattered pieces. The boy’s
physical gestures are those of a child who is about to get into trouble—
head lowered, one foot atop the other, hands behind back and shoulders
shrugged. The cartoon device of the “thought bubble” indicates just what
troubles the little boy: an image of the US flag reminds the lad that he
has just disappointed his “American” uncle. The caption reads, “Golly.



CUBA, HAITI, AND THE USA: PERFORMING RACE, NATION, AND EMPIRE, 1898-1940 13

Fig. 1.2 “Golly. I’ve gone an’ did it again!” by J.H. Donahey, 1912, Cleveland
Pinin Dealer

I’ve Gone an’ Did It Again!”% This cartoon references the armed protest
organized by the Cuban Independent Party of Color, which had been
formed in 1907 in order to fight for racial equality in Cuba. The US gov-
ernment immediately redeployed US Marines to the island “to protect
US investments” and in the violence that ensued some 3000 Cubans of
African descent were killed.”” The cartoon does not give weight to the
issues brought up by the Independent Party of Color, which was “the
first real political challenge to the rules of the political order established
in 1902.””" Opposition to the Platt Amendment and US involvement in
Cuban affairs was thus curtailed via military intervention and dismissed by
means of the visual iconography of minstrel performance. Popular media
relied on images of infantilization, blackness, and inability to self-govern
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in order to erase the struggle for racial equality and independence that
the armed protest had attempted to demonstrate. Cubans of color were
depicted as uneducated children who could not manage their own affairs—
this erased the articulate and organized actions of a formal political party.
Racialization and infantilization strategies worked to disempower Cuban
social projects and justify US intervention.

A nearly identical cartoon by Hanny was published in the St. Joseph
News-Press a few days after the public execution of Haiti’s violent dic-
tator, President Vilbrun Guillaume Sam, on July 27, 1915. Here too,
the cartoon accompanied the depicted country’s military invasion by US
Marines (Fig. 1.3). Hanny’s cartoon features the well-worn image of the
minstrelized black child, one foot atop the other. The child’s jug once

Fig. 1.3 “I’m in for Something Now,” by Hanny, 1915, St. Joseph News-Press
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again lies broken on the ground and there are only a few changes: the
jug simply reads “government,” and instead of the US flag coming to the
child’s mind, an angry Uncle Sam clenches his fists in frustration. The
caption reads: “I’m in for Something Now”—and to be sure, what fol-
lowed was a 19-year-long military occupation with complete economic
and governmental takeover as well as unspeakable brutality at the hands
of Marines.”? The replication of this nearly identical image in conjunction
with military occupation—3 years later by a different artist in a differ-
ent newspaper concerning a “different” country—indicates the degree to
which the image of the unruly Negro boy was completely “readable” to
an American audience and how much it was a part of the popular culture
that facilitated the military takeovers of Cuba and Haiti. The two cartoons
also demonstrate the connection between images in the popular media
and enactments of military occupation—the former facilitates public buy-
in in the latter.

The strategy is clear: erasure of the political agency of Haitians and
Cubans and justification of US military action is achieved by the easy,
canned repetition of a trope that marks racial difference through infan-
tilization and converts political action, namely protest and coup, into an
image of the failure to self-govern. Here we can see how an overload of
discourse or imagery is used to produce prohibition, erasure, and silence—
in short, to limit or remove the agency of those being represented. In the
first volume of History of Sexuality, Michel Foucault points out that it
is precisely the “proliferation” of discourses on sex that guarantees and
produces its repression as something “condemned to prohibition, nonex-
istence, and silence.””® The “incitement to discourse” marks and unmarks
its very subject matter and requires endless repetition in multiple conver-
sations; discourse makes it invisible. So it is with racist images of Cuba and
Haiti and the workings of empire.

PERFORMING RACE: RACING AND ERASING

This book argues that Cuba and Haiti—as signs and as sites—were impor-
tant to the emergence of empire as well as the imaginative restructuring of
US racial categories at the turn of the twentieth century and that perfor-
mance, broadly construed, is a key cultural form through which people in
urban areas began to imagine the country’s imperial role and by means of
which they staged and restaged shifting racial meanings and taxonomies.
Performance is therefore seen as “constitutive of social experience and



16 SR RILEY

not something merely additive or instrumental.””* Performing Race and
Erasure: Cuba, Haiti, and US Culture, 1898—1940 thus not only examines
the ways that Cuba and Haiti were raced and erased through racial stereo-
types but above all looks at the ways that race in the USA was rehearsed,
performed, and restaged through representations of Cuba and Haiti. In
particular, it explores how theatrical and cultural performances and lit-
erary enactments of the two republics were significant to the ways that
people in the USA re-imagined themselves as black or white. Most simply,
it is a book on performance and its role in mediating both empire and the
growing biracial imaginary in the USA between 1898 and 1940.
Representations of Cuba and Haiti in US culture worked in a few inter-
twined ways. Racialized and typically racist representations erased the
two country’s claims to political sovereignty, as in the case of the two
cartoons described above, MacCorkle’s assertions about “voodoo,” or in
the quasi-autobiographical literature of occupation which documents the
performance of US military men against the backdrop of empire, such as
Roosevelt’s Rough Riders (1899), Wirkus’s The White King of La Gonave
(1931), and Craige’s Black Bagdad (1933). Simultaneously, such works
often played out limit performances of increasingly biracial domestic racial
categories. As mentioned above, Craige and Wirkus each overproduce
Haiti’s blackness in order to foreground the whiteness of the Marines;
their novels indicate that the Marine occupation was a site for performing
one’s newly acquired whiteness. Similarly, the 1898 pageant, Cuba—A
Drama of Freedom, and the 1935 plays, Antonio Maceo and Yellow Death,
not only erase ethnic, religious, and national differences between Cubans
and Americans of African descent in order to consolidate the emergent
pan-blackness and new “race-consciousness,” but as I demonstrate, they
also often silence the involvement of Cubans in their own political affairs.
Indeed, there are many layers of racing and erasing at work in the mate-
rial under consideration here. Cuba and Haiti are raced via stereotypes
in order to erase them politically; they are raced and erased in order to
articulate shifting racial positions in the USA. Simultaneously, a tremen-
dous amount of intra-group difference was erased domestically in the
production of both pan-blackness and multi-ethnic pan-whiteness. The
latter, for example, eroded previously marked racial categories in which
the Irish and others were not quite white. The growing body of cultural
production being articulated in the language of black and white erased
many rich cultural worlds in the USA; what Charles S. Johnson called the
“flourishing culture of mixed-race Americans” was “vanishing” along with
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the “mulattoes, quadroons, musters, mustafinas, cabres, griffies, zambis,
quatravis, tresalvis, coyotes, saltaras, albarassadores, [and ] cambusos” who
were “neither white nor black.””®

The concept of palimpsest is useful for analyzing these various inter-
woven layers of racialization, erasure, and performance. Jacobson notes
that, “race is a palimpsest, a tablet whose most recent inscriptions only
imperfectly cover those that had come before, and whose inscriptions
can never be regarded as final.””® In this configuration, cultural produc-
tion both produces and destabilizes race by “layering different conceptual
schemes atop one another in response to shifting social and political cir-
cumstances”—the “palimpsest of race” for Jacobson is thus a map of the
“terrain of ascription, perception, and subjectivity [...].”””

A palimpsest is a “parchment or other writing surface on which the
original text has been effaced or partially erased, and then overwritten
by another; a manuscript in which later writing has been superimposed
on earlier (effaced) writing.” In extended use, it refers to something that
has “been reused or altered while still retaining traces of its earlier form; a
multi-layered record” or a “structure characterized by superimposed fea-
tures produced at two or more distinct periods.””® Palimpsest has been
developed in the last 30 years as a theoretical concept across disciplines,
from structuralism and intertextuality studies to analyses of political and
cultural memory, urban histories, and ethnic geomorphology.” Genette
uses it to consider “literature in the second degree” and produce a struc-
tural taxonomy of the kinds of relations between texts and versions of a
text, such as parody, travesty, caricature, variation, supplement, sequel,
epilogue, translation, and so on.*° This understanding of palimpsest is use-
ful to think of the above two cartoons as related versions, even translations
(from the Cuban context to Haitian) of an easily repeated trope of black-
ness that was produced precisely in order to unmark Cuban or Haitian
political agency and enact the aims of US empire.

Palimpsest is also useful for analyzing versions over time and material
history. For instance, Arnold considers four versions of Césaire’s Notebook
in which each new publication largely obscures the previous.®! The con-
cept extends to studies of architecture, cities, landscapes, and even the
cadavers of national heroes—all conceived as sites of “multilayered tem-
porality” and contestation over memory and national or cultural iden-
tity.%? Alarcén uses palimpsest as a paradigm to accommodate interwoven
narratives and to argue that Mexicanness is an idea that emerges from a
process of erasure and superimposition of multiple narratives.®* Quiroga
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uses it in the context of Cuba to analyze physical and imaginative sites
where memory and national collective history converge and contest one
another.** Much palimpsest theory focuses on relationships between texts,
layers, or images—on the superimposition of culture or memory over
time. Typically, the focus is on palimpsest as a site, a writing surface or
physical object, that bears a trace or reveals a superimposition, rather than
on the interconnected palimpsestic acts of marking, unmarking, and read-
ing.% Alarcén’s generative contribution is precisely to look at the pro-
cess of erasure and superimposition that forms and is formed by ideas of
Mexicanness as well as at the way the tourist/reader engages with compet-
ing, overlapping images.

Linking these theorizations of palimpsest with Jacobson’s observation
that race is a palimpsest provides a model for thinking about racialized ver-
sions of history as sites of racial production—black and white versions of
events and stories, for example, comprise a biracial palimpsest of cultural
power struggle, the stakes of which are nothing short of the production of
history, the power to mark or unmark difference, and the biracial recon-
solidation of difference in the USA. Black and white versions of historical
events are a primary cultural site of the emergent biracialism. Stoddard’s
telling of the Haitian Revolution is very different from William Edgar
Easton’s or Langston Hughes’s; Roosevelt’s account of the battle on San
Juan Hill is very different from Ephraim McGirt’s. And again, black and
white versions of events not only documented history but also reinscribed
and reified categories of whiteness and blackness.

As I argue in Chap. 4, Carter G. Woodson’s articulation of Negro his-
tory was in dialogue with popular racist narratives. According to his biog-
rapher, his lifelong project was to counteract the negative effects of racist
images of Negroes, such as the popular film on white supremacy and the
perils of racial mixing, The Birth of a Nation (1915). The “blockbuster”
of its day, the 3-hour long silent black-and-white film—a remake of
Thomas Dixon Jr.’s 1906 play, The Clansman—played for over 40 weeks
when it was first released. Woodson feared that people, regardless of race,
might believe the history conveyed in the film and he sought to counter
it by founding the Association for the Study of Negro Life and History
(ASNLH) and subsequently Negro History Week to educate everyone in
the USA about the achievements of men and women of African descent
from around the world.*

Dramatic events, especially history plays, were a large portion of
History Week programs. Randolph Edmonds’s Yellow Death, for example,
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was performed at Douglass High School in Baltimore as part of annual
events in 1935 and aimed to set the record straight about the courage
of the Negro soldiers in the battle against the disease.’” The play offered
a counter-narrative to Sidney Howard and Paul de Kruif’s popular play,
Yellow Jack, which valorized white troops in the defeat of yellow fever in
Cuba during the War of 1898 and which had been written in 1933 and
staged widely in 1934.%% In 1938, Howard and de Kruif’s play became
a popular Hollywood film of the same title; 4 years later, in 1942, the
Associated Publishers, press of the ASNLH, published Edmonds’s play.
These layers of production and publication form a kind of palimpsest,
each erasing, reframing, and reinscribing the telling of events, not simply
in order to correct historical narrative, but to articulate racial difference
in contested layers of rhetorical and performative gesture. The overlay
of black and white versions of the story of yellow fever and other his-
torical narratives comprises a biracial palimpsest in which racial differ-
ence is marked and unmarked; the documents revise, erase, and reinscribe
one another. And in making statements about the USA, race, and valor,
both “black” and “white” versions erase Cuban involvement in the battle
against yellow fever, as I discuss more in Chap. 4.

Palimpsest allows for a conceptualization of three intertwined kinds of
racing and erasure at work in the materials discussed in this book: first,
the layering of black and white “versions” of historical events, especially
in dramatic literature and performance, regarding the War of 1898 and
the Haitian Revolution; second, in general, the silencing or erasure that is
already a part of the writing of history. Speaking palimpsestically, Michel-
Rolph Trouillot notes, “the production of traces is always also the creation
of silences” and the materiality of these traces and silences “sets the stage
for future historical narratives”—for ongoing reinscriptions and erasures.®’
The writing of history is always already the production of erasures and
silences that run along lines of power.

Most importantly, palimpsest is useful for conceptualizing how represen-
tations of Cuba and Haiti permitted Americans to perform race in different
ways—in other words, how racing and erasing permitted racial perfor-
mance. Palimpsest is productive for thinking about the ways that processes
of racialization consist of acts of marking and unmarking difference. As such,
palimpsest is less a site of racial inscription as conceived by Jacobson than
it is a way to think about the acts of authors, producers, performers, audi-
ences, and publishers as part of the mechanism through which racial differ-
ence and historical memory are marked and unmarked, raced and erased.
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In The Festive State: Race, Ethnicity, and Nationalism as Cultural
Performance, David Guss usefully frames up race as cultural performance,
which he understands as a site of “social action where identities and rela-
tions are continually being reconfigured.””® Cultural performances serve
as “discursive events” wherein notions of race, community, and nationality
are articulated, challenged, and reinscribed.”’ As active forms of cultural
production, they are disputed and ambiguous, and like theatrical perfor-
mances, they constitute and are constituted by “contemporary histori-
cal and social realities.””? Cultural performances are typically framed and
set off from “normative every day reality,” and through repeated stag-
ing, social and cultural meanings are queried, reframed, and redirected.”?
Guss, however, makes clear that cultural performances are not “texts” to
be read, but “fields of action” in which various groups negotiate power
relations and notions of community belonging.”* With this in mind, we
can fruitfully reconceptualize Jacobson’s palimpsest of race not so much
as a site of inscription but as a field of action. Cultural performances like
parades, war spectacle, Negro History Week, other forms of imperial spec-
tacle like military occupation, and the palimpsest of racial production itself
are fields of action that mediate and are mediated by social imaginaries.

The concept of “social imaginaries” describes the ways a group of people
think of themselves as a people through imagining their collective social
life (e.g. “nation,” “public,” or in this case, “race”). According to Dilip
Gaonkar, social imaginaries are a “fluid middle ground between embodied
practices and explicit doctrines.””® They are not categories of representa-
tional discourse that reflect the social form but are ways of understanding
“the social” that “become social entities themselves, mediating collective
life” (my italics).”® Like cultural performance, social imaginaries constitute
social experience; they are a middle ground, for example, between legal
instruments that produce race and the ways that race is embodied in daily
life and performance. In Marxism and Literature, Raymond Williams
argues for a shift away from reflective models of culture, wherein discrete
objects of thought or art are seen to reflect a preexisting social form,
towards a theory of mediation which looks at cultural forms as both form-
ing and being formed by material social processes. According to Williams,
the most damaging consequence of a theory of art and culture as reflec-
tion is that it suppresses the material social process which is the making of
any cultural form. For Williams, all forms of signification are “indissoluble
elements of the material social process itself, involved all the time both in
production and reproduction.”” Culture mediates, and is a mediation of,
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the social imaginary. Biracialism, as a type of social imaginary, mediates
and is mediated through “images, stories, legends, and modes of address
that constitute a symbolic matrix that cannot be reduced to theoretical
terms.””® As a performance studies project, this book thus takes cultural
performance and theatrical productions as fields of action that form and
are formed by the racial positions they might otherwise claim or seem
to express. The reflection model reifies ideological notions of identity in
ways that cannot serve an analysis, such as this, of how racial positions and
meanings are actively negotiated and contested through performance.

OUTLINE OF THE Booxk

Chapter 2, “Imperial Scripts and Vaudeville Skits: Faulty Memory and the
Power of Performance” builds on Jill Lane’s notion of colonial forget-
ting to examine the performative function of foreign policy documents
(the Monroe Doctrine and Roosevelt Corollary) and to analyze popular
burlesque and vaudeville entertainments, such as John Bruce’s Uncle Sam
(1893), Frank Hassall’s The World’s Champion American Boy (1896), and
Frank Tannehill’s Flags of the World (1898), as enactments of empire. In
particular, it explores the ways that imperial memory required performed
amnesia as evidenced in the cultural performance of war slogans like,
“Remember the Maine! To hell with Spain!” as well as in the Doctrine and
Corollary. Once the stakes of imperial forgetting are outlined, the chapter
concludes by accounting for some of the “faulty memory” of US empire
regarding Cuba and Haiti. As such, the chapter aims in part to contribute
to discussions of the “relationship between memory and history.”?”
Chapters 3, 4, 5 and 6 look at the emergence of pan-blackness and
pan-whiteness vis-a-vis representations of Cuba and Haiti. As such, the
chapters themselves form a kind of biracial palimpsest of black and white
“versions” of imagining Cuba and Haiti through performance: Chaps.
3 and 4 focus on Cuba while Chaps. 5 and 6 examine Haiti; Chaps. 3
and 5 focus on whiteness while Chaps. 4 and 6 explore configurations of
blackness. Chapter 3, “Patriotic Performance Culture and Whiteness: The
Trope of Old Glory in Cuba,” continues to examine the role of cultural
performance, cinema, and theatre in the making of empire and whiteness
by analyzing depictions of US military or corporate presence in Cuba, or
what I call the trope of Old Glory in Cuba. These include photographic and
cinematic images of the US flag being raised in Cuba, like the Edison film,
Raising Old Glory over Morro Castle (1899), the plays Old Glory in Cuba
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(1898) and The Cuban Spy (1899), as well as Teddy Roosevelt’s memaoir,
The Rough Riders (1899), and motion pictures that claim to depict reen-
actments of the Rough Riders in Cuba. By examining how whiteness is
represented in the plays, films, and memoir, we can trace the changing
parameters of whiteness (from variegated to multi-ethnic) and the vari-
ous strategies that were used to bolster its claims to power including acts
of feigned weakness and what I call the restored behavior of whiteness.
Chapter 4, “Re-Racing the Nation: From Cuba—A Drama of Freedom to
the Cultural Performance of Negro History Week,” continues to explore
representations of Cuba in performance but looks at pageantry and the-
atre in relation to changes in the sign of blackness in the USA. Here, too,
the primary method is to examine the ways race is depicted in the plays
and to theorize the ways theatrical performance created sites to recon-
figure the limits of blackness through acts of marking, misreading, and
erasing various differences among people of African descent. The chapter
provides an analysis of what may be the first Afro-American pageant in the
USA as well as one of the first analyses of Negro History Week that takes
the nation-wide festival as an example of cultural performance and which
examines the crucial role of theatrical performance to local festival events.

Chapters 5 and 6 focus on depictions of Haiti. Chapter 5, “Military
Occupation in Haiti: Staging Pan-Whiteness in a World of Color,” exam-
ines the context of occupation as a site, or “b(l)ackground” for the produc-
tion of the emergent multi-ethnic pan-whiteness. US Marines who were
not-quite-white were able to perform their new position in the context of
imperial takeover. The chapter thus takes military occupation as a form of
imperial cultural performance and the literature that documents its tours
of duty—novels by Marines like Craige and Wirkus, for example—as scripts
that enable future enactments of empire and whiteness.!®” The chapter
also explores the relation between whiteness, conquest, and consumption
by looking in particular at the figure of the cannibal in both Marine repre-
sentations and the first zombie horror film, White Zombie (1932). Chapter
6, “Staging the Haitian Revolution: Performing Blackness and the Role
of the Mulatta/0,” takes stock of the numerous plays on the theme of the
Haitian Revolution written in the USA by people of African descent and
investigates how the plays mediated the emergent pan-blackness through
interactions between black and racially mixed characters. The limited
scholarship on the plays tends to discuss them as positivist expressions
of a pre-existing blackness.!’! To challenge anachronistic understandings
of racial categories in the plays, the chapter performs a close comparative
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reading of the racial positions of the main characters in the Dessalinian
dramas, Easton’s Dessalines (1893), Matheus’s opera Ouanga (1932), and
Langston Hughes’s Emperor of Haiti (c. 1930). Changes in blackness over
the period in question become clearer through such comparison and by
scrutinizing racial positions in the productions. The chapter thus situates
the plays within the context of historical changes in US racial configu-
rations in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries in order to
shed light on the ways that Haiti’s revolution was useful to the produc-
tion of pan-blackness in the USA, to challenge what we think we under-
stand about Negro productions of the Haitian Revolution, and to explore
the repeated staging of these plays during the occupation of Haiti as an
extended cultural performance of resistance. The chapter thus reframes
the New Negro era as precisely the period in which pan-blackness emerges
and also expands the typical Harlem and Harlem Renaissance focus by
tracing productions in Boston, Hartford, Washington DC, Baltimore,
Detroit, Cleveland, Los Angeles, Galveston, and Chicago.

The plays discussed in Chap. 6 reclaim an event that is disavowed and
silenced and reproduce it as a very visible and repetitive mark of resis-
tance.'*” Indeed, one of the goals of Negro History Week and of the many
plays on the Haitian Revolution was to fill in the erasures of historical pro-
duction in order to produce alternative national and racial narratives. There
is tremendous resonance between Trouillot’s “various layers of silences”
and their use as “vantage points” from which to produce other histories
and the root meaning of the word, palimpsest.'*® Etymologically, palimp-
(from the ancient Greek, mdAv) means “again” and -sest (ynotdg), “to rub
smooth.” The latter shares the same Indo-European base as the Sanskrit
bhas- or psa, “to crush, chew, devour.” Palimp- is thus a repetition, some-
thing done again, a citation, a reiteration, a revolution, research, rehearsal,
performance; -sest is an erasure, a removal, a devouring.'” Embedded in
the structure of the term is repetition; something needs to be rubbed
smooth, again (palimp-). Something therefore needs to be reinscribed
again from the vantage points of erasure.

Chapter 7, “Biracial Palimpsests: Racing and Erasure in Black Empire
and Hauts,” examines two Federal Theatre Project (FTP) plays on the
historical Henri Christophe that trouble notions of Negro theatre because
they were staged by integrated Negro Units and were written and directed
by non-Negro artists. As a result, each play has been raced and erased
in some surprising ways in order to fit more neatly within the limits of
Negro theatre—through racial misattribution, stories of epic revision,
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and the persistent erasure of integration and interracial collaboration in
Negro Units as well as of the role of the mulatta, particularly in Hasti.
Indeed, Black Empire and Haiti are particularly useful for exploring the
late 1930s phase of biracialism in which pan-blackness and pan-whiteness
become fully dominant as well as for rethinking contemporary scholarship
on race and Negro Unit productions. A short postscript provides brief
closing comments on biracialism, Cuba, and Haiti from a contemporary
perspective.

CONTRIBUTIONS

This book contributes to the contemporary body of American studies
scholarship on the interconnections between race, nation, and US empire
and it does so primarily through the lens of performance studies. It draws
on a largely unique set of skits, plays, songs, cultural performance, and
popular amusements that depict either Cuba or Haiti and analyzes their
role in the production of empire and the reconfiguration of US racial
structures along increasingly biracial lines. It focuses on a select transna-
tional geography and timeframe, the US occupations of Cuba and Haiti,
partly because of their strategic position to the Canal and partly because
images of the two countries held tremendous currency in US popular cul-
ture between 1898 and 1940, not only as commercial products in cin-
ema, literature, and performance, but also as images that reshaped racial
identities and enacted the aims of empire. By examining performance that
trades in images of these two countries, the book sheds light on the ways
that race was performed in increasingly biracial terms through acts that
simultaneously marked and erased other kinds of difference. The book
thus offers insight into the roles of performance and popular culture in
the processes and structures of racialization and the development of US
empire at the turn of the twentieth century.

The book makes several critical gestures within a performance stud-
ies framework, such as analyzing foreign policy documents as performa-
tive speech acts that permit a series of imperial enactments from military
deployment to sustained occupation as well as the performance of biracial-
ized subject positions. The study provides new material regarding produc-
tions of several historical plays and discusses unknown historical material
including plays performed as part of early Negro History Week events,
vaudeville scripts, and popular songs. As such, it offers new insights into
late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century performance, broadly speak-
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ing. The research required extensive archival exploration, which resulted
in a number of surprising rewritings of current accounts in theatre history.
In particular, it challenges some ways of thinking about race and historical
performance studies. The contemporary categories of “black drama” or
“black theatre,” for example, reinscribe the biracial binary in ways that do
not account for the tremendous flux in racial categories in the early twen-
tieth century.'® In 1967, Loften Mitchell wrote Black Drama as part of
the critical turn of the Black Power movement.'” In many ways we have
inherited this legacy and only now are starting to bring scholarship on race
in American studies to bear on our readings of nineteenth- and twentieth-
century performance.!”” Many contemporary scholars writing on Harlem
theatre, for example, use terms like “black theatre” or “white society,” but
again, neither of these groups can be said to have existed in 1900 in the
way we understand them today. The online database, Black Drama, 1850~
Present, for example, is a wonderful trove of plays and ephemera, but is
proscriptive in the ways it understands race. Britannica also has a page on
“Black theatre” in its “American theatre” section. It is common to use
easy biracialisms and the politically useful terminology of today, however
neither is productive in a study that seeks to unpack a material history of
processes of racialization.'”®

To avoid reinscribing such biracialisms, I try to avoid using the terms
“black” or “white” unless they are in the primary source. Likewise, I use
the terms “Negro,” and “Afro-American” as I find them. If race is not
given, I default to either Negro or Afro-American rather than reinscribing
the black-white binary I am analyzing. However, by Chap. 7, it is almost
impossible to avoid the language of black and white, if only because pan-
whiteness and pan-blackness are dominant by the late 1930s. Even then,
however, I try to destabilize the binary by frequently using the term
“non-Negro” to decentralize white privilege or the awkward “pan-white”
to foreground that the white position is historically specific in this analysis.
As Diana Rebekkah Paulin argues, “the black-white encounter overshad-
ows the complex national and transnational web of relations between and
among the racially and ethnically diverse populations that came into play
between the Civil War and World War 1.”!%° This study hopes to unstitch
some of its power by looking at how the black-white dyad was increasingly
reified via images of Cuba and Haiti. As Grace Elizabeth Hale asks, “If we
understand the past as always having been only white and black, what will
be the catalyst that makes the future different?”!'® More importantly, if we
anachronistically understand the past in simplistic black and white we miss
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a chance to scrutinize the history of biracial reification and understand
more clearly how it continues to shape us today.

Looking at representations of Cuba and Haiti during this timeframe
allows us to see that while WWI, the Great Migration, and other factors
are key to such social changes regarding race, many of these processes
were already in play in the context of empire. For example, while tensions
among the Irish, Italian, or German immigrants who were considered
racially distinct groups are sometimes dramatized in Roosevelt’s memoir,
The Rough Riders (1899), and in theatrical productions of the War of
1898, it is also clear that military service in the context of empire offered
an early mechanism for the reconsolidation of whiteness, which both
Guterl and Jacobson date somewhat later, to the 1920s. Representations
of Cuba and Haiti are good locations to look for this biracial language
somewhat in anticipation of the timeline outlined by Guterl and Jacobson.
The book thus makes a substantial contribution to critical whiteness and
empire studies as well as to the growing body of literature on biracialism
in the USA. I also hope that rethinking palimpsest as a field of action may
be useful in other areas of inquiry.

Finally, the book contributes to the understanding of the roles that Cuba
and Haiti played in the emergence of US empire and offers a comparative
study that is typically limited by disciplinary conventions. Works on US
foreign policy are often more comprehensive in scope, taking up the Good
Neighbor Policy in its entirety, for example.''! International histories of
the Caribbean often focus on the legacies of former empires; discussions
are centered on transitions from colonialism to independence or remain
structured as Anglophone, Francophone, and so on.''> And while there are
excellent distinct histories, both political and cultural, of the US occupa-
tions of Cuba and Haiti, rarely is Cuba (a former Spanish colony) put in
critical, historical relationship with Haiti (a former French colony)—and
when it is, it is most often in the context of Haitian revolutionary studies
that examine the late cighteenth and early nineteenth centuries.''?
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CHAPTER 2

Imperial Scripts and Vaudeville Skits: Faulty
Memory and the Power of Performance

PERFORMING US EMPIRE: STAGES, DOCTRINES, SCRIPTS,
AND SKITS

The War of 1898 is typically described as the moment Uncle Sam some-
what reluctantly claims the spotlight on the world stage; indeed, the meta-
phor of the theatrum mundi is vital to the War’s historiography.! As Louis
A. Pérez Jr. notes, US historians writing between the two World Wars
celebrated 1898 as the country’s “point of debut on the global stage, an
affirmation of [its] place of importance in world affairs.”” The rhetorical
force of this narrative persists in both professional and popular contem-
porary historiography and its function continues to be to simultancously
occlude and announce Uncle Sam’s role as a global power.?

The scenario dramatizes Uncle Sam’s entrance onto a stage whose audi-
ence and players include the other nations of the world and its suddenness
downplays any prior motives by suggesting he was forced into his new
role. It minimizes the importance of other factors already building toward
the emergence of US global power, including the successtul industrializa-
tion and corporatization of its economy, or what Willard Gatewood refers
to as the “economic revolution of the late nineteenth century,” which had
largely prepared the country for transformation into an imperial power.*
The story of dramatic entrance is partly about forgetting this longer his-
tory of empire. Indeed, rather than a sudden change caused by belligerent
action or declaration of war, the emergence of US empire had followed
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the flow of capital to ever newer markets and more bountiful resources, as
dictated by the economic necessity of capitalism.

Writing in 1925, Scott Nearing and Joseph Freeman describe four
phases of US expansion from the middle of the eighteenth century—a
much slower movement than the scenario of dramatic entrance. These are
the settling of the Northwest territory; the movement into the Southwest;
“the tide of men and capital [that] flow[ed] across the plains and beyond
the Rockies and the Sierras to the Pacific,” and finally, “the movement
of American business enterprise into regions over which the flag of the
United States did not fly.”® Nearing and Freeman refer to the latter as
the period of economic imperialism. By the late nineteenth century, the
need to obtain foreign markets and to secure resources and pathways for
trade raised the urgency for geopolitical control of the Caribbean and
the isthmus. In order to accommodate these economic aims, the Monroe
Doctrine of 1823 was given increasingly broader interpretation, for exam-
ple, by means of the 1904 Roosevelt Corollary, in order to set the stage for
US intervention in Caribbean and Latin American countries that the USA
might declare guilty of chronic wrongdoing. The desires of US empire,
namely, to emerge as a global power with interoceanic trade and military
routes between the Pacific and the Atlantic and to claim new markets for
resources and exports, were achieved in part by a foreign policy that aimed
to limit rival powers in the area and to expand US interests. As such, the
Doctrine and the Corollary were scripts for staging and enacting the aims
of empire. Gretchen Murphy argues that the Doctrine “uses spatial con-
structs to build a worldview.”¢ Like the theatrum mundi, this worldview
becomes crucial to imagining empire—indeed the Doctrine in many ways
provides a basic script for Uncle Sam.

In “On Colonial Forgetting: The Conquest of New Mexico and Its
Historin,” Jill Lane argues that Spanish conquest consisted of “a com-
plex range of performative acts and rhetorical postures” that worked to
“advance, restage, and seal” the aims of Spanish empire.” These included
inscribing the monarch’s name on rocks, planting and unfurling the
Spanish flag, performing various ceremonies and religious dramas, and
especially public readings of the Requerimiento to “claim possession of the
lands in the name of the king.”® Citing J.L. Austin’s well-known concept
of performative speech acts, Lane notes that the Requerimiento is perfor-
mative precisely because it “enacts what it enunciates.”

Foreign policy documents like the Monroe Doctrine and the Roosevelt
Corollary (as well as the Platt Amendment, etc.) can be understood in
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similar ways. Although they are not read aloud in the context of occupa-
tion, they are invoked in order to make performative declarations (of war,
intervention, or occupation) and thus constitute a significant part of the
performative force through which US empire was produced. The 1823
Monroe Doctrine, for example, sought to limit European colonization in
the Americas in part to expand US control in the hemisphere. Addressing
the European countries in general—Russia, Great Britain, Spain, and
Portugal in particular—Monroe warns that the Americas were “not to
be considered as subjects for future colonization by any European pow-
ers,” and the USA would “consider any attempt on their part to extend
their system to any portion of this hemisphere as dangerous to [its] peace
and safety.”'” While Monroe clarifies that the USA would not interfere
with existing colonies or dependencies, he warns that any interference
by European countries with “the Governments who have declared their
independence and maintain it, and whose independence we have, on
great consideration and on just principles, acknowledged” would be
taken as a belligerent stance against the USA. He also promised that the
USA would remain neutral toward Spain’s former colonies—as long as
the USA recognized them as legitimate governments and provided they
remain stable.!!

In 1904, President Theodore Roosevelt discussed Monroe’s Doctrine
in a State of the Union Address. His statement has become known as the
Roosevelt Corollary; it states:

Chronic wrongdoing, or impotence which results in a general loosening of
the ties of civilized society, may in America, as elsewhere, ultimately require
intervention by some civilized nation, and in the Western Hemisphere the
adherence of the United States to the Monroe Doctrine may force the
United States, however reluctantly, in flagrant cases of such wrongdoing or
impotence, to the exercise of an international police power. If every country
washed by the Caribbean Sea would show the progress in stable and just
civilization which with the aid of the Platt amendment Cuba has shown
since our troops left the island, and which so many of the republics in both
Americas are constantly and brilliantly showing, all question of interference
by this Nation with their affairs would be at an end.'?

In two sentences, Roosevelt fully applies Monroe’s Doctrine to the aims
of economic imperialism. In the first, he repeats the rhetoric of “wrong-
doing” and “impotence” alongside the image of an allegedly reluctant
international police power—something that only becomes viable, it
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should be noted, with the completion of the Canal and resulting increase
in naval power.

By invoking the Corollary in order to performatively declare a particu-
lar country guilty of wrongdoing or incapable of “self-determination,”
the USA was able to achieve its own policy designs and economic interests
in targeted countries through military occupation, designation of protec-
torate status, declaration of war, and so on. The USA deployed rhetorics
of national interest and foreign need or disability in a series of foreign
policy documents that served as performatives in order not to describe or
even justify, but to enact and execute, its various economic and strategic
maneuvers. However, like the Requerimiento, the Doctrine and Corollary
required and were part of “a complex economy of inscription,” especially
in terms of performance. Equally necessary was the public buy-in to empire
that patriotic performance provides. As I address in the next section, plays,
chants, and popular performance forms mediated public participation in
the pursuit of imperial aims.

“KEeEeP Orr THE GRASS OF THIS ONE STRAND”: POPULAR
MEDIATIONS OF UNCLE SAM ON THE WORLD STAGE

The economy of imperial inscription included not only a performative for-
eign policy, but also a range of performances including vaudeville sketches,
public chants and songs, and the more brutal enactments of war and occu-
pation. As noted above, Monroe’s Doctrine uses spatial constructs to create
an imperial worldview. It envisions the hemisphere as a space in which the
USA supersedes former imperial powers and Roosevelt’s Corollary expands
the scope of that space as well as the country’s role as an international police
power. Late nineteenth-century performance culture similarly stages Uncle
Sam as the new global power and enforcer of the hemisphere; such imag-
inings were popular in burlesque and vaudeville entertainments like John
Bruce’s Uncle Sam (1893), Frank Hassall’s A versatile musical dvama, bur-
lesque, and spectacular and transformation ... entitled The World’s Champion
American Boy (1896), and the 1898 vaudeville spectacle, Flags of the World,
by Frank Tannechill, Jr."® In Bruce’s theatrical sketch, for example, Uncle
Sam threatens that the USA will “make nations tremble,” and “terrify every-
body.” He warns, “Boys, I'll fix them all so they will quit fightin” and keep
peace or I’ll blow them all to kingdom come.”'* The common focus on the
“world” in the titles suggests these entertainments functioned as theatrum
mundi that staged the position of the USA in a global context.
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Tannehill’s Flags of the World (1898) is a multi-media spectacle for a
cast of over 20 women, musical accompaniment, and projected film imag-
ery that embodies the aims of the Monroe Doctrine and stages US foreign
relations with other countries, both colonial and colonized. The play’s
cast of characters, all portrayed by “young” women, includes ENGLAND,
IRELAND, GERMANY, RUSSIA, CUBA, SPAIN, FRANCE, and
AMERICA as well as a dozen additional chorus girls, scantily-dressed as a
“living” US flag. These countries constituted some of the players against
which the USA then positioned itself on the “world stage.” All but Ireland
and Cuba were powerful European empires at the time or had been in the
recent past.

The women that portray the empires (England, Germany, Russia,
Spain, and France) are dressed in representative military uniform—even
CUBA carries a machete and wears an officer’s uniform from the Cuban
War of Independence against Spain. The only two characters not in mili-
tary uniform are IRELAND and AMERICA— the former is dressed
“becomingly as [an] Irish Peasant boy” and the latter as Uncle Sam.'® This
foregrounds Ireland’s colonial status and amplifies US exceptionalism as a
former British colony. It also demonstrates the ambivalent racial position
the Irish held in US society at the time. People of Irish, Italian, and Polish
descent were still categorized as different races by the US Immigration
Commission in 1911 and were not yet considered white in the way we
understand the term today.'¢

Each character occupies center stage individually and declares her rela-
tion to the USA; musical accompaniment and projected images complete
each scenario. The Edison Company had marketed its Vitascope in 1896
and soon had numerous competitors.!” Such projectors were therefore
quite popular in variety houses and theatres across the USA for screen-
ing short films and for integrating images directly into sketches and
spectacles.!® Tannehill referred to these projected images as “pictorial
embellishments.” When the character finishes her lines, she moves to the
other side of the stage and strikes a pose while the act continues. The
staging borrows from the conventions of the popular follies or burlesque
repertoires in the use of an entirely female cast as well as in its chorus girl
ending and provocative costuming.

As the first character to enter the stage and present a monologue,
ENGLAND highlights the Anglo origins of US culture and declares an
imperial-filial bond. Once in the spotlight, she draws a sword and salutes
the audience; “God Save the Queen” plays pianissimo in the background.
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The projected images include Queen Victoria surrounded by the English
flag, the Prince of Wales in uniform, and a portrait of the Prime Minister.

ENGLAND: If against some foreign power
You had to make a stand

You’d find, that England’s hands and hearts
Would reach across the sea

For after all is said and done

We’re all her progeny."”

This last line enunciates the white Anglo-Saxon roots of US imperialism—
a kind of rightful inheritance that will be backed by England’s promise of
support (“we”). Once this genealogy is established, the playwright char-
acterizes the other empires and nations in order to finally stake US claims.

Spain is depicted as an aging former power—ripe for replacement
according to the logic of imperial transition:

SPAIN: Once the Dons, held half the world
And O’er it saw, their flag unfurled

Now stronger nations, bid us stay

And tell us what to do, and say...?

The “stronger nations” include, above all others, the USA, which quickly
and successfully concluded its attack against Spain in both the Philippines
and Cuba. The images projected during SPAIN’s monologue were, in
order, a picture of Columbus, “the Boy King of Spain and his Mother”
surrounded by the Spanish flag, and General Weyler, head of the Spanish
Army fighting to keep control of Cuba. This sequence of images, taken
with SPAIN’s lines, compresses the Spanish imperial gesture from
Columbus through Cuban colonization.

A defenseless CUBA then takes the spotlight, giving voice to annex-
ationist and interventionist desires. The “Cuban National Air” plays and
a telling sequence of images is projected: a Cuban flag signifying inde-
pendence, Cuban Generals Maceo and Gémez in uniform (leaders of
the Cuban Army of Independence fighting against Spain), and the single
word: “annexation.”

CUBA: Years of suffering, years of sorrow
Waiting for that bright tomorrow
That must come, if strength is left us
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Though of all, Spain has bereft us.
Hear ye not, so near your sea

Poor Cuba’s cry for Liberty?

Will you see us fall, or see us stand
Shall we have the help of Yankee land??!

CUBA’s monologue plays on the rhetoric of neighborly assistance to the
weak and imperiled, which many used to justitfy US intervention. Despite
the realities of US foreign policy, much of the public’s resistance to ideas
of expansionism was successfully diffused through such gestures. As Pérez
notes, “That the public imagination could persuade itself that the call to
arms represented a summons to deliver an oppressed New World people
from the clutches of an Old World tyranny served to consecrate the virtue
of the US purpose.”??

In line with this, the character AMERICA, dressed as Uncle Sam, is
the last to claim center stage—staging US emergence as the final scene
in a line of imperial powers. Unlike the other countries/characters in the
play, who enter the stage alone, AMERICA is accompanied by a dozen
girls dressed, follies-style, as the US flag: “the color of their tights being
one leg white, one leg red, the bodies covered with stars and stripes,”
while the music to “Yankee Doodle” plays during the first part of the
monologue:

AMERICA: Independence! That’s the word
And we won it, by the sword

Though it came late in the day

The Republic’s here, and here to stay.
America, garden spot of earth

You bet I’m proud, you gave me birth.
Go where you will, around, about
When you leave America

You’re camping out.

[...]

Fight if you will

Grab each other’s land

But keep oft the grass

Of this one strand.

Let the eagle doze

And you won’t strike a snag
Defense—not offense—

Says Columbia’s Flag.??
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The monologue closes with a series of projected images, including Old
Glory and—in a pictorial display of empire—a picture of President
McKinley surrounded by the US, Cuban, and Hawaiian flags. Meanwhile,
the chorus girls line up to the accompaniment of “The Star-Spangled
Banner.” The stage directions note, “When the line ‘in triumph still
wave’ is sung, the cloaks of girls are removed,” revealing what Tannehill
described as “The Living American Flag” (10). The curtain is lowered to
the firing of guns and fireworks in ejaculatory display as the highly eroti-
cized flag delights the audience.

The female actors in feminized military garb perform as surrogates
for the real characters in this drama of imperial surrogation—the King
of England, the King of Spain, President McKinley, and so on—the men
whose projected images flicker almost spectrally on stage. In each scenario,
the masculine image frames and is framed with the iconography of military
uniforms, flags, hymns, and the erotic performance of female actors. The
emergence of US empire on the stage is accompanied by all manner of
spectacle that directs attention away from its economic and geo-political
aims; the uncloaking of its power takes place just prior to the final curtain.

Hassall’s The World’s Champion American Boy (1896) also stages US
desires for hemispheric if not global domination. At the end of the bur-
lesque spectacle, the blond-haired hero participates in a scene of fantastical
glory; the stage directions intend to produce the easily identifiable climax
of nationalist iconography:

Uncle Sam standing back of eagle from six to twelve feet high, and back
of eagle left, Goddess of Liberty from six to twelve feet high. In center,
back of eagle, between Uncle Sam and Liberty, figure of World’s Champion
American Boy, reaching up to Sam and Liberty, for the Champion Cup and
the Champion Belt of the world.**

The language of cup and belt references masculine sports like boxing or
wrestling and suggests physical fitness and strength. In this scenario, the
“World’s Champion American Boy,” an embodiment of the physically
fit “young nation,” literally reaches out to claim his trophies under the
approving gaze of the almost parental figures of Liberty and Sam.
Sketches and stage directions constitute a large portion of variety stage
and vaudeville scripts, which tend to be light on dialogue and focus more
on action and visual and performance imagery. Hassall’s The World’s
Champion American Boy, or Bruce’s Uncle Sam have very little dialogue at
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all, are poorly written, and are comprised almost entirely of directions and
notes for sketches. Traditionally, these kinds of pieces would not be ana-
lyzed, at least not with the tools of dramatic literary criticism. Moreover,
stage directions are typically disregarded in analysis partly because they
may not reflect what occurred in any given performance or are seen as sup-
plemental. Nonetheless, analyzing stage directions is fruitful because such
parenthetical comments mark a space where action and image impinge
upon the stability of the text and especially because it allows us to record
the repeated use of flags, hymns, popular songs, and the figures of Uncle
Sam, Yankee Doodle, and so on, in theatrical productions of the period.

The repetition of patriotic imagery is especially useful for understand-
ing how the nation’s new role as empire was imagined through perfor-
mance. By attending such popular productions, theatregoers in different
urban communities throughout the USA consumed recognizable patri-
otic tropes, songs, scenarios, and so on. According to Benedict Anderson,
the formation of a collective from an aggregation of localized groups is
achieved when communities begin to read and share the same images and
stories.?® Arguably, then, patriotic performance culture constitutes a site of
such collective formation. The theatregoing community in the USA was
increasingly motivated by patriotic imagery in contemporary plays, films,
and songs—and vaudeville stages constituted popular fields of action for
imagining and participating in the new role of empire.

REMEMBER THE MAINE! PATRIOTIC PERFORMANCE
AND IMPERIAL FORGETTING

Let us return to the War of 1898. The popular history of the War suggests
that while the USA was in favor of Cuban independence from Spanish
colonial rule, it had been able to remain neutral until February 15, when
the battleship USS Maine exploded in Havana Harbor (/o Bahia de in
Habana). Responding to immediate and persistent public outcry, the US
government was forced to declare war against Spain, thus thrusting Uncle
Sam into the limelight. Again, this narrative cleanly erases any machina-
tions toward establishing US military and economic imperialism in the
Caribbean and replaces them with the image of a just nation, one that
had no choice but to defend its honor. The eruption of crisis instantly
removes all suspicion of ulterior imperial motive, despite the long history
of attempted purchases and annexations and US concerns over the par-
ticipation of Cubans of African descent in the growing rebellion against
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the Spanish, about which I say more below. In this narrative, Uncle Sam
emerges as the unwitting hero of a defenseless Cuba—one that would have
preferred to stay out of it, if not for what was easily read as a targeted act of
aggression. A single tragic event ignites the call for a swift retribution even
though the explosion was never proven to be the result of Spanish guile.
The sudden crisis event and the ensuing public outcry—a widespread,
large-scale cultural performance—were orchestrated partly through the
inflammatory “yellow journalism” of William Randolph Hearst’s New
York Journal and Joseph Pulitzer’s New York Worid and provided the US
government with a reason to declare war and finally occupy Cuba. Soon,
the streets were filled with chants of “Remember the Maine! To hell with
Spain!”—according to Henry B. Russell’s 1898 history of the War, it was
the “catch-phrase of the day,” heard everywhere.”” The rhymed pair of
exclamations trades in remembering and forgetting—remembering US
losses precisely in order to forget (to hell with) Spanish claims to Cuba.
Michael Rogin demonstrates how US foreign policy is converted into
amnesia-inducing nationalizing spectacle in order to mobilize the popu-
lation—and while his subject is the First Gulf War, the argument holds
true in the case of the spectacle that surrounded the war effort and the
sinking of the USS Maine.”® “Remember the Maine! To hell with Spain!”
is an amnesia inducing discursive and performance strategy that produces
a faulty memory from the start—the memory of an event that never
quite occurred, at least not as imagined (the sinking of a US ship by the
dastardly Spanish). This “faulty memory” is not the result of transmis-
sion across time and space, nor is it simply a form of selective memory.
It is an invented memory produced and performed at multiple sites, dis-
seminated widely and quickly. “Remember the Maine...” reverses the
relationship of memory to historical event—here, patriotic remembering
is a prologue to the production of imperial forgetting. There is a relation-
ship between the performative enactment of US empire and an inbuilt
requirement for imperial forgetting that is strikingly similar to Jill Lane’s
claim that the spectacle of Spanish conquest ultimately revealed and fig-
ured its own forgetting.”” Indeed, the performance of patriotic memory
mediated, to a large extent, the very war: in the days, weeks, and months
between the explosion of the Mazne and the landing of the US military
in Cuba, performances of remembering erupted across the country. The
amusements section of the Sunday Philadelphin Inquirer, dated May 15
1898, for example, ran an advertisement titled “Remember the Mazine!”
It announced a “Grand Patriotic Evening” at the Academy of Music: “All
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the National songs to be sung by prominent artists assisted by a chorus
of 80 voices and military band. Prominent speakers will address the audi-
ence.”®” Such public events were widely popular and as the ad indicates,
song was an especially important form of patriotic expression.

For Joseph Roach, the “social processes of memory and forgetting,
familiarly known as culture, may be carried out by a variety of performance
events, from stage plays to sacred rites, from carnivals to the invisible ritu-
als of everyday life.”3! Performance, broadly conceived, was a primary site
for the production of patriotism and the faulty memory that facilitated
imperial performance—patriotic spectacle as well as military occupation.
There are at least twenty-seven songs in the Library of Congress catalog
on the topic of the Maine—twenty have “Remember the Maine” in the
title—and most were published immediately after the crisis by professional
music houses. Patriotic memory is an imperative in “Boys! Remember
the Maine” and “Remember boys, the Maine.” In “Remembered is the
Maine” and two songs titled “Maine Remembered,” the act of remember-
ing takes place in the past—a fait accompli; others like “Off to Remember
the Maine” or “We’ll Not Forget the Maine” project memory into the
future—as a patriotic promise of never-forgetting. Some honor the loss of
human life in the imperial project and aim to pluck the heartstrings, such
as “My Sweetheart went down with the Maine”; others swear revenge, like
“Avengers of the Maine.”??

The songs were published widely, from New Hampshire to New York
City and New Orleans; from Washington D.C., Pittsburgh, Cincinnati,
Chicago, Indianapolis, Detroit, and small towns in Kansas to Alabama,
Nashville, Los Angeles, and San Francisco. This was a nationwide per-
formance spectacle of imperial memory—one that included formal and
informal commemorations accompanied by songs such as “Our Navy
Signal-Remember the Maine,” patriotic speeches, public chants of
“Remember the Maine! To hell with Spain!” as well as drunken sing-
alongs and bleary-eyed dances to songs like, “Remember the Maine: The
Last Ship Waltz.” All of this unified the country in simultaneous acts of a
shared affective patriotism for the first time since the Civil War—all of this
performance aimed to “advance, restage, and seal” the aims of economic
imperialism.*

In his work on nationalism in Cuba, Gregory T. Cushman argues that
the “acts of ‘memory and forgetting’ involved in historical consciousness”
are not only mediated through print language (newspapers, periodicals, and
books)—but also through music.** Indeed, published scores constitute a
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print language that requires communal performance—after the sheet music
is purchased, people gather, in both private and public contexts, to play,
sing, dance, and listen together. Shared performance forms such as sing-
ing, chanting, or just being part of the audience at an event, provide an
“experience of simultaneity” with others and create affective moments of
imagining [the nation as] shared community. Anderson’s concept of “uni-
sonance” describes the felt performance of such an imaginary by individuals
who become invested in the performance-capital of the collective forma-
tion.® He writes, “How selfless this unisonance feels! If we are aware that
others are singing these songs precisely when and as we are, we have no idea
who they may be, or even where, out of earshot, they are singing. Nothing
connects us all but imagined sound.”?®

The sheer volume of rhetorical and performance strategies surrounding
the sinking of the Maine—the press, public events, chants, and songs—
encouraged the doublethink required in order to remember to forget (to
forget imperial aims and declare war, to forget concern over continued
revolution in Cuba, even to forget Cuba in the popular naming of the
military event: the Spanish-American War). This remembering to forget is
similar to the anti-conquest strategies described by Mary Louise Pratt—
strategies whereby US subjects claim the benefits of altruism even as they
assert the need for expansion.’”” As David Trask notes, the “American
people went to war convinced that they had embarked on an entirely self-
less mission for humanity.”?

The popular narrative of the War of 1898 thus accomplishes several era-
sures and produces several revisions, substitutions, and surrogations. It is
a palimpsestic narrative—trading in erasures and reinscriptions. The image
of the just nation suffering at the hands of a villain obscures the imperialist
aims of the USA in Cuba and justifies the prompt removal of the Spanish
empire from the tropical islands on either side of the isthmus—a strategic
erasure of imperial competition and an insertion of US power that marks
the beginnings of an outright imperial surrogation in the hemisphere, one
which culminates, on some level, with the opening of the Panama Canal.
Imperialist and racist aims were embedded if not fully erased through an
appeal to “memory”—by remembering the Maine, national memory was
kept focused on its own loss and was thus able to forget about US desires
for a kind of imperial succession.

In 1984, Orwell wrote, “All history was a palimpsest, scraped clean and
reinscribed as often as was necessary” in order to map onto the totalitar-
ian regime’s political aims.*” Nor is such a view of historiography entirely
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fictional. Trouillot’s Silencing the Past: Power and the Production of History,
argues that the production of historical narratives is about power and that
historiography, archive-making, and so on, trade heavily in silences and
erasures.*’ Faulty memory allows citizens to reconcile democratic prin-
ciples and national fantasies of altruism with imperial projects such as
war and the invasion of countries that were strategic to US interests. As
Jennifer DeVere Brody notes, “faulty memories” facilitate “the telling of
hegemonic (white) American history.”*!

SKETCHES OF IMPERIAL FORGETTING

The imperial forgetting facilitated by Uncle Sam’s dramatic entrance
on the “world stage” and the call to “Remember the Mazne!” obscures
the longer development of US empire and downplays prior interest in
Cuba and in Haiti. Indeed, the US government long had its eye on
Cuba. The USA wanted financial control of the island and tried to pur-
chase it from Spain several times in the nineteenth century: James Polk
offered $100 million in 1848, Franklin Pierce offered $130 million in
1854 and the Grant administration also considered purchase. Before the
Civil War, many southern slaveholders supported annexation to create
another strong agricultural center and strengthen the slaveholding posi-
tion, especially as Western expansion reduced slaveholding states in the
Union.*> The sinking of the Maine justified these desires and required
the imperial performative: a declaration of war against Spain and military
and economic intervention in Cuba. Yet the desires and concerns that the
faulty imperial memory occludes have roots in the mid-nineteenth cen-
tury when the USA contemplated Cuba’s possession and imagined—with
extreme anxiety—the possibility of “another Haiti.” The 1895 war for
independence, Grito de Baire, was more successful than previous attempts
at revolution and posed a concern to both Spanish colonials and the US
government.*® The insurgent armies launched a military confrontation
that threatened the resources of bourgeois prominence and in response,
the planter class in Cuba cried out for US intervention and annexation.**
Pérez notes that the Cuban revolutions of the nineteenth century not
only threatened traditional colonial rule, agricultural production, and
property values in Cuba, but also challenged US colonial fantasies and
renewed anxieties about the Haitian Revolution.*® Indeed, the purposes
for occupying Cuba had not changed between 1848 and 1898, but the
presentation had.*¢
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It could be argued that US interest in Cuba and Haiti begins with
the Haitian Revolution (1791-1804). Many Americans viewed the exis-
tence of the Black Republic as a threat to the practice of slavery and by
extension, the economy; the new Haiti was capable of striking “terror
in the hearts of slaveholders throughout the region.”*” Such discourses
refer to the Haitian Revolution as a dangerous, excessively violent, and
primitive slave uprising rather than a legitimate postcolonial project based
on the precepts of equality, fraternity, and liberty in order to silence it as
“unspeakable,” “unthinkable,” or totally “incomprehensible.”*® Trouillot
clarifies that “in most places outside of Haiti, more than a century after it
happened, the revolution was still largely unthinkable history.”** Not only
was it “unthinkable before” it happened and “thought impossible by its
contemporaries,” but the story of the Haitian Revolution is also “silenced
by historians.”*® Sibylle Fischer similarly unpacks the unspeakability of
the successful revolution and argues for its centrality in the emergence of
modernity in the Americas—a centrality she argues is nonetheless repeat-
edly disavowed.?! And in the groundbreaking, “Hegel and Haiti,” Susan
Buck-Morss argues that Haiti is crucial to understanding Hegel’s master—
slave narrative because its revolution is blatantly under erasure in the phi-
losopher’s work.*? For Buck-Morss, Hegel was aware of the revolution in
St. Domingue; it had been discussed at length in newspapers and journals
he regularly read. She concludes that the real world revolution of slaves
and mulattos was germane to his articulation even as it had to remain
unacknowledged. Building from this work, it becomes possible to make a
convincing argument that Haiti is also an unnamed and unnamable target
of Monroe’s Doctrine.

Indeed, while it remains unnamed in the Doctrine, Haiti could not
have been absent from mind in 1823 when concern over its threat to the
US institution of slavery was high.>* Let us return to the issue of acknowl-
edgement or recognition in Monroe’s paragraphs above because it is
essential to determining the aim of his warning. Recognition is the pro-
cess whereby already existing governments acknowledge a modern nation
and its “international legal status.”®* In 1821, not long after securing the
purchase of Florida, the USA recognized five newly independent Latin
American countries—all former colonies of Spain: Chile, Argentina, Peru,
Colombia (which then included Venezuela and Ecuador) and Mexico.
Within two years of Monroe’s address, another six nations would be
acknowledged: Honduras, Guatemala, Nicaragua, Costa Rica, El Salvador,
and Brazil. The Jeffersonian de facto principle of recognition, “whereby
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governments are recognized automatically regardless of their nature,” had
only one exception at the time of Monroe’s address—Haiti.*® To bring up
recognition criteria at all, then, is to single out Haiti without having to
name it. Neither Spanish colony nor recognized government, Haiti is the
unarticulated exception to Monroe’s promise of non-interference.

Monroe performs an almost forced nonchalance given the prominence
of Haiti in US discourse at the time. The Black Republic had claimed
its independence a mere 19 years before Monroe’s address and Haitian
independence had violently challenged the culture of slavery thus mak-
ing a tremendous impact on neighboring countries.*® Eric Williams notes
that Thomas Jefferson was very “apprehensive of the repercussions of the
Saint-Domingue slave revolution, which precipitated a slave uprising in
his native Virginia.”*” The Revolution’s repeatability is what so troubled
the white, slave-owning imagination.*® In 1811, little more than a decade
before Monroe’s address, one of the best-organized revolts in North
American history occurred in the new state of Louisiana when over 500
enslaved marched into New Orleans under Haitian officers.®” And just 1
year before Monroe’s Address, the leader of Haiti, President Jean-Pierre
Boyer—a gens de coulenr who had fought in Haiti’s revolution—suc-
cessfully unified the north and south of the Republic and controlled the
former Spanish colony of Santo Domingo.®® It is hard to imagine that
Monroe was not addressing the Black Republic even if direct mention
was both unnecessary because commonly understood and conceptually
impossible in a Presidential address, given the USA denied recognition of
Haiti until 1862.

Black subjectivity and a legitimate black government forged through
a successful race, class, and labor revolution was inconceivable in an eco-
nomic system established on slavery and white hegemonic rule. One did
not need to speak it—and a President could not run the risk of doing
so. According to the Afro-pessimism of Frank B. Wilderson III, “Black
stbjeetivity” (subjectivity under erasure) is structured as a “void”—the
very absence of relational status—and this structural void “haunts the
socius.”®! In a sense, nineteenth-century Haiti was a national equivalent
to this structural void—nationhood under erasure; a nation that did not
possess relational status and yet haunted the USA even at the turn of the
twentieth century. Haiti’s absence is no oversight in Monroe’s narrative—
his speeches were carefully crafted. More than a betrayal of white anxiety
about race revolution, it is a denial of black subjectivity on any level—a
thorough refusal of recognition.
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While the USA did not recognize Haiti and grant diplomatic sta-
tus until 1862, it held interests in Haiti as early as 1847 when it first
attempted to establish naval bases at Samana Bay in the recently indepen-
dent Dominican Republic and the Mole St. Nicholas on the northwest
coast of Haiti at the mouth of the Windward Passage. In 1891, the USA
sent a considerable fleet to Port-au-Prince and threatened to seize the
Mole, but the Haitian government refused to negotiate and the fleet was
recalled.®? US warships deposited Marines on Haitian soil no fewer than
eight times between 1867 and 1900 for limited time-periods without for-
mally declaring occupation and with little effect.®® US capital, however,
was succeeding in its penetration of the Black Republic: by 1897, Haiti
had already petitioned US banks for loans totaling millions of dollars.®*

By 1898, the USA was concerned over the so-called vulnerabilities of
Cuba and Haiti—the former under a weak Spanish rule and the latter to
various European countries that sought to recoup loans. Yet attempts to
purchase Cuba and control Haiti by means of finance and capital were
not only intended to reduce European interference in the hemisphere in
accordance with the Monroe Doctrine or to claim the island nations as
productive markets, but were also aimed at reducing what was seen as a
threat to US racial and political hegemony. Pérez claims that US inter-
vention in Cuba had less to do with concern over Spanish power in the
region than with growing concern that the “rebel insurgents” would suc-
ceed: “intervention was as much against the expanding Cuban claim of
sovereignty as the declining Spanish claim.”®® Moreover, Roosevelt, Elihu
Root, and other prominent imperialists were well aware of the strategic
importance of Cuba regarding plans for the construction of a canal at
the isthmus.%® This is clearest in the timing of the Roosevelt Corollary
and construction on the Panama Canal, both 1904, and in the choice to
install a “permanent” US military base in Guantinamo Province on the
Windward Passage in 1898 rather than on the Florida Straits, which bor-
ders US shores.

The imperial performance made possible through the Doctrine and
Corollary requires that national memory functions like a palimpsest. The
remembering to forget performed with “Remember the Maine!” was a
kind of whitewashing that reconciled a heroic national image with its
increasingly imperial aims. But the kind of imperial memory at work
regarding the Haitian Revolution requires a more persistent blacking
out—a conceptual redaction, which haunts the nation, largely unspo-
ken. Always present was the specter of the Haitian Revolution and the
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capacity for “another Haiti.” Indeed, the Revolution’s repeatability—
its capacity to be rewritten, reproduced, restaged—is also what made it
useful to the production of pan-blackness over the following decades,
culminating with the early twentieth-century occupation of Haiti, as I
discuss in Chap. 6.

§§§

Denying long-standing financial, geo-political, and racial concerns, and
using the sinking of the Maine as impetus, the USA formally declared
war against Spain on April 25, 1898 and immediately prepared for mili-
tary deployment to Cuba. Between June 10 and 23, US troops landed in
Guantinamo, Siboney, and Daiquiri. Battles were fought at Las Guasimas
on June 24, El Caney and San Juan Hill on July 1, and Santiago de Cuba
on July 3. On July 17, Spanish forces surrendered at Santiago de Cuba
and the US military occupation began with the raising of the US flag,
that other performative component. The Platt Amendment, which went
into effect in 1902, performatively created the space for US intervention.
According to Pérez, the Amendment served as the “principal instrument
of [US] hegemony” and transformed “the substance of Cuban sovereignty
into an extension of the US national system.”?’

Platt also marked the beginning of “cocktail time in Cuba,” as an
eponymous 1928 US guidebook declared, and the party lasted until the
Revolution of 1959.% To be sure, “it was the Americans who were drink-
ing the cocktails and Cubans who were being told to hurry up and bring
them.”%” “Cocktail time” can be understood as a performative space in
which US imperialism is put on display via conspicuous consumption of
the exotic other and in which a kind of drunken after-effect, an intoxication
of empire, produces amnesia about imperial violence and machinations.
According to Greg Grandin, concepts like “occupation” and “protector-
ate status” are used to disguise acts of invasion, guerrilla warfare, and
so on.”” They belong to what Joseph A. Fallon calls the “murky zone”
of US imperial activities.”! Through performative declaration of occupa-
tion or protectorate status (via invocation of the Roosevelt Corollary),
the USA was finally able to set up a series of naval bases in the Caribbean.
By turning Haiti and the DR into protectorates, the USA had by 1914,
finally “acquired the Mole St. Nicholas in the former, and the Samana
Bay in the latter, as first class naval bases.””> From Guantinamo in Cuba
and the Mole in Haiti, it thus commanded the Windward Passage and
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from Puerto Rico and the DR, the smaller Mona Passage.”® The Panama
Canal was central to US naval and imperial power—and occupied Cuba
and Haiti were its heraldic guardians.

In 1939, The Gentleman’s Companion Volume II, Being an Exotic
Drinking Book or, Avound the World with Jigger, Beaker and Flask, pub-
lished the recipe for a drink named “Remember the Maine!” The ingre-
dients include rye whiskey, Italian vermouth, cherry brandy and absinthe
and the recipe narrative tells of a “hazy memory of a night in Havana.””*
It seems a perfect formula for imperial memory—something that hap-
pens in between the promise to remember of the title and the forgetting
typically associated with absinthe consumption. The night being remem-
bered, in fact, does not occur in 1898, but during the “unpleasantness of
1933, when each swallow was punctuated with bombs going off on the
Prado.””® The false memory of 1898 invoked by “Remember the Maine”
is taken up, emptied out, and adapted as a generic structure, a recipe for
adventure, and a way to delegitimize the political aims of the 1933 revo-
lutionary movement under Ramoén Grau San Martin in Cuba.”® The scene
described in the recipe book depicts an American “gentleman”—a cosmo-
politan man of empire—drinking rye and absinthe at the Hotel Nacional
while another revolution unfolds on the streets. The “hazy memory”
caused by this drink is strikingly similar to—and another instance of—the
imperial memory invoked through the call to “Remember the Maine!”
Remembering a version of an event that in some sense did not occur (the
Spanish probably did not sink the Maine) enables the war that erases Spain
and permits an imperial surrogation, which is disavowed in the very acts
of performed memory (chanting, singing, drinking) that in some sense
start the process in the first place and permit the repetition of future hazy
memories in other murky zones of empire.
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CHAPTER 3

Patriotic Performance Culture
and Whiteness: The Trope of Old Glory
in Cuba

We have heard you, Cuba, heard you,
And your cry is not in vain,

We are coming now to free you

From the tyranny of Spain!

We are coming! We are coming!

We are coming with Old Glory

To o’er turn the rule of Spain!”

—“We Are Coming with Old Glory” (popular tune, 1898)

Following the loss of the USS Maine, there was an explosion of patriotic
performance as the US public first demanded and then prepared for war.
Flag-waving and chants, public events and amusements, theatrical skits
and numerous songs that called to “Remember the Maine” were com-
mon fare. And the US flag was everywhere; the object performance of
“Old Glory” was not limited to fervent public display but also saturated
the stage and popular media, including what may be the first “American
war film,” which depicts the US ensign being raised in place of the Spanish
colors in Cuba.! The massive military spectacle of preparation for the war
effort was itself dramatic: Teddy Roosevelt’s “Rough Riders,” a regiment
of almost 800 men and an equal number of horses, made its way by train
from San Antonio, where the men had trained, to Tampa for deployment
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to Cuba. Thousands flocked to the southern stations where the volun-
teer regiment frequently stopped to care for its horses; in his 1899 mem-
oir, The Rough Riders, Roosevelt describes the scenario as one of prideful
excitement: “Everywhere the people came out to greet us and cheer us.
They brought us flowers; they brought us watermelons and other fruits,
and sometimes jugs and pails of milk [...].”* All told, over 300,000 men
in enlisted units were deployed to the island from all over the country and
thousands more organized themselves in multiple volunteer regiments.?

Patriotic popular culture and the daily activities of the war effort
coalesced to form an extended cultural performance of people and objects.
Twain’s The War Prayer (1905) describes the scenario as a series of repeti-
tive gestures and actions—daily, men enlist, volunteer, and march while
family members and sweethearts cheer; nightly, people speak, applaud,
preach, and cry together.* In Twain’s spectacle of patriotism, objects per-
form metonymically for the power of the nation: drums beat, bands play,
flags flutter, toy pistols pop and firecrackers sputter. “On every hand” a
flag waves and “in every heart” burns the “holy fire of patriotism” mark-
ing the bodies of the citizenry through affective unisonance—over the
“spread of roofs and balconies” the “fluttering wilderness of flags” stitches
together public and private spaces.®

The War of 1898 harnessed “the singular power of nationalism,” namely
“its capacity to organize a sense of popular, collective unity through the
management of mass national commodity spectacle.”® As such, the War
itself can be considered a form of mass commodity spectacle. In addi-
tion to the “yellow journalism” of the day, which assured sensationalized
coverage, the spectacle of performance—especially in multi-use theatre
spaces that incorporated theatrical, curio, and motion picture entertain-
ments—was a primary field of action for the production of the war effort.
The staging of this spectacular nationalism haunts a range of popular cul-
tural productions from various plays and popular songs to the first motion
pictures that represented war on variety show stages across the country,
thus facilitating the performative aims of US foreign policy. As noted in
the previous chapter, for example, the chant, “Remember the Maine! To
hell with Spain!” was crucial to initiating the war effort and a wide range
of performances invoked the trope.

Another popular theme of patriotic performance culture was the trope
of “Old Glory in Cuba.” Indeed, the US flag saturated the media and
popular culture, repeatedly staging the scene of surrogation—the trope of
Old Glory in Cuba is a metonymic image for US presence on the island
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and all that it enabled for the production of whiteness and empire. Indeed,
the “key performative gesture” that sealed the moment of takeover and
the defeat of the Spanish was the ceremonious raising of the US flag in
place of the Spanish colors.” Performative speech acts function by enact-
ing that which they enunciate, but the raising of the US flag functions in
a slightly different performative manner, which is to say that it enunciates,
or announces, that which it enacts, namely the moment of surrogation in
which the USA replaces Spain in Cuba and more broadly, the hemisphere.
The cultural materials that comprise the trope of Old Glory in Cuba include
the object performance of the US flag in print media and motion pic-
tures such as Raising Old Glory over Morro Castle (1899), vaudeville plays
that depict both US military and market presence in Cuba such as Frank
Dumont’s The Cuban Spy (1899) and the eponymous Old Glory in Cuba
(1898) by Thomas Beaty, and the staging of US military presence in Cuba
as personified in the figure of the Rough Rider in early motion pictures
such as Skirmish of Rough Riders (1899) and US Infantry Supported by
Rough Riders at El Caney (1899), as well as in Teddy Roosevelt’s memoir,
The Rough Riders (1899). These are the materials explored in this chapter.

An analysis of the material that makes up the trope of Old Glory in
Cuba demonstrates the crucial role of patriotic performance to the pro-
duction of empire and the war effort. It allows me to map the shifts in
whiteness and show that Cuba was a prime site for playing out its param-
eters. Over the half-century prior to the War, there had been growing
debate regarding the criteria for whiteness in the USA, and by extension
citizenship, due in large part to increased immigration from Europe as well
as concerns about miscegenation, which I shall discuss more in Chaps. 5,
6, and 7. Jacobson dates the “fracturing of monolithic whiteness” into
“distinct white 7aces (now in the plural),” to the 1840s.® This “variegated
whiteness” was developed in order to create a hierarchy of white races that
would maintain the dominance of the Anglo-Saxon or Teutonic position.
For example, Jacobson offers an 1863 description of Irish protesters in
New York that demeans them as “rioters,” a “pack of savages,” and “incar-
nate devils.”” Jacobson clarifies that it was not that groups like the Jewish,
Polish, and Irish did not look white, but that they “did not act white.”!?
For Jacobson, the phase of variegated whiteness continues until the 1920s
when it is replaced by “multi-ethnic pan-whiteness”—a single category
that absorbs the former “probationary” white groups.!!

According to Julian B. Carter, George Beard developed the concept
of “neurasthenia” in the 1880s in order to explain how and why “the
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progress of civilization was making well-bred white people sick.”!* Rather
than proving that white people of a certain class were weak, however, the
discourse of neurasthenia confirmed their rarified superiority by convert-
ing weakness into a racial asset.!® Carter argues that the discourse offered
a way “for whites to talk about whiteness as both precious and vulner-
able” and that far from challenging its claims to superiority over “racial
and ethnic ‘inferiors>—the emphasis on white weakness disguised the
power relationships embedded in its constructions of racial and national
modernity.”'* The discourse of neurasthenia secured the dominance of
the Anglo-Saxon/Teutonic position and belittled “white Others” and can
thus be understood as another mechanism for the production of varie-
gated whiteness. Indeed, Roosevelt made similar observations to Beard’s
about weakness among whites of a particular class when he complained
that, “Over-sentimentality, over-softness, in fact washiness and mushiness
are the great dangers of this age and of this people,” and that “There
is no place in the world for nations who have become enervated by the
soft and easy life, or who have lost their fibre of vigorous hardness and
masculinity.”!®

Via the War of 1898, Roosevelt and the Rough Riders became an anti-
dote for the white racial weakness articulated in discourses on neuras-
thenia or in Roosevelt’s own masculinist rhetoric. At the same time, the
nation’s new imperial power was “embodied in the figure of American
manhood” exemplified by Roosevelt and his Rough Riders—the iconic
figuration of the trope of Old Glory in Cuba.'¢ Yet, while Roosevelt often
degraded the Irish and other immigrant groups, his Rough Riders were
emblematic of the changing parameters of whiteness. To be sure, the
three phases that Jacobson describes are not so much replaced one by the
other in succession as they are in a relation more accurately described by
Raymond Williams’s notion of the emergent, the dominant, and the resid-
ual.’” An analysis of the cultural materials that constitute the trope of Old
Glory in Cuba suggests that while a variegated whiteness of multiple white
races was dominant at the end of the nineteenth century, “multi-ethnic
pan-whiteness” was already emergent, and the monolithic whiteness that
Jacobson dates from the first naturalization law of 1790, which limited
citizenship to “free white persons,” to the beginning of mass European
immigration in the 1840s, remained residual if not central to the purpose
of variegated whiteness, which ultimately serves to reinscribe and protect
a very limited white Anglo-Saxon hegemony. In this sense, both neuras-
thenia and variegated whiteness are part of a trace of residual, monolithic
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whiteness in the USA that is also apparent in “racialist school” arguments
about national identity, like those made by Teddy Roosevelt.!®

Nonetheless, the Rough Riders indicate the emergence of multi-ethnic
pan-whiteness well ahead of the 1920s. First, despite the marking of
“white Others” in Roosevelt’s memoir, the popular lore of the Rough
Riders unified a diverse group of men from different classes and what we
would call ethnic backgrounds, but which were seen as racial at the time.
Second, early cinema of the Rough Riders and other soldiers further mini-
mized distinctions of variegated whiteness because the grainy film reduced
them all equally to spectral white bodies.! Finally, the military itself was
a mechanism for learning how to act white because it lessened, through
regulations and physical regimentation, the differing behaviors and body
practices of various immigrant groups.

New opportunities for white masculinity existed in two main areas of
imperial performativity: in the production of new export and labor markets
(the figure of the US businessman in Cuba) and via the military (the figure
of the US soldier, particularly, the Rough Rider).?’ These figures served
the advancement of economic imperialism and the production of a new
kind of US whiteness that simultaneously countered the “neurasthenia”
of nineteenth-century white masculinity even as it staged its weakness. For
example, the American heroes in the plays Old Glory in Cuba (1898) and
The Cuban Spy (1899) are businessmen who overtly articulate the privi-
lege of the white, capitalist Anglo-Saxon subject of empire even as they
frequently need to be saved from certain death at the hands of their Cuban
antagonists by the women they covet. Unlike popular early twentieth-
century US melodramas such as the 1914 film, The Perils of Pauline, which
depicted swooning female characters and gallant male heroes, these plays
stage images of an imperiled white imperial masculinity. Each play also per-
forms a similar surrogation with the US flag, in which it first appears weak
only to become the object of salvation. As I show in more detail below,
the weakness of the white men and the US flag in these plays functions
similarly to the discourse of neurasthenia in general, which is to say it pro-
duces weakness precisely in order to confirm a position of superiority. In a
strikingly similar gesture, even Roosevelt highlights the unplanned absence
of the Rough Riders’ horses in Cuba at the very moment he foregrounds
the heroism of the men in battle—he converts their strategical weakness
immediately into one more instance of their military valor.

Neurasthenia, its discourse and performance, is one mechanism by
which “old stock” (Anglo-Saxon or Teutonic) whiteness is fortified and
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reinscribed within the context of variegated whiteness through a some-
what feigned gesture of weakness.?! The rest of this chapter maps out
the trope of Old Glory in Cuba in order to foreground the importance
of performance in the production of the war effort and to trace shifting
strategies in the production of whiteness.

THE PerrORMING US FrAG

The August 27, 1898 issue of Harper’s Weekly: Journal of Civilization
published a photograph with the caption, “Raising the American Flag
on the Casa Municipal.”?* Such an image was still relatively rare in print
media, which continued to rely predominantly on illustrations, and would
thus have held tremendous iconic power. It depicts the moment the USA
took control of Santiago de Cuba on the Windward Passage. Dozens of
American soldiers stand at attention in the space between the camera
and the US flag being raised atop the city’s Spanish colonial government
building. Two buglers stand in silhouette on the rooftop and announce
the moment of “surrogation,” which Roach describes as “the metamor-
phosis of one symbolic identity into another, an exchange,” perhaps not so
much of “bodies and souls” but in this case, of governing bodies.?* In the
moment of this image, the USA unfolds itself (its flag) through an act of
standing upon, and claiming, the pre-existing Spanish colonial structure.
The Battle of Santiago, fought in the Windward Passage, had been the
largest naval engagement between Spain and the USA in the War of 1898;
it definitively marked the defeat of the Spanish fleet in the Americas and
dramatized the new power of the US Navy.

The substitution of flags was so symbolic that in the subsequent days,
headlines repeatedly staged the scenario in headlines: “Old Glory Waves
in Bland Cuban Breezes,” “Marines Have Landed and Old Glory Now
Floats over Cuba,” “Exit Toral, Enter Shafter—OIld Glory Floats over
Santiago,” “Old Glory Waves from Many Poles...” and “Last Edition!
Stars and Stripes over Santiago; Old Glory Proudly Waves over the
Governor’s Palace.”?* The repetition of this moment, this hyper-mark-
ing, not only symbolically erases Spanish colonialism and marks US
power, but it also produces a kind of mesmerizing amnesia in terms of
the promise to uphold Cuban independence. In this sense, the patriotic
fervor invoked by images or imaginings of Old Glory in Cuba worked
as a kind of anti-conquest strategy that required public displays of per-
formed patriotism.
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The US flag performed, indeed starred, in the unfolding patriotic
drama and was emblematic of a new, post-Civil War nation and its aspira-
tions towards empire. Images of Old Glory, especially in relation to Cuba,
further unified a country still healing from civil war and the failures of
Reconstruction.?® Roosevelt took great care to note this effect in his mem-
oir. In a section describing their train ride from San Antonio to Tampa,
he elaborates:

Everywhere we saw the Stars and Stripes, and everywhere we were told,
half-laughing, by grizzled ex-Confederates that they had never dreamed in
the by-gone days of bitterness to greet the old flag as they now were greet-
ing it, and to send their sons, as now they were sending them, to fight and
die under it.>¢

No longer the hated flag of the Union from a “grizzled ex-Confederate”
perspective, Old Glory increasingly represented a shared national iden-
tity—one aimed against a common external enemy, grounded in a thrust
for continued market expansion, dressed in righteousness and depicted in
arange of popular forms, like the song “Old Glory, the Blue and the Gray”
(1898).%7 As a “just war,” directed against a common foreign enemy, the
War of 1898 reunified the nation.”®

The nickname literally marked that which was newly reconciled through
an invocation of the old—a shared past: our “old glory”. The historical
flag of that name had been sewn in the early nineteenth century for the
purpose of being flown at sea. Its owner, a US sea captain, retired to
Tennessee and when the Civil War broke out, he stitched it into a mat-
tress for safekeeping. To use this nickname for the US flag in 1898 was
to invoke the legacy of a sea-faring flag that survived the Civil War and
re-emerged complete—an analogy for the “new” imperial Yankee nation.
Nor did Old Glory simply reintegrate a “white” nation (“brother fight-
ing brother” had been the metaphor for the Civil War); it was an equally
powerful image for many US citizens of African descent. In 1899, James
Ephraim McGirt published the first edition of his collection, Avenging the
Muaine, A Drunken A.B., and Other Poems. The final, short poem is titled
“God Bless our Country”:

God bless our country, the land of the free;
Be with our rulers, whoever they be;
Protect the flag and let it wave

Forever o’er free men, not th’ slave.?
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The banner to which McGirt refers is not that of the Confederacy, but of
Lincoln’s Union—the Yankee Stars and Stripes.

Old Glory became popularized in the context of Cuba and the War.
While there are only a dozen entries in the LOC catalog for songs, plays,
or books with “Old Glory” in their titles published between 1868 and
1897, and none prior, there are twice as many entries between 1898 and
1899 alone. The conflation of reconciled nation and emergent empire in
one image makes clear that the post-Civil War nation was forged through
and as empire. The very possibility of empire permitted the unification
and solidification of a white hegemonic nation even as the sign of white-
ness was in flux; Old Glory was a condensed image of imperial surroga-
tion in Cuba.

Responses to imperial expansion were undoubtedly varied. Gatewood
notes, “[bly the time President William McKinley submitted the Treaty
of Paris to the Senate on January 4, 1899, the policy of overseas expan-
sion had become the target of severe criticism by a relatively small though
highly articulate group of white citizens.”*® There was also a burgeoning
anti-imperialist movement in Boston that staged the first mass war pro-
tests during the summer of 1898.%! Even here, performance culture, rather
than print, is the site of public response to the war. As I discuss in the fol-
lowing chapter, Americans of African descent were equally varied in their
responses to US imperialism—some opposed it as “an expression of Anglo-
Saxon supremacy,” others “enthusiastically embraced the New Manifest
Destiny,” while many more navigated strategically between these poles.?

However, in the main, US foreign policy aims neatly aligned with pop-
ular culture. Despite resistance to imperialism from various groups, the
image of Old Glory in Cuba coalesced a majority of the US public across
divisions of region, class, and race; one notice published in The Freeman,
An Illustrated Colored Newspaper in September informed local readers
that a Mrs. Pauline Cottrell was regularly performing both “Old Glory”
and “Cuba Libre” and that “she always brings the house down.”* In
newspapers, small and large, announcements enticed audiences to partici-
pate in patriotic events at local theatres and other community sites. The
trope of Old Glory in Cuba was an effective mark of imperial surrogation
precisely because it floated so easily from narrative (the many headlines
announcing that Old Glory waved over Cuba) to visual image (photo-
graph and film) and performance; from songs specifically about the USA
in Cuba and song pairings that produced the trope, like Mrs. Cottrell’s, to
a range of patriotic theatrical productions and entertainments.
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Benedict Anderson argues that print-capital is crucial to the forma-
tion of a national imaginary—and in the case of the War of 1898, yel-
low journalism is often cited as a primary cultural influence on both the
government and the masses.** Marial Iglesias Utset challenges Anderson’s
formulation by noting that in a predominantly illiterate country, print-
capital is perhaps less significant than what she calls “symbolic-capital.”
She traces the ways that small, symbolic gestures and daily acts helped
to create an independent Cuba in the late nineteenth century. Similarly,
Gregory Cushman speaks about the role of music and Anne McClintock
argues about the centrality of spectacular regalia and commodity fetishism
in such processes.* What they all share is an argument that the nation is
formed not so much at the level of formal decree or via the acts of great
individuals but through and as popular cultural production. The trope
of Old Glory in Cuba crosses genres of cultural production, as does the
trope of “Remember the Maine,” however, predominant in this moment
is the overlay of textual, performatic, and visual fields in popular entertain-
ment—and the primary site for this superimposition is the theatre space.®

A New York Tribune article titled “Enthusiasm at the Theatres:
Audiences ‘Whoop it Up’ When they See a Flag or Hear a Patriotic Song”
was published ten days after the explosion of the Maine. It describes how
theatre managers and audiences reacted to the tragedy and claims that
“the temper of the people of New York” was visible in their receptions to
the “patriotic appeals” made on various stages. The article distinguishes
these appeals from the patriotic sentiment frequently served up on the
“east and west side of town” (think Uncle Sam or Flags of the Worid). The
difference here was the spirit had “captured Broadway.”*”

The article credits the Daly Theatre for the trend: “About the second
night after the Maine was sunk the orchestra at Daly’s played “The Star-
Spangled Banner’ and ‘Yankee Doodle’ between the acts and the audience
showed its approval of the tunes in no uncertain manner.” By the next
night, “half the theatres in town” followed suit or announced plans to do
so and ultimately, “they all did it.” The purpose was to “stir the audience
with the sight of a flag or the sound of a tune at every possible or impos-
sible opportunity” and the latter included all manner of out of context
references in a wide range of theatrical productions. The “dim streets of
Paris by night” echoed with “The Star-Spangled Banner” in a production
of The Two Orphans and the US flag sparked a riotous performance by
audiences at the Fifth Avenue Theatre who were attending E/ Capitan on
the Spanish domination of Peru in the early sixteenth century.
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The Tribune article goes into some detail to describe the final scene
of the second act, which usually depicts the waving of the Spanish flag in
heroic fashion. Typically, the audience would applaud, but in this case it
was oddly silent. Suddenly, everyone began waving small US flags that the
management had distributed and a larger one was carried on stage. The
audience “appeared to have gone mad” and the actors were so surprised
that one was moved to tears on stage. Yet audiences were not merely or not
completely manipulated by theatre managers; the article makes clear that
managers were responding to a sense of audience desire: “...consistency
is not considered when the manager thinks that his andience wants to show
a bit of patriotism” (my italics).*® The audience co-produced the patriotic
performance even as in so doing they were interpellated as patriotic citi-
zenry. In turn, the performed public responses in the days after the Maine,
interpellated the government, calling it to action.?

To drive home the patriotic power of both flags and audience response
in the days following the Maine, the article offers more examples: a trained
dog show at Tony Pastor’s Theatre invokes passionate response when it
uses American and Spanish flags in its tricks, an event at the Grand Opera
House includes the song “Uncle Sam, Tell Us Why You Are Waiting,” and
the audience responds with gusto, and finally, audiences are described as
bursting into “The Star-Spangled Banner” or “Yankee Doodle” whenever
a theatre orchestra started the tune. The author wittily notes, “the enthu-
siasm does not seem to flag” and that theatre managers were working to
respond further to audience demands.*’

Unlike the newspaper, which requires the predominantly private act
of reading, theatre spaces, as fields of action, were an important public
sphere. As the T7ibune author notes, “[t]here is no other place where
it is so easy to get the people of New-York [sic] together as in a theatre,
except perhaps, in City Hall Park [...].”*! Indeed, variety theatres across
the country were particularly rich sites for the production and dissemina-
tion of the new repertoire of national spectacle. Such theatres were multi-
media sites where skits, tableaux vivants, plays, burlesque, vaudeville, the
performance of song, oratory, and motion pictures of the war effort all
came together to produce a body of image- and performance-capital that
mediated a rapidly changing national imaginary. The circulation of these
images and performances throughout variety stage venues created an
imagined community that crossed local borders, as patriotic iconography
became theatrical convention through the repetition of images, tropes,
character types, and songs in local theatres around the country.
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War films were so popular that one vaudeville theatre nicknamed its
projector the “war-graph”—another, the “warscope” and Edward Amet
dubbed his popular exhibitions, the “War Show.”** In May 1898, Keith’s,
“Philadelphia’s most popular theatre,” ran an advertisement in the
Philadelpbin Inquiver that listed 11 films as part of their Biograph series,
“New War Views”: US Troops in Cuba, The Maine after the Explosion, The
Muaine and Iowa, and one simply titled, Old Glory.** Because of demand
for “war films,” 17 US cities soon offered Biograph runs in local theatres
and New York City alone had seven.** Motion picture projection was an
essential tool for expanding the national spectacle of the War of 1898 and
vice versa. Motion picture technology previously existed, but in 1896, the
Edison Manufacturing Company produced the Vitascope, which “effec-
tively launched projected motion pictures as a screen novelty in the United
States.”*® Only one Vitascope was in use in New York City in 1896 but
within a year, there were several hundred across the country.*® Through
film, the Rough Riders and other white military troops and regiments
became the fascination of the US people. Films of the men in training, or
preparing their morning bath became popular fare in vaudeville and variety
show programs. War films offered a way for US citizens in an increasingly
expanded geographical area to consume the same images within roughly
the same timeframe and thereby helped to constitute an increasingly impe-
rial national imaginary. The films also functioned, through the black and
white cinematography and the focus on white bodies, to even out the eth-
nic differences that were central to the hierarchy of variegated whiteness.

Like live performance and the yellow journalism of the day, films
sought to provoke powerful emotions, especially patriotism, and audience
reactions to war films were similar to those made in response to material
displays of Old Glory or performances of “The Star-Spangled Banner.”
One film historian describes an Indianapolis News report of ecstatic fans
cheering on “our side” in the “War Show.”*” Another cites accounts of
New York City film spectators “shrieking their approval” and offering
standing ovations at the sight of US troops, the battleship Maine, or Old
Glory in Cuba.*® The war surely invigorated the motion picture indus-
try, which had been declining since its initial attraction.*” And motion
pictures invented the war as visual and performance spectacle. “Faked
actualities,” simulations, and reenactments were at their peak of popular-
ity during the War of 1898 and this is not merely coincidental.®

Along with the press and the rest of the entertainment industry,
the American Mutoscope and Biography Company and the Edison
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Manufacturing Company quickly responded to audience demands for
images of war by means of simulation. Soon after the explosion of the
Muaine, for example, Biograph re-released the film Battleships Iowa and
Massachusetts under the name Battleships Maine and Iowa (hereafter,
Bazttleships) in order to capitalize on the tragic event and stir patriotic
emotion.”! Moreover, one of the biggest motion picture hits of 1899, the
Edison Company film Raising Old Glory over Morro Castle, was made in
front of a painted backdrop on Vitagraph’s New York City rooftop rather
than on location in Cuba.®? Additionally, Raising Old Glory is “widely
believed to be a retitled version of what is often referred to as the first
American war film, The Tearing Down the Spanish Flag [sic].”>

Raising Old Glory, a founding image of US war cinema, performs the
trope of Old Glory in Cuba. A filmed simulation or reenactment of US
presence in Cuba, it both depicts and performs erasure and substitution.
In the opening scene, the Spanish flag is lowered in front of what the title
indicates is the old colonial fort that guards Havana Harbor.>* Spain’s
colors appear almost entirely black, casting a large shadow on the wall
as the flag lowers; suddenly, the US flag rises to take its place (Fig. 3.1).
The visual contrast is noticeable: shadows are minimized and Old Glory
appears much brighter as it waves in the breeze.

An announcement for the film’s release—often read aloud at screen-
ings—was published in the January 1899 issue of The Phonoscope:

Down goes the Spanish flag, and up floats the Stars and Stripes. Down falls
the symbol of tyranny and oppression that has ruled in the new world for
four hundred years, and up goes the Banner of Freedom. In the distance are
the turrets and battlements of Morro, the last foothold of Spain in America
[italics mine].>®

Fig. 3.1 Raising Old Glory over the Morro Castle, Thomas Edison Film Co., 1899.
Library of Congress Motion Picture, Broadcasting, and Recorded Sound Division
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The structure of the narrative reiterates the gesture of the film through
its own rhetorical pairing of removals and replacements. The language of
going up and down not only describes, but also repeats the erasure and
surrogation that the film performs visually. A physics of imperial succession
naturalizes the gravity of falling and the lightness of floating upwards—the
downfall of Spain and easy ascension of Old Glory. The final sentence in
the film’s description uses one last spatial strategy to literally place the
“last foothold of Spain” at a remove—soon to be relegated to distant
memory. By using the singular “America” rather than the plural, the nar-
rative brings Cuba completely within an imperial geography that extends
outward to claim the hemisphere.

The narrative clarifies just how to understand the surrogation being
performed by the flags via the new film technology. The Spanish empire’s
“last foothold” has been successfully taken. The removal of the Spanish
flag and its replacement by Old Glory signifies, with great economy of
form, a thorough and dramatic imperial surrogation. All relations in the
film and narrative are between Spain and the USA—there is nothing of
Cuba in the image or the narrative.

Films like Raising Old Glory and Battleships resist easy distinctions
between documentary, newsreel, theatre, fiction, and deceit. Yet, reenact-
ments or simulations should not be dismissed as mere fakes or political
propaganda.®® In this moment, cinema and theatre audiences were pre-
dominantly one and the same and it was within a multimedia theatrical
context and by means of a set of intermedial relationships that the “reality
effects” of film began to map onto the political and ideological effects of
empire.”’

In keeping with the mixed codes of theatres and exhibition halls, some
of the war films were clearly marketed as “counterfeit presentments.”>®
Others were called “actualities”—a term that traded in the new technol-
ogy’s indexicality and claims to immediacy and authenticity. To understand
how “actualities” and “counterfeits” circulated together, it is important
to note that from 1896 to 1905, films were projected most frequently in
theatrical and popular entertainment contexts and had not yet been sepa-
rated into dedicated sites like nickelodeons.” In 1898, motion pictures
were a form of theatrical spectacle and audiences understood images and
responded, at least initially, within the conventions of nineteenth-century
theatre and amusement exhibitions, which consisted of an iconographic
repertoire that drew from photographic images, popular print illustrations,
comic strips, circuses and side-shows, vaudeville skits, phantasmagoric
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spectacle, and loosely staged reenactments of historical events.®® “Faked
actualities,” to borrow Auerbach’s dialectical formulation, would have also
been understood in terms of press coverage, film catalog copy, and other
ad-lib commentary made during projection.

Exhibition spaces frequently offered multiple media and genres in one
locale, further compressing the various iconographies and genres into
palimpsestic overlay. The 9th and Arch Dime Museum in Philadelphia,
for example, advertised the following in one column: top billing went
to “accurate and complete war bulletins read from the stage” and a
“matchless exhibition of life motion WAR views shown on the marvelous
CINEOGRAPH, greatest of picture-projecting machines.” Second bill-
ing boasted about the “corps of operators at the [war] front taking new
pictures daily for the Cineograph to be exhibited at this house exclusively.
Positively the only life motion pictures ever taken of Admiral Dewey’s
Fleet [... and] The Troops at Tampa.” The ad continues with a list of the
Museum’s “Curio Hall” offerings, which included a “Miramba band” [sic]
and “Cuban Plantation Scenes.” At the bottom, the ad notes that vaude-
ville routines, a farce comedy, and the “Great and Only Charmion in her
daring disrobing trapeze specialty” are all being offered “in the theatre.”¢!

The layout of the advertisement can be read vertically to show the
ways that intermediality and empire operated in this particular moment.
Claims to cinema’s authenticity and immediacy are prominent—the image
of the news corps on the front lines of empire suggests that the fare pre-
sented is up to date and exclusive. The technology and the war are also
foregrounded through the use of capital letters—the cinema, however, is
not marked as a sign of science and modernity, but rather the “marvel-
ous.” This elision of projection with the marvelous is in part owing to the
already popular phantasmagoria shows that had long used magic lanterns
and other forms of still projection. Just beneath these powerful claims
about war and technology in the ad are the colonial fantasies of the racial-
ized and gendered other as depicted in the “Curio Hall” and the trapeze-
striptease. War bulletins claim primacy at the top of the column—but at
the bottom, the Great and Only Charmion in her daring display; farce,
desire, and titillation are at the root of empire. The war and the “reality
effects” of imperial cinema were mediated via the visual and performance
lexicon of the sexism of burlesque and the pseudo-scientific racism of the
circus and the cabinet of curiosities. These narratives, performances, and
images were layered not only in the single column advertisement, but
on site and more importantly, in the popular imagination. The advertise-
ment, like the physical spaces of the vaudeville theatre and dime museum,
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compressed and layered images “real” and “fake” in order to stoke patri-
otic sentiment and sell tickets.

Given the multimedia context of projection, early motion pictures
were more performatic than cinematic in form and functioned within a
set of complex, often contradictory codes. Images refer to other images,
to other acts, and to other narratives: an expanded version of Genette’s
intertextual, literary palimpsest. Audience members did not consume the
arts one by one in discrete settings—there was no cinema audience per se
or even a dedicated theatre audience in such popular contexts. Audiences,
not yet passive viewers, produced meanings in complex overlays of read-
ings, images, narratives, and acts—some real and some imagined, all politi-
cally powerful. As audience members read through such an advertisement,
or moved their bodies through a multimedia space like the one at 9th and
Arch, sampling multiple entertainments, they performed an overlaying of
imagery and meaning. Such superimpositions of “fact” and fantasy typi-
cally did not encourage the audience to think critically but to consume,
experience, and participate emotionally.

Rival filmmakers traded in terms of genuines and counterfeits and such
claims were everywhere, yet Auerbach suggests it did not seem to mat-
ter much to audiences.®> He argues that early film audiences were pri-
marily caught up in the “intimate simulations” of the new technology
and concerned with instantaneous responses of “wonder, puzzlement or
joy.”% “For both audience and makers,” he claims, “the quest for sensa-
tion tended to render the opposition between fact and fiction relatively
moot.”®* Auerbach seems to suggest that citizens were not merely manip-
ulated from the top down by a political propaganda machine because audi-
ences interacted with films and because they themselves cared more about
emotional response than cinematic truth-claims. This, however, does not
diminish the ideological position of war films or make the process of patri-
otic interpellation any less relevant. The films worked politically (patrioti-
cally) precisely because they evoked a feeling of belonging, of unisonance,
that plucked the heartstrings and this emotion was induced through the
productive tensions of real and reel.

The solicitation of emotional response was part of a seductive interpellation,
one that overlaid truth and fiction, fact and fantasy, reality and reenactment
in the US imagination. The political effects of war cinema, that is, support
for the war effort and ensuing military occupation, were achieved precisely
through intimate simulation. This is not the image of Althusser’s police officer
hailing a citizen, but a performative scenario that hails the citizen through
affective patriotic display—the citizen was expected, encouraged to perform,
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to interact. And popular audiences were interactive, even unruly, regardless of
whether they were watching a skit or a film.

Reality effects were not only the result of what Auerbach calls cinema’s
“phantasmagoric immediacy” and its manipulation of space and time, but
also of its location within the theatrical context of display and the inter-
mediality through and in which meaning was produced by audiences: the
rush and flicker of the light, the whir of the projector, the speed of the
moving image, the darkened room, the day’s news in mind, the valence of
the real within the stacked codes of popular entertainments, and the curio
display down the hall.®> The phantasmagoric quality of projection, the
indexicality of film (pointing to real-world events of war), and the shared
excitement of being swept up in the new technology, indeed, the new
nation, all combine to increase the valence of “the real”—to produce the
“reality effects” that “closely paralleled [...] the nation’s opening impe-
rialist foray into global expansion.”®® The production of “reality effects”
was part of the spectacular production of empire. Indeed, the aims of
empire were best achieved in the moments that such reality effects were
put into relationship with the curio display, theatrical performance, and
the spectacle of national iconography. The codes of these reality effects
worked not so much because they depicted the real, but because they
traded in the theatrical and phantasmagoric: presence/absence, marking
and erasure, and the projection (pure ephemera) of the real. Within the
same spatial context (the multi-use theatre), theatrical forms were becom-
ing more concerned with being “true to life,” however, the cultural pro-
duction machine of the war effort traded, above all, in substitutions and
surrogations. The emergence of empire was mediated partly through the
ways that the reel, the real, and the theatrical came together in the popular
imagination.”” The blurring of the real and the reel also comes to bear on
the production of whiteness, as I describe in the section on the Rough
Riders, below.

STAGING OLD GLORY IN CUBA: OLD GLORY IN CUBA,
A DrAMA IN Four Acrts (1898) aND THE CUBAN Spr:
A CoMEDY-DRAMA IN FoUur Acts (1899)

Thomas R. Beaty’s play, Old Glory in Cuba, A Drama in Four Acts, is,
at least in title, the most literal expression of the imperialist trope of US
presence in Cuba.®® It tells the story of a US ship blown up off the coast
of Havana and the ensuing investigation, concluding with a spectacle of
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the military defeat of the Spanish. Ames Publishing Company of Clyde,
Ohio copyrighted Beaty’s play on October 29, 1898, not long after the
war; two print copies were catalogued into the Library of Congress on
November 2.%

Despite the bold claims of the title in the context of 1898, the actual
plot does not mesh with the patriotic impulse of the war. In the play, the
over-insured US merchant ship, Alabama, is loaded with worthless cargo
and destroyed as part of an insurance fraud scheme. Only in the second
act—3 years later—do US troops evict the Spanish from Cuba. This makes
no sense given the public’s desire to “show a bit of patriotism.””® The
author surely would not have missed the chance to stage the glory and
power of prompt retribution; it just would have made good entertain-
ment sense to do so. Beaty’s play does not even attribute the blowing
up of the fictitious Alabama to the Spanish, but rather to a corrupt US
businessman!

Given all of the flag-waving spectacle throughout and the heroic end-
ing of the play, it would be a mistake to perceive these differences as a
way to critique US involvement in Cuba (e.g. that US business fraud was
somehow behind the Maine). It is more plausible that a previously written
play was in the publishing house’s repertoire prior to the sinking of the
Muaine, and that after the War, it was copyrighted and published. Much
like the film Battleships, which was released under a new title to cash in
on the crisis, it is likely the unrevised play was published in order to take
advantage of the growing market for dramatic sketches of war against
Spain—especially the trope of Old Glory in Cuba. I do not, however,
point out these inconsistencies to dismiss the play’s association with the
War of 1898—on the contrary. Nor do I suggest that the play foretold
real events or that the playwright had skill as a prognosticator. Yet it would
also be a mistake to consider the blowing up of the American ship in the
“first act” as merely coincidental. Rather, Old Glory in Cuba articulates an
imperial desire that pre-dates the war and that was bound to find a form:
the concept of “a just reason” for entry into Cuba pre-dates the historical
excuse of the Maine—right down to the image of a sinking ship.

It is hard to know how audiences would have understood this play.
Would it have mattered that the play, described as a “war drama” in the
Philadelpbia Inquiver and the Macon Telegraph, was not “true to life”
given the growing impulse toward those claims in the theatre of the day?”!
Although there are no reviews, the play was performed at least twice. In
May 1900, it was staged at the Armory in St. Clair Pennsylvania by the
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Junior Order of United States Mechanics and in Hawkinsville Georgia by
“local talent for the benefit of the Pulaski Volunteers,” where it ran for 2
weeks. In each case, a community-based social organization produced the
play with a cast of amateur actors.

THE FickLe Frag aAND IMPERILED WHITE MEN

The second act of Old Glory in Cuba is framed by images of the US flag.
It opens, as the stage directions indicate, with a “street scene in Havana.”
At the rise of the curtain, “villagers” are discovered “spitting and hooting
at [the] American flag.””? The act concludes with the US villain and trai-
tor, Mr. Lawton, attempting to take the flag from its pole but the hero,
Robert Adams, sees Lawton and warns, “He who touches that flag, must
do so over my dead body.””® When Lawton takes Adams at his word and
attempts to fire his pistol, May Norton strikes the villain’s arm, causing
the revolver to fly through the air. “No you don’t,” she commands, and
the second act closes.” In this pair of framing images the flag is mistreated
and threatened—it requires defending. When the hero of the play cannot
protect it, the heroine, May, must come to the rescue and save them all.

A similar scene occurs in the next act. The hero is again about to be
shot, this time by the Spanish villain, Don Alvo. Alvo is determined to kill
Adams, and not even the powerful American businessman, John Norton,
can prevent it. Norton throws himself in front of Adams, saying, “Then
fire upon me, the representative of the United States.” To his surprise,
Alvo continues to count to three. May enters again with a large US flag,
and “wrapping it around Adams,” taunts, “Then fire upon this if you
dare!””® The curtain goes down on this tableau—May’s gesture of wrap-
ping the imperiled hero in the US flag and her invocation of a dare are
sufficient to ward off the impending execution. May again rushes in to
save the day. The heroes, Adams and Norton, cannot defend themselves,
each other, or their flag and must be rescued by May’s patriotic display.

Old Glory in Cuba is unlike most popular US melodramas, which
depict swooning female characters and gallant heroes. It would seem an
anomaly with its fickle flag and scenes of imperiled white masculinity, but
Richard Carson, the US hero in well-known white minstrel performer
Frank Dumont’s, The Cuban Spy: A Comedy-Drama in Four Acts (1899),
is also tied up, bound to cannons by the Spanish villain, and needs to be
saved again and again by the heroine, Elinora, admittedly for comic rather
than dramatic effect.
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After saving Richard four times in as many acts, Elinora, whose nick-
name is “Little Cuba,” is captured. The Spanish villain Valdez is about to
kill her for spying on behalf of the Cuban patriots but as he orders his men
to shoot, she exclaims,

Stay! You and your murderous associates may fire upon me, but I reserve the
right to die under the colors I have loved, fought for, and wish to embrace in
my dying moments. (She places a Cuban flag which she produces from her
bosom upon her shoulders.) This flag has been consecrated by the blood of
Cuban patriots! Fire upon it, and add another stain to the credit of Spain!
Here is another emblem (takes out American flag, places it over her heart).
Fire upon this if you dare!”¢

Her display is so convincing that Valdez’s men refuse to fire on her and
at the same moment, the Cuban patriot, General Maximo Goémez, arrives
with armed enforcements. In the ensuing battle, Carson thrashes Valdez
in a sword fight and Elinora waves both Cuban and US flags in triumph as
the final curtain goes down. In The Cuban Spy, as in Old Glory in Cuba,
the heroine saves the imperiled hero. The flags that fail at the hands of
both men come through in the hands of the female leads. Despite the dif-
ferent aims of comedy (The Cuban Spy) and drama (Old Glory in Cubn),
there is a structural formula—a performed repetition—right down to
the use of the very same lines: “Fire upon this if you dare!” Both plays
invert the gender roles typically associated with melodrama and portray an
imperiled white American masculinity. Finally, both depict a rather fickle
flag: at times it comes to the rescue, an almost magical fetish striking fear
in the hearts of its enemies, but at other times it fails to protect or requires
certain invocations by certain persons in order to be effective, very much
in the manner of Austin’s performative.

Like the “living American flag” which closes Flags of the World, Beaty’s
play concludes each scene with a patriotic tableau including national
hymns, well-known songs, multiple flags, and images of national leaders.
In the final moments of the play, “American seamen” defeat the villains in
a flurry of hand-to-hand combat and flag-waving.”” Amidst the display of
spectacular regalia, Robert Adams, the play’s young hero, declares, “And
now we will sail for the ‘Land of the Free and the home of the Brave.””
With this, the Star Spangled Banner plays and the curtains descend. The
author nonetheless felt compelled to say more on the topic; on the final
page of the script, after “Curtain,” and “The End,” the playwright adds
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the following: “Note.—The above climax must be thoroughly rehearsed,
outside shouting is as important as lines. At finish of battle, form picture
so the whole stage will appear as a cluster of waving flags.””® This note
indicates the value the playwright placed on performance and the imagery
of the play, but it also betrays a kind of fretting that the image will not be
quite right. His desire to fill the “whole stage” indicates a kind of horror
vacui. To assuage this concern, his final note produces a totalizing image,
a fluttering surface of patriotic display—one that completely fills the the-
atrical space.

It is almost too easy to read these moments as indications of hege-
monic anxiety about protecting the privileges of masculinity, the limits of
whiteness, and the national interests of an emerging empire even though
psychoanalytical theory has been useful to critique and deconstruct pre-
dominantly white patriarchal power and masculinity with good result.
McClintock argues that a “crisis in male imperial identity” is built into
the colonial encounter.”” Eve Kosotky Sedgwick theorizes that the ten-
sions between the requisite homosocial desire of white hegemony and the
denial of its homoerotic or homosexual components produce masculine
anxiety.®® In her reading of nineteenth-century culture, Elaine Showalter
demonstrates that the “castrating potential” of female power elicited a
simultaneous “intensified valorization of male power” and “expressions
of anxicty about waning virility.”%! Like Showalter, Laura Mulvey uses
Freud’s theory of fetishism to critique the male gaze vis-a-vis cinema and
to expose underlying masculine anxieties.®> McClintock extends the the-
ory of fetishism through the work of Marx and Fanon in order to ana-
lyze the spectacle of nationalism. Nationalism, she notes, is “experienced
and transmitted primarily through fetishism” that requires objects such as
flags, uniforms, anthems, and so on as well as the “organization of collec-
tive fetish spectacle.”®?

In Freud’s development of the anthropological concept, the male
child’s misrecognition or perception of a lack in the female sex organ
causes castration anxiety. In the case of fetishism, castration anxiety is
relieved through the construction of an image-object that serves as a
“form of protection” to ward off or substitute for the sense of lack.®* But
the fetish is ambivalent, even double-edged in nature: its protection cuts
both ways—it is always already both affirmation and disavowal.®® Thus,
fetishism, as a kind of symptom, betrays an underlying anxiety—hence its
usefulness as a critical tool for exposing the anxieties that undergird vari-
ous hegemonies: whether whiteness, masculinity, or the nation.
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Through the discourse of fetishism, the totalizing image of flags in the
final note of Old Glory in Cuba can be read as a substitution for a real or
perceived lack of power or for some other misrecognition that produces the
equivalent of a castration anxiety. The same can be said for every instance
where the flag is wrapped around the hero for protection or raised in place
of the Spanish colors.’® Yet theories of fetishism are usually necessary in
order to locate the embedded and disavowed anxieties that appear in other
(fetishized) form—and in these plays, the anxiety is suspiciously over-staged.
Theories of fetishism and analyses of masculine anxiety seem at first glance
to fit the analytical task at hand, but are somewhat misleading. It is no
doubt true that the flag functions in these productions as a national fetish
in the manner described by McClintock. However, the patriotic display and
belligerent stance (fire upon this if you dare!) can also be read through
Carter’s useful analysis as mechanisms for staging the neurasthenia of white
masculinity and the white nation precisely in order to protect and main-
tain its boundaries. Rather than expressing a hidden anxiety, the staging of
weakness in these plays confirms the righteous sensibilities of the white male
characters, justifies and makes sympathetic US market and military take-
overs, and reinscribes the image of a righteous nation defending its honor,
which had been the very pretense for declaring war against Spain. Indeed,
discourses of fetishism and Carter’s reading of neurasthenia are most useful
when put into critical relation to one another. In fetishism, a perceived lack
or weakness is substituted for and denied by means of the fetish; in neuras-
thenia, weakness or nervousness is performed, even over-staged, in order to
protect the power of whiteness, which may be read somewhat more anthro-
pologically as a power fetish. As an expression of racial anxiety (by “well-
bred whites”) that aims to shore up a lack in the racial construction, that is,
the threat to Anglo-Saxon whiteness in the context of “white Others,” the
discourse of neurasthenia suggests that whiteness itself is a fetish construc-
tion that requires certain kinds of performativity.

THE WHITE MALE SUBJECT OF US EMPIRE: ROBERT
ADAMS, JOHN NORTON, RiCHARD CARSON,
AND THE ROUGH RIDERS

At the center of the trope of Old Glory in Cuba writ large is the late
nineteenth-century white, male, capitalist subject of empire who stages
himselfin relation to the racialized and gendered others who both threaten
and make possible empire’s desire for hegemony. The increasing numbers
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of “white Others” in the USA is one example, and via the production of
hierarchies of whiteness in terms of neurasthenia and racist depictions of
the Irish, German, and so on, the white subject of empire maintained his
position. The locations of US imperialist takeovers are also othered in
particular ways—racialized and gendered, made visible or invisible—and
vaudeville stages were fields of action for stereotyping these Others and for
performing a very particular kind of white masculine subject. For example,
all of the leading male characters in Old Glory in Cuba are Spanish colo-
nials or white “Americans”—the only Cubans in the play are described
simply as “Villagers.”®” Cuba was not only omitted from the common
term, “Spanish-American War,” and its delegates barred from official
negotiations, but the repetitive raising of the US flag and the focus on
relations between the USA and Spain in the media and popular culture
(e.g. plays like Old Glory in Cuba) further erased Cuban independence as
a valid political project.®®

In one of the scenes where Robert Adams, the bumbling young hero in
Old Glory in Cuba is threatened, he brags to the Spanish villain,

Sir! You may starve poor Cuban mother’s [sic] and their babies, you may
blow up our ships and kill our brave sailors, but you shall learn that an
American citizen can not be insulted with impunity.®’

His imperial values are clear: Cuban mothers and babies are legitimate
collateral damage and may be starved, possibly without incurring punish-
ment; the US military is expendable, its very function is to be so—but
a young white businessman from the USA is imagined as untouchable,
well beyond reproach. But even more than indicating imperial values (no
one is as important as an American citizen), the rhetorical strategy marks
the others against which Adams’s own whiteness can be situated. Here,
Cuban mothers and babies, even soldiers (who are generic by definition;
a kind of labor force) are the others against which the highly individual,
white US capitalist in Cuba could be measured. Indeed, one must perform
an equation of “American citizen” with white businessman of a certain
class in order for Adams’s threat to ring true.

Within just a few moments, the gesture is repeated by John Norton,
the white US businessman and Cuban plantation-owner, whose daugh-
ter, May, serves as the love interest for Adams and the two villains: the
American swindler Mr. Lawton and the colonial Spaniard, Don Alvo.
Speaking to Alvo, Norton declares,
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Robert Adams is an American and the free born subject of a country whose
proudest boast is that the poorest and humblest have, at least, liberty and
protection ‘neath its flag—a country of which every true-born American
heart is justly proud: and I warn you that if you persist in murdering one of
her peaceful and unoffending subjects, she will exact for her outraged honor
a bitter, a terrible retribution.””

With the language of “free born” and “true-born,” Norton seems to
speak from a racialist notion of the USA as a white nation—and while
white masculinity is marked only as “American” in Norton’s monologue
and the rest of the play, character names like Robert Adams and John
Norton clearly indicate their Anglo-Saxon position. Norton’s rhetorical
nods to the poor and humble are little more than an attempt to seem
inclusive; not all citizens could claim “liberty and protection ‘neath [the]
flag”—the Ku Klux Klan had been organized during Reconstruction and
occurrences of lynching had increased steadily since Emancipation to stag-
gering proportions by the late 1890s. Norton’s threat links US military
power with the promise of “a terrible retribution” and the entitlement he
articulates in the figure of the “peaceful and unoffending subjects” who
will take what they want in Cuba, either by conquest or by purchase. With
Norton’s claim, the might of the military and the businessman merge in a
single boast; the subjects in his articulation can only be white, male, capi-
talist subjects of empire.

In the midst of the arms smuggling, insurance fraud, and power plays
for financial dominance of Cuba that Old Glory in Cuba negotiates, May
Norton stands in for all of the booty-capital that is to be acquired in the
imperial transaction. John Norton, as such, is the quintessential white,
imperialist-capitalist patriarch, who controls the neocolonial purse strings
by regulating access to Cuban goods and labor as well as to his daughter; he
symbolizes the rise of the trading class to power. Writing some years later,
Marxist scholars Joseph Freeman and Scott Nearing would suggest “his-
torically it would be correct to say that imperialism signifies the rise of the
trading class to power.””! Neither John Norton in Old Glory in Cuba nor
Richard Carson in The Cuban Spy is an Admiral Dewey, but after 1898, the
power of the US businessman in Cuba was perhaps equal to that of Dewey
in Japan. As Pérez notes, by 1905, “some 13,000 Americans had acquired
title to land in Cuba, and these purchases had passed over the $50 million
mark”; in some areas, they owned a majority of land.”” Certainly, US capital
had brought to the Cuban land-grab a set of specific imperatives regarding
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property, protection, and profits. “It was these objectives to which United
States policy was given. And nowhere were they in a more advanced state
of development than in Cuba.””? The soldier paved the way for the inva-
sion of US capital in Cuba and would subsequently guarantee its interests.

The lead character in The Cuban Spy, Richard Carson, embodies
the transformation of US power in Cuba from soldier to businessman
(the figure of capital), as costume notes indicate, by changing over the
course of the play from “[s]emi-military dress” to a “business suit.” As
if to confirm the suit’s role as a kind of surrogate armor, the playwright
specifies that Carson is to have “[n]o coat or vest in Act III as prisoner.””*
Teddy Roosevelt represents a similar transition via his own performance
in Cuba—from officer in the First United States Volunteer Cavalry wear-
ing the Rough Rider slouch hat, boots, and leggings to President of the
United States wearing a suit and a tie.”

In Old Glory in Cuba, May is simultaneously a sign of all that is to be
acquired in the Cuban context and a surrogate for the white US business-
man who is able to claim this power. In this regard, imperiled masculin-
ity is feigned from the start—May can be read as the ultimate proof of its
strength. She is a surrogate for the power of the white businessman and
military in Cuba. The figure of the bumbling young hero is a strategy for
downplaying, yet claiming, both the “tough guy” persona who demands
what he wants and the businessman persona, who buys it. The blundering
white American feigns anxiety or helplessness precisely in order to mask over
and protect the imperial and economic power he hopes to wield—a kind of
neurasthenic strategy (weakness converted to/as sign of racial, class, and
military power). The American masculine ideal articulated in Old Glory in
Cuba is in a position of entitlement, capable of using threat and righteous-
ness in combination with discourses on the helplessness or ignorance of oth-
ers in order to justify its claims on the world. The staging of imperiled white
masculinity, the fickle flag, and strategies of feminization and infantilization
(disposable Cuban mothers and babies as well as surrogate heroines) cloak
the white male subject that is at the center of both stage and empire.

While the heroes in Old Glory in Cuba, Norton and Adams, are described
only as “American,” they are clearly marked by their Anglo-Saxon surnames
and their class position as successful or would-be successful businessmen
in the context of Cuba; even the US villain, Lawton, has an English sur-
name and is a capitalist, albeit a corrupt one. Other “probationary” white
groups—for example, Irish, Polish, or German—are simply absent from the
dramatic context of Old Glory in Cuba, however The Cuban Spyhandles the
play’s “white Others” differently because it is a comedy.
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The cast of characters is illuminating in this regard. The play’s hero,
“Richard Carson,” is described as “a young American aiding the patriots”
in Cuba and his role as “juvenile comedy.” Neither race nor ethnicity is
provided, but as in Old Glory in Cuba, his name and actions mark his
Anglo-Saxon whiteness. The additional comedy in the play is predomi-
nantly that of variegated whiteness (what we might anachronistically
call “ethnic comedy” but was in that moment, racial): Phelim McNab is
described as “Irishman—Irish comedy” while the German, Carl Weisbeer
is described as “Dutch comedy.” Their last names mark their status as the
“white Others of a supreme Anglo-Saxondom” and mock them within
the conventions of vaudeville.”® McNab’s name is wordplay that marks
the Irishman’s criminality: Phelim (feel ‘im) [Mc]“nab” (rob) implies he
is a pickpocket. Similarly, Carl’s surname translates as “white beer.” The
names mark these men as not-quite-white by foregrounding the ways that
they “undo whiteness” through criminality and drunkenness. The “Irish”
and “Dutch comedy” components of the play reinforce the difference of
these immigrant populations through feminization and other vaudeville
strategies. In one scene, Carl, while in drag, declares, “I’m a woman but I
don’t know it.”°” Once their difference is marked, the assimilation of the
probationary whites over the course of The Cuban Spy is indicated in the
notes on costumes. Carl is described as “Made up stout, funny German
costume, to change slightly during progress of play. In last act more gen-
teel.” Similarly, Phelim is described as having “Extravagant Irish make-
up, to change during acts.”’® With claims made on behalf of “true-born”
citizens (by Norton) and depictions of Phelim and Carl’s assimilation,
both Old Glory in Cuba and The Cuban Spy, respectively, stage what was
at stake in the “deep and divisive debate about the nature and extent of
American nationality.”” The rest of the comedic roles are supplemental:
one very small part is described as “Negro comedy” and the Spaniards,
reduced only to their dramatic (and political) roles in the context of Cuba,
are described as “Heavy” and “Second heavy.”1%

WHITENESS, MASCULINITY, AND ROOSEVELT’S ROUGH
RipERrs IN CuBA

Teddy Roosevelt, Lieutenant Colonel of the Rough Riders, has been called
the “primary architect” at the center of “a version of white supremacy
with masculinity at its center.”'”! Writing in 1908, prominent Negro edu-
cator, author, and mathematician, Kelly Miller, described then President
Roosevelt’s own white masculinity in performative terms: “A man almost
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or wholly without Anglo-Saxon blood, he is the ideal embodiment of the
Anglo-Saxon spirit which glorifies beyond all things else the power of
doing things.”!%> Roosevelt was outspoken on the subject of whiteness,
and often claimed, for example, that the Irish, particularly the Catholic
Irish, were an inferior race.'%® Despite his racialist position on citizenship,
his disdain for ethnic groups like the Irish, and his desire to counter the
weakness of “well-bred whites,” the Rough Riders, for which he became
famous, embodied the tensions between the dominant construct of varie-
gated whiteness and an emergent multi-ethnic pan-whiteness.

Teddy Roosevelt’s memoir, The Rough Riders (1899), is particularly
useful for examining such tensions and the shifting parameters of whiteness
because it uses a variety of strategies, at times contradictory, for marking
and unmarking difference among the men who comprised the First United
States Volunteer Cavalry. This is partly because the group is more diversely
white than Roosevelt would seem to prefer given his stance on probation-
ary white groups and national identity and yet he requires precisely the
mixture of men to articulate a “rough masculinity” in order to reinvigorate
both whiteness and the nation. In this sense, he is in somewhat of a bind.

Above all, Roosevelt wants to foreground the frontier character and
heroism of the Rough Riders, to minimize association with weak or neuras-
thenic elites, and to appeal to the masses, therefore when he first mentions
the makeup of the regiment, he notes repeatedly that the majority of men
were from “the four Territories” and only a small percentage were from
“Harvard, Yale, Princeton” and “clubs like the Somerset, of Boston, and
Knickerbocker, of New York.”!%* With this, he emphasizes the diversity of
the group by noting that the white men who made up the majority of its
ranks were from all over the USA and from different social and class back-
grounds. At the same time, Roosevelt reinforces the group’s frontier per-
sonality when he specifies they were primarily formed by “the wild riders
and riflemen of the Rockies and the Great Plains.”!% Indeed, Roosevelt
produces a common set of traits (scripts for performance) among the men
that unifies them (and by extension, their whiteness) regardless of region,
class, education, age, or social position:

All—Easterners and Westerners, Northerners and Southerners, officers and
men, cow-boys and college graduates, wherever they came from, and what-
ever their social position—possessed in common the traits of hardibood and a
thirst for adventure. They weve to o man born adventurers, in the old sense of
the word."%° (My italics.)
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He brings “all” of these diverse men together through what they “pos-
sessed in common”—namely “hardihood” and a “thirst for adventure.”
Both of these are qualities that run counter to the weakness described
in Beard’s concept of neurasthenia and decried by Roosevelt. Moreover,
when Roosevelt uses the expression, “adventurers, in the old sense of
the word,” he clearly connects shifting notions of white US masculinity
with the frontier and imperial privilege—the imagined right to travel to
other countries as one who experiences “adventures.” The frontier, and
by extension the theatre of war in Cuba, was thus a kind of unifying space
for the shifting parameters of whiteness.

Noting that “the regular army and the big-city regiments of 1898—
1902” were full of probationary white groups at the company level and
that the “vast increase in immigration had so changed the makeup of
the American public,” Richard Slotkin argues that some public acknowl-
edgment of diversity was needed in the wake of the war.!”” For Slotkin,
Roosevelt’s memoir provided the acknowledgment; the Rough Riders
are simultaneously described as a mixture of ethnicity, class, and region,
cowboys, Irishmen, Jews, and Harvard athletes, yet all were described as
having a shared background—all men are marked as “white.”!% Indicative
of the emergent form of pan-whiteness, Slotkin notes that Roosevelt’s
memoir produces an “all-white, all Teutonic melting pot.”!” Indeed, by
my count, Roosevelt uses the term “white” 36 times in the memoir and
only speaks of a single “White race” as opposed to the multiple white races
we might expect to find given the then-dominant construct of variegated
whiteness and that the man exemplified the racialist school of national-
ism.""” While his usage of a single “White race” hints at the emerging
multi-ethnic pan-whiteness that would become dominant after 1924,
there should be no doubt that the “mixture” of men that comprise this
group ultimately permits Roosevelt to simultaneously re-shape the param-
eters of white masculinity and the privileges of its membership even as he
would aim to conserve its strategic political power in national and hemi-
spheric contexts.

Undeniably, other sections of his narrative reveal the variegated white-
ness that Jacobson argues was dominant at the time of the War of 1898.
For instance, the Rough Riders unified diverse men as a combined symbol
of white US masculinity partly through bonding rituals that simultane-
ously marked white difference while cohering them as a group. Roosevelt
describes the practice of “nicknaming”—most significantly, the ironic
strategy used in the process—when he notes that the men “speedily gave



86 S.R.RILEY

one another nicknames, largely conferred in a spirit of derision, their basis
lying in contrast.” A quiet one was called “Hell Roarer,” and a rageful
man was called “Prayerful James”; “a young Jew” was called “Pork-chop,”
and an Irishman named “Sheeny Solomon,” the latter an interesting ges-
ture that conflates Jewish and Irish positions into a single probationary
white figure.!'! The oppositional nicknames not only hint at the aggressive
innuendo among the men—Roosevelt himself noted that if they were not
sent to Cuba soon, fighting was sure to break out among them—they also
document existing racial and class tensions within the regiment. Sedgwick
reminds us that nowhere was the tension between homosocial proscrip-
tion and homosexual prohibition more intensified than in the military,
which required the most rigorous male bonding.!'? This, too, would have
intensified group tensions; examples of hyper-masculine names emerging
from this homoerotics included “Tough Ike,” a “brave and fastidious”
member of a private New England men’s club, and “The Dude,” a “decid-
edly rough cow-puncher.”

As Roosevelt goes into more detail, he resuscitates a hierarchy of
whiteness in the order of his narrative: he begins not with the men who
make up the majority of the group, but with descriptions of the men from
cast coast universities, social elites, politicians, and civil servants.!'® Only
then does he describe those who “made up the bulk” of the regiment.!*
Surnames in this section confirm the “probationary” status of many of
the volunteer regiment’s members, for example O’Neill, Llewellen, and
Brodie.'"® Here, too, are the cowboys, gamblers, fighters, and clergymen
who added popular appeal and rough character to the group by virtue of
their bawdy mix. Third, Roosevelt describes the Cherokees, Chickasaws,
Choctaws, Creeks, and Pawnee Indians who formed a small portion of
the regiment.'’® In a fourth section, he concludes his inventory with a
description of “men who fought Apaches,” and “Texas Rangers,” among
them a brave Irishman named McGinty and an “Alsatian by birth” named
Fred Herrig.!'” It may seem contrary to my argument that he would
describe a hierarchy that would place the Native American above any
group of white men, but Roosevelt perhaps had more respect for the
Native American than for some probationary white groups. Nonetheless,
he describes all of these men as heroic and brave, again, uniting them
through common behavior.

While there were several Native Americans in the Rough Riders, there
was only one Negro among them: Marshall, Roosevelt’s “colored body-
servant.”!'® This is a telling reversal of nineteenth-century US military
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history: Colored Troops had been used by the US military predomi-
nantly in battles against the “Indians” during the Apache Wars at the
mid-nineteenth century, but by the War of 1898, while Native American
scouting practices were appropriated for military strategy (and by the US
Boy Scouts)—and the Native American was integrated into the Rough
Riders—the “Buffalo Soldiers” remained in segregated units. Brought
east for the first time in order to serve in the War of 1898, they fought in
the battles at Las Guasimas, El Caney, and San Juan River among others,
and against the deadly yellow fever in Cuba.'” But by 1898, the Native
American was in more “favor” due to increased racial tensions resulting
from failed Reconstruction.

As minstrelsy in the middle of the nineteenth century had provided
a venue for what Eric Lott describes as the love and theft of African
American cultural practices, by the late nineteenth century the same could
be said of Native American culture and the construction of the frontiers-
man persona. Once the Native Americans were nearly exterminated and
segregated from Anglo-American culture, white boys and men began to
appropriate bodily practices, rituals, iconography, and lore from Native
Americans in military culture and the emerging culture of boy scouting.
The attempted genocidal erasure and subsequent mimesis of the erased
culture offers an example of the complex ways in which whiteness marked
itself as both precisely different from, yet desirous of, Native American
culture. Roosevelt would also become known for his “big stick” policy—a
term he borrowed from an African proverb. Such phallic and masculine-
centered rhetoric combined with strategies of racial and cultural appropri-
ation are key components of Roosevelt’s white masculinist performance.

While Roosevelt speaks repeatedly about Indian savagery, he suggests
that once a certain mixing with white blood had occurred, the Indian
was capable of achieving near-complete integration. Indeed, the Negro
soldier is strikingly omitted from Roosevelt’s account of the war in Cuba
despite the fact that heroic performances by the Colored Troops in the
war of 1898 were well documented. Roosevelt had made publicly clear
that although he believed the “smoked Yankees” had fought well, they
required white command in order to be effective in battle. In one particu-
larly inflammatory article published in 1899, Roosevelt described how at
the battle of San Juan Hill, he had to pull his pistol on a group of angry
infantrymen in order to get them to comply.'?° Lothrop Stoddard would
rearticulate this hierarchy in 1920 when he wrote, “there can be no doubt
that the Indian is superior to the negro [sic].”!?!
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In his memoir, Roosevelt erases the heroism of the Colored Troops
in favor of a narrative in which the Negro serves as a conduit of imperial
power. In one of the few mentions of Marshall, given in a single short
paragraph in a section devoted to the preparation to embark to Cuba,
Roosevelt articulates a hierarchy of race and the surrogation of racial
power within a triangulated structure:

The officers’ horses were on another boat, my own being accompanied by
my colored body-servant, Marshall, the most faithful and loyal of men, him-
self an old soldier of the Ninth Cavalry. Marshall had been in Indian cam-
paigns, and he christened my larger horse, “Rain-in-the-Face,” while the
other, a pony, went by the name of “Texas.”!??

Roosevelt first marks the colored man’s loyalty and then confirms his role
in continental expansion, his age, and his military background (“old sol-
dier”). The use of the term “himself” foregrounds the bond between the
two men—and to some degree partly confers respect on Marshall’s past.
Roosevelt then produces a triangulation when he makes clear that the
colored man had fought against the red man on behalf of the white man.
To confirm this triangulated surrogation, Roosevelt concludes this section
by telling us that Marshall “christened” his horses by appropriating Native
American and territorial names. Marshall’s use of names like Rain-in-the-
Face and Texas seems, for Roosevelt, symbolic of the cultural war-booty,
or spoils, of empire; it seems to confirm the black man’s domination of the
red man on behalf of the white man even as the former’s age and current
status as a body-servant mark his own diminished status within the process
of interracial triangulation.

Roosevelt omits, however, that Rain-in-the-Face was the name of a
heroic Hunkpapa Sioux chief and warrior, born Iromagaja, who fought
against the US military and westward expansion in the last stages of the
“plains wars.”'** The feud he had with General Custer’s younger brother
in the 1870s was the stuft of legend—from Rain-in-the-Face’s alleged
vow to tear out Tom’s heart and eat it to Custer’s subsequent death in
a battle they both fought. This dramatic tale was popularized in Henry
Wadsworth Longfellow’s poem The Revenge of Rain-in-the-Face (1878) as
well as in dime novels.'?* No doubt for Roosevelt, the gesture was proof of
the white man’s victory: to ride a horse named after a former enemy of his
country would be very powerful—and even more so, another subjugated
Other had named it on his behalf, almost claiming the enemy’s spirit in the
“christening” act. Yet Rain-in-the-Face is a figure of the red man’s vow to
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and capacity for revenge against the white man. As a veteran of the Apache
Wars, Marshall knew this story and just as likely used it strategically in
naming Roosevelt’s horse. In this sense, we also can understand Marshall’s
“christening” not so much as the act of an Uncle Tom who transfers the
Native American’s fetish power to his white master but also as a silent reit-
eration of Rain-in-the-Face’s vow, reminiscent of what Daphne A. Brooks
describes as an “Afro-alienation act,” namely, a “tactic that the marginal-
ized seized on” in order to convert the “condition of alterity” into “cul-
tural expressiveness and a specific strategy of cultural performance.”!?®

Roosevelt’s memoir unquestionably intended to silence and refused
to acknowledge any kind of black agency, whether the possible Afro-
alienation acts of one old soldier or the bravery of the entire Negro
Cavalry in Cuba. Kaplan argues that his quickly published memoir was
“one of the documents involved in a struggle over writing the history of
that war, a struggle in part against an African American narrative of black
heroism that had gained some currency.”'?¢ She notes, tellingly, that it is
only after his description of the encounter with “smoked Yankees” in the
narrative that he feels compelled to give an account of the Rough Riders’
valor in battle.'””

ROOSEVELT’S NEURASTHENIA? OR, THE FAILED SPECTACLE
OF THE ROUGH RIDERS AND THE RESTORED BEHAVIOR
OF WHITENESS

As discussed above, much was made of the Rough Riders, their horses,
and horsemanship; in many ways, they were the country’s new cowboys.
The horse played an important role in configuring their frontier mascu-
linity and thus offered more than effective transportation and military
crowd control. Being mounted was the key component of their name
and identity as “Rough Riders” and is reiterated as the title of Roosevelt’s
memoir. And while Roosevelt laments the fact that after having trained
as a cavalry, his unit was “dismounted” before embarking for Cuba, he
moves very quickly over his admission of the lack behind the group’s
iconic image. Almost an aside in the middle of a section about the regi-
ment’s weaponry and training (its power), the phrases, “As it turned
out,” and “In a way,” further minimize the admission before he moves
quickly on: “As it turned out, we were not used mounted at all, so that
our preparations on this point came to nothing. In a way, I have always
regretted this.”!?
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Indeed, with the exception of a few officers including Wood and
Roosevelt, the men did not have their horses in Cuba—they never enacted
their ultimate performative gesture: the very charge full of cowboy enthu-
siasm for which the group had trained. In a failure of modern technolo-
gies, US naval craft could not accommodate the men, arms, and horses
deploying to Cuba—no practical plan had been made. Being dismounted
was the equivalent of a kind of castration of Rough Rider masculinity.
To make matters worse, one of Roosevelt’s two horses drowned in trans-
port (was it Rain-in-the-Face?). As an admission of a kind of failure, this
comprises Roosevelt’s moment of weakness and nostalgia (“I have always
regretted this”). Yet he quickly recovers, confirming in the next paragraph,
how rapidly they retrained as an infantry and that in the Rough Rider uni-
form, “they looked exactly as a body of cowboy cavalry should look.”!??
With the expression “cowboy cavalry,” he reclaims their mounted status.

The US public had wanted a Rough Rider cavalry in Cuba—had
watched them move across the country with their horses and had watched
them prepare in Tampa. When events unfolded as they did, the image pro-
duction machine simply continued with the story of the Rough Rider as
it had been initiated. The dismounted status of the regiment required the
fabrication of motion picture footage or the vetting of footage shot before
deployment in order to fill in the missing parts. Moreover, “as it turned
out,” the new motion picture cameras, like the horses, did not make it to
the theatre of war in Cuba, “largely as a result of technological limitations
and the overall conditions of production.”’*® As a result, there was no
footage of the fighting in Cuba.'®!

Footage of the Rough Riders in Tampa is also limited. William Paley’s
film Roosevelt’s Rough Riders Embarking for Santiago, for example,
documents the war effort as men load cargo onto a large ship, but does
not show them on horseback.'*> American Mutoscope and Biograph
Company’s film, Roosevelt’s Rough Riders, does show the men mounted
sometime in the weeks prior to deployment in June. The 1903 Biograph
picture catalog describes the film as “A charge full of cowboy enthusiasm
by Troop ‘I,” the famous regiment, at Tampa, before its departure for
the front,” and as such, resuscitates the narrative of the mounted Rough
Rider even though it was common knowledge by 1903 that the men had
no horses in Cuba.'® Like Roosevelt’s memoir, films of the Rough Riders
were engaged in a kind of battle over the production of history, one in
which they aimed to fill in for the lack of horses in Cuba and recuperate a
particular image of white masculinity.
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In 1899, during the US occupation and military government of
Cuba, James H. White produced two films for the Edison Manufacturing
Company that used a different strategy to reclaim the image of the
mounted Rough Rider. The films were distributed on the motion picture
circuit in the same year under the titles, US Infantry supported by Rough
Riders at El Caney and Skirmish of Rough Riders. The films staged so-
called “reenactments” of the Rough Riders by the New Jersey National
Guard that had been filmed in New Jersey. Both show groups of men
on horseback charging toward the camera, flags figuring prominently in
the frame—and each catalog description highlights the heroic riding of
the mounted cavalry. The film company catalog describes US Infantry
Supported by Rough Riders at El Caney:

Up the road comes a detachment of infantry, firing, advancing, kneeling
and firing, again and again. The advance of the foot soldiers is followed by
a troop of Rough Riders, riding like demons, yelling and firing revolvers as
they pass out of sight.!3*

Similarly, the Edison catalog describes Skirmish of the Rough Riders:

Shielded by a thick bit of timber at a turn of the road stands a company of
mounted men, awaiting the order to advance. In the foreground, left as the
flotsam of battle, is a dead horse from the shelter of which two marksmen
are picking off the enemy. Suddenly comes the command, “Forward,” and
the riders dash up the road, out of sight, leaving behind them a great cloud
of dust and smoke. A detachment of infantry covers the advance, and volley
repeatedly as they press forward.!'?®

But White’s films do not reenact—they restore. They function similarly to
what Schechner, discussing performance, describes as “restored behavior” of
“a past that never was”—in this case, as restorations of an ideal Rough Rider
performance.'® Describing them as reenactments is itself a way to restore
a behavior, an event, with no original—one never enacted in the first place.
Here, the “reality effects” produced in the blurring of real and reel
produce whiteness as restored behavior; empire and whiteness mediate
and are mediated not only by the reality effects of early cinema but also
through the discourse of reenactment and the power of repetition in the
story of the Rough Riders in Cuba.’®” Daphne Brooks argues that the
racialized body is “spectacularly inauthentic.”'*® And while she speaks of
the figure of the octoroon in the context of melodrama, the fabricated
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films of the heroic ride in Cuba, a ride that never occurred, similarly con-
stitute a spectacularly inauthentic racialized body: the white masculinity
of the Rough Rider—a copy without an original. To this day, the films
are still listed as reenactments on the LOC website and the film’s loca-
tion named as Cuba.'®” This attests to the repeatability and persistence of
the restored script surrounding the Rough Riders and their heroic ride in
Cuba and its importance in the national imaginary.

CONCLUSION

The trope of Old Glory in Cuba is useful for demonstrating the importance
of performance in the unfolding of the War of 1898 and in terms of the
shifting parameters of US whiteness. Indeed, Cuba—on stage, on screen,
and in the theatre of war—was a field of action for the production of empire
and also for a re-scripting of white masculinity vis-a-vis not only the Rough
Riders, but also the figure of the US businessman in Cuba. Old Glory in
Cuba is a kind of deep structure that facilitated imperial surrogation in gen-
eral and staged, in particular, the successful exchange of Cuba from Spanish
hands to American—a repetitive form that can be reused, emptied out, and
refilled again and again across discursive, visual, and performatic fields. A
Metropolitan Opera House advertisement in the New York Times gives a
synopsis of a program that quickly summarizes the preparation for war and
its ultimate outcome via performance. “Hustling in the armory previous to
departure, marching to the front; from night to dawn; foraging; for break-
fast, a song; the alarm; the advance; the battle at San Juan Hill; helping the
wounded; renewing the attack; victory; Old Glory in Cuba.”!*?

The promise of the line “We are coming now to free you” from the
popular song, “We are Coming with Old Glory” (1898), ultimately will
not ring true within the logic of the US imperial project. Indeed, the
rhetoric of promise and freedom expedites takeover. The last two lines of
the song depict the overthrow (to “o’er turn the rule of Spain!”) that is
the aim of US presence in Cuba (“coming with Old Glory”). Old Glory
in Cuba is a trope that marks and enacts imperial surrogation: it enables
the overturning and will fill the space left by Spain’s retreat. The aim of
any political overthrow is to remove one government and replace it with
another, but in the context of Cuba in 1898, the gesture did not rest
there. The desire to succeed Spain in the control of Cuba required the
simultaneous erasure of both Spanish dominion and Cuban sovereignty.
Pérez summarizes the lingering misunderstanding on this topic: the USA
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tends to think that Cuba should be grateful to it for help in achieving
independence from Spain, whereas Cuba regards the War of 1898 as an act
of betrayal by the USA because of the ensuing takeover.!*!

Within months of the war, a popular line of boys’ adventure books,
called the “Old Glory Series” advertised titles such as A Youny Volunteer
in Cuba, or Fighting for the Single Star, Under Dewey at Manila, or The
War Fortunes of a Castaway, and Fighting in Cuban Waters, or The Haps
and Mishaps of o Youny Gunner.'*> The series uses the trope of Old Glory
to encourage young white men to imagine themselves within the struc-
tures of the imperial encounter; the gunner, volunteer fighter, or castaway
in search of fortune and adventure provided models for the next genera-
tion of young white men who would grow up to serve, for example, in the
early twentieth-century military occupations of Cuba and Haiti. Indeed,
during the US occupation of Haiti (1915-34), the white Others of varie-
gated whiteness would be fully assimilated into the emerging multi-ethnic
pan-whiteness; Haiti would prove particularly useful as a site for its pro-
duction, as I explore in Chap. 5.
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CHAPTER 4

Re-Racing the Nation: From Cuba—A
Drama of Freedom to the Cultural
Performance of Negro History Week

In November 1898, shortly after the end of the War, the American Law
Enforcement League of Minnesota organized what may be the first Afro-
American pageant in the USA: the large-scale four-act spectacle, Cuba—A
Drama of Freedom.! The pageant’s purpose was to raise funds for the
League, a Negro organization that spoke out against lynching in the USA
and aligned its cause with US intervention in Cuba, which it felt sup-
ported the struggle for freedom by Cubans of African descent.” Written
and supervised by Cora Pope, whose husband, Sergeant ZA Pope, had
fought in one of the US Colored Troops at the battle of Santiago, the
pageant was performed for integrated audiences at the Lyceum Theater
in Minneapolis and the St. Paul Metropolitan Opera House.? Historical
reviews note that “the theater was packed to the doors with a fashion-
able audience,” which numbered more than 2000 at the Opera House
alone and that the performance was “given entirely” by a cast of “300
colored performers.” Indeed, many more people organized the pageant
and managed off-stage activity, making the production a community-wide
event that touched many of the Negro families in the Twin Cities area.> A
review in The Appeal: A National Afro-American Newspaper called it the
“most notable dramatic event ever produced by the Afro-Americans of the
Twin Cities,” while historian Paul D. Nelson describes it as “one of the
most spectacular demonstrations of patriotic enthusiasm ever witnessed in
Minnesota.”® Yet where much of the patriotic spectacle in white popular
culture justified the war effort through its focus on remembering the USS
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Muaine, this production did so by focusing loosely on the cause of Cuban
freedom and independence from slavery and Spain. Public response was
so positive, there were several encore performances later in the month.”

Drawing from the conventions of pageants, minstrelsy, and vaude-
ville productions, the spectacle incorporated a combination of tableaux
vivants, songs, dances, dramatic sketches, and oratory in four main acts:
“Columbia’s Festal Day,” in which Liberty is surrounded by colorfully
dressed maids and guards; the “Cuban sugar plantation” scene—a large-
scale “rollicking” cakewalk number that showcased, in the Opera House
production, four pairs of “tots” who stole the show; the “Battle of
Santiago,” which depicts the betrayal of General Maceo to the Spanish
and in which Sergeant Pope led the charge on stage; and a final jubi-
lee set in the near future of 1900 in which “all countries welcome Cuba
to the sisterhood of nations.”® In between the third and fourth acts, at
the production’s climax, prominent Afro-American attorney Fredrick
L. McGhee gave a speech in the character of the Cuban patriot, General
Maceo, in which he “recounted the wrongs of his country and called upon
his followers to avenge him.” A review in the St. Paul Globe, an Afro-
American newspaper, notes the “splendid scenic effects,” “fine choruses,”
and “scenes from Cuba’s history,” but seems especially thrilled with the
military spectacle: ““Cuba’ is a rattling performance. That is it has big
guns and all kinds of guns that are used to make a great effect at proper
times.”!? Indeed, with 300 performers and “all kinds of guns,” the event
must have been viscerally powerful.

Cuba—A Drama of Freedom uses many conventions of patriotic per-
formance culture. The Jubilee and Festal scenes are similar to both The
World’s Champion American Boy (1896) and Flags of the World (1898)
in their use of national iconography, colorful patriotic costumes, and
militarized fanfare, particularly in tableaux vivants.!! The pageant’s third
act invokes the familiar trope of the “Cuban spy” to reference Maceo’s
traitor. Here, as in Dumont’s 1899 melodrama, the trope justifies US
economic and political intervention in Cuba; however in Cuba, the cap-
ture of Maceo’s traitor layers US and Cuban patriotism in order to forge
transnational bonds between people of African descent. And like most
popular patriotic melodrama, the production was highly sentimental.
During the battlefield scene, for example, bodies were carried across the
stage while doctors and nurses of the Red Cross tended the scores of
wounded. A great deal of the production’s emotional power was pre-
cisely in the “massing of great numbers of people on the stage.”'> When
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a nurse sang “Home Sweet Home” for a dying soldier, there were “few
dry eyes in the house.”!?

Being part of the audience at a large-scale event that aimed to pluck
the patriotic and racial heartstrings provides an “experience of simultane-
ity” with others that creates a state of unisonance, or the shared affect
of the collective formation, especially as enacted through performance.'*
In this context, the shared emotions went beyond the national affiliation
described by Anderson to include a mix of class, regional, national, racial,
diasporic, imperial, and anti-colonial connections and ruptures. For exam-
ple, Fredrick McGhee—a colored elite who would become a co-founder,
with W.E.B. Du Bois, of the Niagara Movement in 1905—calling for
vengeance as the Cuban military hero and patriot Maceo, simultaneously
justifies US involvement in Cuba on the so-called behalf of the indepen-
dentistas (avenge us!) and via the ghosting of live performance, warns the
US nation to reconcile its own bloody racial tensions.'® McGhee-as-Maceo
performs racial solidarity across class, ethnic, religious, and national dif-
ference in order to decry racial terrorism both in Cuba and the USA. The
production’s emotional payoff comes from the mixture of national patri-
otism and racial and political linkages in the search for justice between
people of African descent in both the United States and Cuba.

At the same time, the tropes of both US and Cuban patriotism (Liberty
and Maceo) are layered over imperialist anti-conquest strategies in the
production as well as in the Afro-American press. For example, the pag-
eant was described as “a story of the incidents leading up to the war in
Cuba and terminating when Santiago falls to the prowess of American
arms, ‘for humanity’s’ sake, leaving the struggling Cuban patriots assured
of their freedom.”!® The author of these lines reinscribes the national nar-
rative in which the USA comes to save the day in Cuba, bringing freedom
to its patriots. Yet, the majority of Cubans—including those of African
descent—did not share this perspective on US involvement in their political
affairs. On the contrary, most Cubans saw the results of US involvement
as a kind of betrayal.!” And even as McGhee-as-Maceo performs a racial alli-
ance across national borders, the figure, embodying the very anarchy of
empire, identifies with both colonizer (US military intervention in Cuba)
and colonized (whether Cuba under Spain or the Negro in the US South).

The main topic of discussion in the Afro-American press following
the performances was not the pageant’s depictions of patriotism or the
outcome of the War in terms of Cuban independence, but was instead,
the cakewalk—a form of “high-stepping” dance competition that dates
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to the period of slavery but that had become increasingly popular in late
nineteenth-century performance culture through the venue of the min-
strel show, where it was performed in blackface.'® One reviewer repeatedly
drives home that the dance was an “elite cake walk [sic] by the hand-
somest girls and their beaux of this city,” that it was “very artistic,” and
had been “presented by some of the leading young women and men of
St. Paul.”!” Many of the socially elite “colored 400,” like Mrs. Fredrick
(Mattie) McGhee, defended the dance number as the hit of the show but
some, like J.C. Reid, thought that despite its popularity with audiences,
the cakewalk ultimately revealed that “all coons are alike” and that such
“frivolity” reinscribed negative stercotypes.?’

In a series of letters published in the press, Mattie McGhee defended
the dance by saying they had not copied it from slave culture or blackface
minstrelsy but from white high society itself, namely from a party at the
Vanderbilt’s home in New York City.?! For Mrs. McGhee, this legitimized
the dance as culturally significant whereas Reid saw nothing redeeming
in the fact that socially elite Afro-Americans performed the dance or in
the Vanderbilt’s stamp of approval. Reid saw no difference in a cakewalk
performed by “the colored 400” and “those of less prominence” despite
the fact that he saw the former as the “moral and intellectual lights among
local Afro-Americans.”?? Convinced that class standing and mimicry would
neither remove the stain of the past nor change the future of the race, Reid
argued that Afro-Americans should “put down everything that was ever
connected with slavery” and stop “imitating the white man.”?* But Mattie
McGhee argued that the production did “more to elevate the colored
people in the estimation of the whites in the Northwest than all the com-
bined efforts of the race-loving people of the Twin Cities.”?* The heated,
even sniping, debate continued in the local press until early February of
1899, when Fredrick McGhee and Reid, who refused to debate any fur-
ther with women, argued the question, “Is the Cakewalk Detrimental to
the Afro-American?” at the Bethesda Church in Minneapolis. In front of
a large crowd, nine judges determined that Reid did not make a successful
case and that McGhee had won the debate.?®

The cakewalk did not open up a rift in the “Afro-American commu-
nity” as much as it revealed the tensions involved in knitting together such
a community; it embodied the lived complexities of color and class among
the “race-loving people” of the Twin Cities. The pageant’s uptake in the
press in terms of the cakewalk rather than its themes of justice, freedom, or
the outcome of the War of 1898 itself is one example of how Cuba—both
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the pageant and the country—was a staging ground for a debate about
the sign of blackness in the USA and what might constitute a new racial
performativity. Indeed, Reid argues there is “no time for frivolity” like the
cakewalk when the “memory of our brothers who are being butchered
daily in the South should be ever green” and when “the deadly odor” of
lynching is “slowly but surely setting the whites of the North against us.”?
Questions of racial performativity vis-a-vis the crisis of lynching and the
parameters of Afro-American community were at the core of the drama
that surrounded the cakewalk—more than issues of Cuban independence.
More precisely, Cuba—A Drama of Freedom created a palimpsestic overlay
in which Cuban independence was sutured to questions of lynching and
the growing racial crisis at home—and this suturing is equally clear in the
figure of McGhee-as-Maceo calling for vengeance.

E. Patrick Johnson argues that in times of crisis, “older versions of
blackness” are often called into question and, undoubtedly, the prolifera-
tion of Jim Crow racial terrorism at home coupled with growing aware-
ness that US imperialism preyed on people of color abroad fomented such
a crisis.?” The theatre of war in Cuba, in particular, was increasingly central
to this awareness—and between 1898 and the mid-1930s, theatrical per-
formance on the subject was a popular mode of mobilization and debate
that both fractured and cohered Negro communities across the USA and
helped reconfigure the parameters of blackness. The War of 1898 cata-
lyzed the growing crisis because (1) demonstrations of valor in battle by
Negro soldiers failed to have any effect on either national memory or in
terms of improving their increasingly disenfranchised civil status in the
USA, and (2) the intercultural contact zones of empire created a space for
growing diasporic affiliation among people of African descent. The resis-
tance against Spain by people like Antonio Maceo in Cuba motivated peo-
ple of African descent in the USA at a moment described as the “nadir” of
Negro political and social life after the Civil War.?®

Gatewood confirms that “Negro Americans increasingly emphasized
self-help, group loyalty, and racial solidarity” in response to the “rising
tide” of “prejudice and discrimination in the 1890s” (italics mine).?’ At
the same time, empire was shifting racial meanings both in the USA and
to some degree in its imperial strongholds; it reified the white suprema-
cist position, turning what Gatewood calls the “‘Mississippi plan’ of
race relations” into “the American Way,” and at the same time provided
the grist for the “heightened race consciousness” of US Negroes.** To
be sure, the crisis of violent racism at home and its linkages to empire
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greatly intensified group solidarity in the USA under the sign of black-
ness. Regardless of one’s stance toward empire, shifting structures of race
relations at home and increased political and racial affiliation with people
of color abroad came together to cohere the racial sign.

In this chapter I look at the ways that Cuba, with its large population of
African descent, brought older versions into question and provided a con-
text for staging a new version of American blackness—especially in perfor-
mance. First, I situate the figure of the New Negro in the context of the
War of 1898 and emerging cultural and political pan-Africanisms, which is
to say precisely within the tensions between an older version of blackness
that sought to demonstrate its value by means of patriotism and a newer
version that looked increasingly across national borders. I then look at the
role of theatrical and cultural performance in this dynamic. Negro History
Week, for example, was established in 1926 as an annual nation-wide cel-
ebration in order to foster group solidarity in the USA precisely by re-
racing and re-writing that which had been erased from US history as well
as by re-collecting, re-membering (re-making the members of commu-
nity), and re-mapping the sign of blackness in a wider pan-African context.
Its popular format and use of theatrical performance made it particularly
significant to the production of a newly racialized social imaginary in the
USA—and images of Cuba and Haiti figure prominently in its materials.

Theatrical representations of Cuba that were published or staged in the
USA as part of Negro History Week events are particularly instructive for
exploring the productive tensions between patriotic nationalist narratives
and pan-African narratives in the reconfiguration of blackness. Two such
plays set in Cuba in the late nineteenth century are Randolph Edmonds’s
Yellow Death and Willis Richardson’s Antonio Maceo, both from 1935.
Each challenges previous versions of blackness while raising questions
about empire, nation, race, and allegiance and in each, the figure of the
soldier is crucial. The former uses a patriotic narrative of Negro contribu-
tion to the War of 1898 whereas the latter documents the martyrdom of
Antonio Maceo, the Cuban hero who was crucial to the Spanish colony’s
nineteenth-century battles for both emancipation and independence. In
the first, Cuba is the staging ground for the performance of a heroic US
blackness that erases all Cuban participation in historical events and in the
second, diasporic misidentification or misrecognition and the erasure of
intra-racial difference are harnessed to the reification of the sign of black-
ness in the USA, which was increasingly a pan-blackness. The chapter con-
cludes with a review of the biracial rhetoric found in the materials explored
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in this chapter in order to situate it within the broader context of the “rise
of ‘biracialism’” and to consider the ways such language was used to forge
a pan-black position.?!

THE PALIMPSESTIC PRODUCTION OF HISTORY /RACE:
E-RAcCING, RE-RACING, AND RE-MEMBERING

The “smoked Yankees” who returned home from the War of 1898 received
brief recognition for their valor in battle and were just as quickly forgotten
(Fig. 4.1). The poem, The Conquerors: The Black Troops in Cuba, written
before the end of the year by Paul Laurence Dunbar concludes its staccato
message with the somber acknowledgement that only a future version of

Fig. 4.1 “Some of our brave colored boys who helped free Cuba” by J.F. Jarvis,
1899. US Library of Congress, prints and photographs division
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the US nation would be able to thank the men for their sacrifice. Indeed,
by 1899, Teddy Roosevelt had published his impactful memoir on the
War in which he would completely discredit the valor of the “smoked
Yankees” and claim all the glory of battle for his Rough Riders. In this
sense, Roosevelt’s story of San Juan Hill can be seen as the racialized
erasure and reinscription of historical events—one that demonstrates the
tremendous staying power of the silences that are made with the pro-
duction of history: Trouillot’s “simultaneous production of mentions and
silences.”*? The patriotic rhetoric of memory found in “Remember the
Maine!” had induced Americans, regardless of race, to remember to forget
the economic and racial aims of empire—but after the war, it was clear that
the nation would not re-member its Negro soldiers. By this formulation,
I mean neither would it make their valor part of national memory nor
would it (re)incorporate them into the “body politic.”3?

The same year that Roosevelt published his memoir, James Ephraim
McGirt of rural Robeson County, North Carolina published a collection
of poems titled Avenging the Maine, A Drunken A.B., and Other Poems. >
Although not a critical success, the book was popular enough that second
and third editions were released in 1900 (again in North Carolina) and
1901 (Philadelphia). The first two stanzas of the title poem declaim,

Sing, O Muse! the avenging of the Maine,
The direful woes, the fate of Spain.

A heinous deed to our ship they wrought,
Untimely death to our crew they brought.
Our soldiers’ valor forever tell,

Who for revenge both fought and fell;
Volcanic boats over the water went,

The burning revenge from them was sent.
Shafter’s army, pray tell me all

Who died bravely rallying to the call?

What of the Negroes in the band,

Did they scatter or did they stand?

To this question, I’ll answer brief,

They fought like demons without a chief.
I’ll ever sing of the memorable day

When Negro valor was brought into play;
In the hottest battle their captain died,
They did not scatter, “Onward they cried.”
Their eyes on victory intensely fixed,
Negro and white blood that day flowed mixed.
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There are the first to embark on land,
There were no cowards in this band.*®

McGirt both reinscribes the rhetoric of imperial aims (avenging the
Maine) and also takes up an urge to rewrite, revise the erasure of the his-
torical record with its tremendous momentum and forgetfulness. “What
of the Negroes in the band?” he demands of the Muse. The avenging of
the Maine here is not simply a patriotic call to arms but is also an attempt
to avenge the men whose valor was so quickly erased from the nation’s
history. In the second stanza, McGirt seems to challenge the Roosevelt
narrative, which alleged Negro soldiers fell into useless disorganization
when their white officers were killed.

There are two things to note here. The historiography of the War of
1898 is constructed palimpsestically and biracially: black and white “ver-
sions” mark and unmark each other (I say more on this below). Second,
the ambivalence in McGirt’s poem—the tensions between the patriotism of
“avenging” the Maine and the outrage at having to set the historical record
straight—is a mark of the growing disenfranchisement of Negroes in the
USA after the War and of a rethinking of previous versions of blackness.

James Robert Payne notes how the literature, and I would add perfor-
mance, of the War of 1898 produced by Negroes in the USA tends to fall
into three categories: works that express idealism toward the War, works
that express disillusionment, and those that negotiate between the two.3¢
Cora Pope’s 1898 pageant, Cuba—A Drama of Freedom, is simultane-
ously a performance of patriotic idealism and in the climactic speech given
by McGhee-as-Maceo, an expression of political disillusionment as was the
very formation of the American Law Enforcement League of Minnesota
that the pageant aimed to fund. US intervention in Cuba is lauded even
as McGhee-as-Maceo makes a pointed speech about “the righteous ven-
geance of the oppressed.”?” The conversion of Sergeant Pope’s military
action into a dramatic role in the battle scene also functions ambivalently.
On one hand it stages the valor of the Colored soldiers for an integrated
US audience—on the other, it converts his heroic acts into entertainment
and thereby risks becoming parody. To borrow loosely from Marx, it
seems to me that Pope’s performance embodies both the very real tragedy
of fighting heroically in Cuba in order to prove one’s patriotism and the
very real farce of growing Negro disenfranchisement. Similarly, while the
first stanza in McGirt’s poem tropes in patriotic rhetoric, the terse reply
of the second stanza reveals the poet’s frustration. Indeed, the general
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trend in the literature and performance of the War of 1898, points to
tensions between “Old Negro” idealism/patriotism and “New Negro”
disillusionment and echoes Gates’s depiction of the New Negro as “the
sign of a new racial self” that countered older scripts of blackness.3*

The violently diminished status of the Negro in the USA, which became
dramatically clear after the War of 1898, fostered the growing disillusion-
ment. Not only was the valor of the Negro soldier quickly erased, but civil
and political progress was also being wiped out. In November of that year,
for example, the racially integrated Fusion government of Wilmington,
North Carolina was overtaken by white supremacist Democrats in a forceful
coup. According to Colonel Alfred M. Waddell—who staged the takeover
and in so doing became the new mayor—seven of the city’s Negro political
leaders and newspapermen were run out of town.*” The press was burned
down and as many as 250 Negroes and people of color were killed by
“white” mobs.** At the time of the riot, two-thirds of Wilmington’s popu-
lation was of African descent. As a port town, the city was a bustling hub for
cosmopolitanism and successful entrepreneurship regardless of race; Negro
citizens owned businesses such as restaurants, drugstores, barbershops,
and tailor shops and also served as firemen and policemen.*! But the coup
successfully terminated the progressive environment in Wilmington and
“marked the violent culmination of the Democratic party’s white suprem-
acy campaign in North Carolina.”*? Shockingly, the former Congressman
who staged the coup was allowed to retain control of the government with
no repercussions. McGirt, living some 80 miles from Wilmington, would
have been painfully aware of the deteriorating civil status of Negroes in
his home state and nationally—and by the time the second edition of his
Avenging the Maine was published in 1900, he would have lost the right to
vote because North Carolina rescinded Negro suffrage.

In 1916, William Pickens, Dean of Morgan College in Baltimore, pub-
lished The New Negro: His Political, Civil and Mental Status, and Related
Essays.® In it, he describes the “turn from the old to the new Negro: from
the patient, unquestioning, devoted semi-slave to the self-conscious, aspir-
ing, proud young man”—and he does so in almost performative terms
that detail a different repertoire of daily gestures, speech acts, and man-
nerisms.** He tells, for example, how one young man was ousted from
his job even though his white associates agreed he was well qualified. The
only complaint was “when he talks on some phases of the race question he
sometimes clinches bis teeth! They evidently preferred that when he talked
of the great injustices [...] he would rather show his teeth in the concilia-
tory, apologetic grin of the old-fashioned Negro.”*®
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Pickens notes the patriotic spirit of the new Negro is very different
from “1898 when his youth, wherever admitted, rose as one man to meet
the Spaniard”—a time when the Negro “still looked upon ‘Uncle Sam’ as
being some personality separate and apart from the oppressor.”*¢ In that
moment, the “old-fashioned Negro” had hoped to better his conditions
by an “opportunity to show his patriotism at San Juan Hill,” but the “hos-
tile” political aftermath at home caused him to “identify his former ideal
of the nation with the oppressor himself.”*” Cataloguing the changing
rhetoric of the new Negro, Pickens writes:

One hears expressions from individual Negroes now which were not to be
heard twenty years ago: that the United States needs humiliation; that it
would “help the Negro if any foreign power should humble this country;”
that the Negro has “nothing to fight for” in the United States, and “noth-
ing to defend;” that he (the individual who may be speaking) “would not
volunteer;” [...] and many other expressions which show that the Negro is
beginning to look for deliverance from abroad rather than at home.*

Whereas Pickens imagined this deliverance might result from the USA
being humbled by a foreign power, it more accurately resulted from the
growing networks of cultural and political pan-Africanisms of the late
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. These include the Pan-African
movement (with a capital “P”) associated with W.E.B. Du Bois and the
five Pan-African Congresses of 1919, 1921, 1923, 1927, and 1945 as well
as other pan-Africanist cultural movements (with a lower case “p”) of the
1920s and 30s, including francophone Négritude, the Haitian Indigénisme
that arose in response to the US occupation, the Negrismo movement
in Cuban poetry, and Marcus Garvey’s United Negro Improvement
Association, which was a mass movement in the USA by 1920.%

These movements, taken as a whole, simultaneously facilitated anti-
colonial solidarity under the sign of blackness and mobilized specifically
national racial projects. Du Bois noted in 1933 that the idea behind the first
four Pan-African Congresses had been to foster racial solidarity in order to
“see what can be done for the freedom of the human spirit which happens
to be encased in dark skin.”*® Culturally speaking, he noted many Negroes
in the USA “still” considered themselves members of “the white race”:

There are still large numbers of American Negroes who in all essential par-
ticulars conceive themselves as belonging to the white race. And this, not on
account of their color, which may be yellow, brown, or black, but on account
of their history and their social surroundings. They react as white Americans.
They have all the racial prejudices of white America, not only against Asiatics
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and Jews, but even against Mexicans, and West Indians. In all questions of
human interest, they would flock to white America before they would flock
to the brown West Indies or to black Africa or to yellow Asia.’!

Du Bois argued the racist structures of global economics (the prob-
lems of color caste, discrimination, exploitation for profit, and oppression)
required that the American Negro, regardless of color, move “nearer to
the dark people outside of America than to his white fellow citizens.”>?
By means of Pan-Africanism, the sign of blackness was rearticulated as an
increasingly broad identifying construct that homogenized the “yellow,
brown or black.” Hubert Henry Harrison similarly argued that Negroes
must begin to identify first and foremost as a cohesive racial group just
as white men increasingly identified racially before considering ethnicity,
religion, or political party: “For we are not Republicans, Democrats or
Socialists any longer. We are Negroes first.”*3

Both Du Bois and Harrison articulate a unified Negro racial identity
vis-a-vis an increasingly broad and generic “white race” or group of “white
men” that speaks to the growing ranks of the emergent “multi-ethnic pan-
whiteness” of the early twentieth century.®* With this formulation, Jacobson
describes how groups that were considered “probationary whites” in the
nineteenth century, such as the Irish, Italians, and Jews, were folded under
the sign of whiteness in the period from the late nineteenth to the early twen-
tieth centuries in order to consolidate white racial power. Guterl describes
the shift from “a multiplicity of white races to the arrival of ‘biracialism’”—
one that structures “absolute whiteness” vis-a-vis “absolute blackness” and
vice versa.®® In 1920, Du Bois would say the “discovery of personal white-
ness” is a “very modern thing—a nineteenth and twentieth century matter
indeed.”*® The same must be said of the new “absolute blackness,” or pan-
blackness, of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, by which I
mean a single category of racial identification that subsumed prior differ-
ences of color and ethnicity between people of African descent. In “The
Conservation of Races” (1897), Du Bois called it “Pan-Negroism.”*”

REMEMBERING TO RE-MEMBER: THE CULTURAL
PERFORMANCE OF NEGRO HisTOrRY WEEK AND PAN-
AFRICAN HISTORY AS NATIONAL SPECTACLE
Like Haitian Indigénisme and Cuban Negrismo, Carter G. Woodson’s

Association for the Study of Negro Life and History (ASNLH), which he
co-founded in 1915, its Associated Publishers (established 1920), and its
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annual celebration, Negro History Week (established 1926), constituted
a pan-African cultural movement that articulated a new version of black-
ness in the USA and that engaged diasporic affinities.”® Woodson and the
ASNLH established Negro History Week (NHW) as an annual “national
celebration” to be held “everywhere in the United States” during the
second week of February so as to encompass the birthdays of Abraham
Lincoln and Frederick Douglass. With its established timeframe as well as
an “organized program of activity, a set of performers, an audience, and a
place and occasion of performance,” NHW can be understood as a nation-
wide cultural performance of locally organized events that occurred dur-
ing the same week across the USA.%° Indeed, NHW sought to articulate,
challenge, and (re)inscribe notions of race, community, and nationhood
precisely through annual repetition during the same week; it implemented
a suggested program of activity via the publication arm of the ASNLH,
Associated Publishers; and there were various sets of performers and audi-
ences (both theatrical and cultural) in simultaneous celebrations at mul-
tiple locations across the country.

In order to help organize the event in the inaugural year, the ASNLH
published a pamphlet that outlined the purposes of the celebration and
suggested related activities. The recommended program for the first cel-
ebration sutured patriotic and pan-African historiographies together by
calling for both “exercises emphasizing the importance of the African
background” and themes such as “the Negro in the discovery and explo-
ration of America.”®! Local celebrations were performance-oriented
and consisted primarily of public addresses by scholarly persons, school
activities on celebration themes, performances, and library exhibitions.
Theatrical productions were especially popular and were staged at grade
schools, high schools, churches, and Negro universities across the coun-
try. Although some plays were available through Associated Publishers
(AP), local teachers wrote many that were never published. May Miller,
for example, who taught at Frederick Douglass High School in Baltimore
and often wrote and edited for AP, authored close to 20 one-act plays that
she staged with her students.®

Dramatizations were increasingly popular in annual celebrations.
By 1937, Woodson made an urgent call for simplified scripts for use in
elementary schools across the country and noted that “teachers them-
selves are taking more and more to producing their own dramatizations
and having them published either in mimeographed or printed form.”%?
AP produced several compilations of plays and other performance mate-
rials that were intended for use in NHW celebrations and educational
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contexts. These included Richardson’s Plays and Pageants from the Life
of the Negro (1930) and Richardson and Miller’s compilation, Negro
History in Thirteen Plays (1935).°* In these anthologies, four different
plays concern Cuba and Haiti: Richardson’s Antonio Maceo; Helen Webb
Harris’s Genifrede: The Daughter of L’Ouverture and Miller’s Christophe’s
Daughters, which both stage events of the Haitian Revolution from the
perspective of women; and John Frederick Matheus’s 77 Yette, a tragedy
set in mid-nineteenth century New Orleans, which tells the story of two
enslaved descendants of Toussaint L’Ouverture who dream of fleeing to
Haiti in order to be free.®®

Performers and audiences in NHW events expanded beyond the theat-
rical stage to the larger field of action that constitutes cultural performance
in that communities were organized and mobilized as racial actors. For
example, the inaugural pamphlet called for the organization of a nation-
wide Negro community through the establishment of localized “commit-
tees for the celebration,” it also asked that community members appeal
to their local boards of education to adopt Negro history textbooks, and
finally, it asked that community members urge local libraries and schools
to create a shelf of “scientific works on the Negro and pictures of distin-
guished men of the race” to be exhibited during the week. In this sense
the “Negro community” interpellated through the event becomes the
performing body for an increasingly biracialized national audience.%

Finally, as a field of “social action” in which racial and national identi-
ties and relations were reconfigured, meanings and articulations of NHW
were contested depending on local context and thus shifted over time.%”
In 1931, Woodson wrote against the utopian dreams of “the Negro radi-
cals” in Harlem who began to use the event as a platform and deployed
it against the integrative aims toward which it was initially instituted.®®
By 1953, the event was partially appropriated at a national level by the
Communist Party, again, speaking to the capacity of cultural performance
forms as sites of debate and social change.®

Looking at Negro History Week in this way allows us to examine two
levels of staging new versions of blackness in the USA: first, at the level
of individual plays that were presented at local NHW events or published
by AP, and second, at the meta-level, which takes NHW itself as a nation-
wide cultural performance. In other words, there are two layers of per-
formance worth noting here: at the level of individual plays for what they
can tell us about the ways images of Cuba were used to reimagine and
rearticulate blackness within a US context and at a meta-level that includes
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the larger cultural performance of blackness made possible by the annual
celebration itself.

In his introduction to Negro History in Thirteen Plays, Woodson
describes a performance of Inez M. Burke’s children’s pageant, Two Races,
given during Negro History Week by a fifth-grade class because it dra-
matized the national potential of a pan-African vision of history.”® In the
production, “a Negro boy” and “a white boy” are playing marbles on the
way home from school. The white boy drops a schoolbook and when the
Negro boy picks it up, he discovers it contains stories of the great achieve-
ments of all of the races of the world—except his own. This saddens the
boy and estranges him from his friend. At this moment, a character called
the “muse of history” appears and presents what Woodson describes as “a
panorama of great men of African blood who had done much for the ben-
efit of mankind.” This vision inspires the Negro boy to achieve greatness
and in the final moments of the pageant, the white boy respectfully takes
his hand. Woodson concludes, “Thus we see dramatized a new America.””!

Woodson’s introduction suggests that pan-African historiography could
bring about a new racial /historical consciousness. He clearly establishes
interplay between pan-African history and the national race project of dra-
matizing a “new America” that would include the full civil and cultural
participation of its Negro citizens. Indeed, interplay between the diasporic
and the national was emblematic of NHW events. For example, under the
direction of James C. Grant, the Morgan College Dramatic Club staged
three plays as part of its NHW program for February 14, 1935 at Douglass
High School in Baltimore: Miller’s Christophe’s Daughters on the Haitian
Revolution; Richardson’s In Menelik’s Court, which concerned black
anticolonial resistance in 1896 to Italian colonization in Ethiopia (then
Abyssinia); and Edmonds’s Yellow Death. The first two stage diasporic
histories of two anticolonial movements and the latter stages a patriotic
national narrative using the post-war military occupation of Cuba as the
ground for the demonstration of Negro valor—and again, Cuba and Haiti
figure prominently. On February 23, The Afro-American published a
review titled “Three Historical Plays Merit High Praise History Week,”
which declaimed, “History is being made before our eyes.””?> Negro
History Week was indeed central to the production, dissemination, and
institutionalization of pan-African historiography in the USA and perfor-
mance was one of its primary tools.

Woodson theorized that race prejudice resulted from a lack of knowl-
edge about Negro history.”® According to his biographer, Woodson’s
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primary motive in establishing the ASNLH in 1915 had been to coun-
teract the negative effects of racist stereotypes in white popular culture,
namely the film, The Birth of a Nation, which had received great acclaim in
theatres across the USA the same year.”* Woodson stated that the goal of
the nationwide celebration “is not so much a Negro History Week as it is
a History Week. We should emphasize not Negro History, but the Negro
in history.””®> Woodson’s aim was not to articulate a separate black history,
but to blacken US national history.”® Historiography is a form of national
narrative, and Woodson’s joint efforts with AP and Negro History Week
constituted a publication/performance machine that deployed both patri-
otic and diasporic narratives in order to challenge racial stereotypes in the
USA.”7 Negro History Week events staged pan-African histories as a way
to perform and consolidate a specifically “American” notion of blackness
as well as to challenge white notions of US history, and it did so on a
national scale and in largely biracial terms.

Arthur A. Schomburg wrote, “The American Negro must remake his
past in order to make his future.””® Similarly, Cynthia Enloe notes that
shared public pasts and futures are required in order to establish a sense
of national identity.”” Negro History Week provided several mechanisms
for constructing shared pasts and imaginable futures. Concerned with
the establishment of an archive of Negro life and history, the inaugural
NHW pamphlet requested that community members send any detail of
“Negro family history” and forward “any important documents bearing
on the record of the Negro” directly to the ASNLH.? It was distrib-
uted widely to schools, churches, government agencies, and according
to Woodson, “social welfare agencies, recreational establishments, and
business organizations had special services” for collecting such materials
as part of NHW events.®! Trouillot describes four crucial points at which
silences enter the process of historical production: “the moment of fact
creation (the making of sources); the moment of fact assembly (the mak-
ing of archives); the moment of fact retrieval (the making of narratives),
and the moment of the retrospective significance (the making of history
in the final instance)” (italics in original).*> Woodson’s project sought to
counter the ongoing production of such silences in national historiog-
raphy and the ASNLH provided a mechanism for collecting fragments,
publishing and producing, countering racist stereotypes, and archiving a
collective history under the sign of blackness, writ large. Indeed, in 1929,
Woodson deposited over 1200 documents in the Manuscript Division of
the Library of Congress.®?
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Indeed, the ASNLH, Associated Publishers, and Negro History Week
constitute a single apparatus. Woodson’s project relied crucially on a com-
bination of cultural performance and print-capital to produce and circu-
late images of Negro history and many local celebrations relied on the
materials published by AP. The second page of the 1926 Negro History
Week pamphlet offered, for example, a list of 13 texts as “suggestive mate-
rials for a program for the celebration of Negro History Week,” and all
were available from AP.** These texts included The Negro in Africa, The
Negro in the Discovery and Exploration of America, Negro Labor in the
United States, The Negro Inventor, and The Negro Soldier. The most popu-
lar history book written by Woodson and published by AP was titled The
Negro in Our History.®® According to one source, the text presented “a
history of the United States as it has been influenced by the presence of
the Negro,” and was instituted in “classrooms in black schools and col-
leges nationwide.”3® The “our” in the title of the work is clearly an indica-
tion of nationalist collectivity—the Negro in a “shared” US history.

There were two connected strategies for remembering an invented,
shared past and redefining the sign of blackness: to re-mark or re-race that
which had been erased within national discourse regarding the patriotism
and valor of men of African descent in battle and to imagine, collect, and
produce a history of the dispersed members of African heritage. In this
sense, Negro History Week produced and popularized the invented tradi-
tion against and with which to articulate modern US blackness.®” Yet even
as the ASNLH and NHW were mechanisms for countering the produc-
tion of silences in white national historiography, the consolidation of the
sign of blackness required the production of new silences and erasures,
especially in terms of intra-racial difference both at home and in diaspora.

YELLow DEATH (1935)

Randolph Edmonds’s Yellow Death dramatizes the heroism of Companies
A and B of the 24th Regiment of the Regular Army in the yellow fever
hospital at Siboney, Cuba. After fighting heroically at San Juan Hill and in
other battles, the “Buffalo Soldiers” had been sent to the hospital because
at the time US politicians and military officials perceived Negro soldiers to
be immune to tropical diseases.®® The regiment lost more than one third
of its 460 men to yellow fever and malaria during the first 40 days of their
work in the hospital.®” The historical information for Edmonds’s play seems
to have come from Theophilus Steward, chaplain of the 25th Infantry, who
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described the 24th Infantry’s service at Siboney Yellow Fever Hospital in
his book, Colored Regulnrs in the United States Avmy (1904). Like the story
of San Juan Hill, the story of their valor at Siboney had been all but erased
from national memory.

Edmonds notes that he wrote the play “to point out the fact that
the Negro has played a heroic part, even if it is only a small one, in the
fight against the dreaded scourge of yellow fever.”?® Perhaps he had been
prompted by Sidney Howard’s widely popular play from the previous year,
Yellow Jack, which tells nothing of the role of the 24th Infantry and credits
white US military doctors Walter Reed and James Carroll with the glory
of vanquishing the fatal disease. This performs a double erasure as it also
negates crucial medical advances by Cuban doctors on the involvement of
the mosquito in the spread of the illness. Written in 1933, Howard’s play
was first produced by Guthrie McClintic at the Martin Beck Theatre on
Broadway, where it ran for 79 shows in the spring of 1934.°! It was imme-
diately published by Dramatists Play Service and had wide production in
“little and community theaters, colleges and universities, and occasionally
[...] by high schools and boys’ prep schools.”* In 1938, it was released on
film by MGM with well-known actor, Robert Montgomery, in the leading
role; a second Broadway production was staged at the International
Theatre in 1947.%% In order to see how these black and white versions com-
pete for cultural currency as they raced and erased one another in turn, it is
useful to situate the 1935 Negro History Week performance(s) and 1942
publication of Edmonds’s Yellow Deatl (marked in bold) in sequence with
Howard’s version of events: 1933/34-1935-1938-1942-1947. Note
too, the “white version” has the final word, at least in this palimpsestic
frame (US plays about Yellow Fever in Cuba). This frame allows us to see
one case in which the NHW /AP apparatus uses dramatic literature and
performance to counter and reframe the racist views that were so popu-
lar in US theatres. In his introduction to Negro History in Thirteen Plays
(1935), Woodson opens by stating, “[t]he stage in America is often an
agency for racial propaganda which fair-minded people are not anxious to
promote.””* Such racist “stagnation,” required a “new stimulus”—a kind
of corrective—and for Woodson, the dramatic literature and performance
of Negro History Week was a large part of that solution.”®

Edmonds’s play is set just “after daybreak on July 19, 1898”—just
days after the end of the war. Several Negro soldiers are moving bodies
on stretchers and counting off the dead—in the hundreds. The soldiers
know they will soon be asked to volunteer a second time, so a small group
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decides to desert. They argue that they went to Cuba to fight the Spanish,
not serve as nurses. One soldier states, “I’ve mopped so many floors I’'m
beginning to have house maid’s knees. I won’t know how to drill when we
get on the field again.” The gender implications of this comment suggest
the feminization of racial difference by a military that perceived Negro
soldiers as immune and sent them to work as nurses and scullions. The
angry soldiers are suspicious of the patronizing rhetoric used by the white
military doctor who is about to ask them to volunteer again (think of
Pickens’s reference to the new Negro who “would not volunteer”). One
soldier notes the doctor will “probably fill us with what wonderful heroes
we are to take care of the fever ridden soldiers and Cubans” while another
interjects, “And end by telling us it is only necessary to do double duty
to make sure everybody gets well.” Despite this skepticism, most of the
soldiers, especially the patriotic Tom (always the good Negro), refuse to
let the others abandon their post. They argue the honor of the race rests
on their performance as patriots despite personal cost.”

In the context of the New Negro movement in both the world of the
play and its production, naming this character “Tom” makes a commen-
tary on the “Old Negro’s” belief that participation in the War of 1898
would improve civil status.”” In effect, Edmonds suggests that only a
“Tom” would believe it to be true—only a Tom is willing to do the white
man’s work. In this sense, Edmonds’s narrative is somewhat ambivalent—
it seems critical of Tom’s naiveté yet the playwright’s stated goal is to dem-
onstrate the patriotic performance of Negroes in the War of 1898. Tom
may be a tool of white imperialism but he is well aware of the implications
of historical erasure.

TOM: ...when the call is made for volunteers in a little while, all of us must
be there and step forward again as one man. This is necessary because we
are not living for ourselves alone. The attitude towards our people every-
where will be made a little better or a little worse because of what we do
here. Some day down in the years to come little brown children sitting at
their desks in the school house will be reading about us. Now history must
record that even though we knew men were dying like flies from this terrible
disease we did not shirk; we did not run away, but we stuck to our posts like
men and like soldiers.”®

Tom argues desertion would threaten the reputation of the Colored
Troops. Not only was their honor at stake, but by extension so was the
honor of the future generations.
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It is their duty, he argues, to perform patriotic sacrifice and to vouchsafe
that their actions would be remembered in order to create a different kind
of future. Tom asks one of the would-be deserters,

TOM: Do you know what will happen to you if you quit? Well, I’ll tell you.
The white world will forget La Guasimas [sic] and El Caney. They’ll forget
that our troops crossed the bloody San Juan River and marched up the hill
and helped capture the blockhouse. They’ll soon forget or probably will never
know that if it hadn’t been for some of our troops, Colonel Roosevelt and his
Rough Riders would have been cut to pieces. They’ll be anxious enough to
say our men were cowards anyway, without giving them deserters to prove it.””

For Tom, the price of desertion is not only racial shame—it is histori-
cal erasure. Yet even with volunteerism, the white popular historiography
of the War of 1898, like Roosevelt’s memoir and Howard’s play, largely
erased the role of the four Negro regiments that fought in Cuba. As one
soldier fighting in Cuba put it, “Colored men are always forgotten in war
when our arms meet with success, but are speedily remembered when
defeat perches above our door.”!%

One of the characters ultimately declares, “But whatever happens, Cuba
will always be grateful to the heroic members of the 24th infantry.”!%!
Discourses on helping to free Cuba (from Spain, from yellow fever) helped
to alleviate tensions many US Negroes felt fighting for US imperialism.
Similar to their white compatriots, many deployed “anti-conquest” strate-
gies in order to invoke the benefits of altruism while supporting US impe-
rialism.'* Like Howard’s Yellow Jack, Edmonds’s play also erases Cuban
independence through the articulation of US heroism in the moment
of crisis. As Mariola Espinosa notes, Cubans “insisted on due acknowl-
edgement of the fact that the work done by their compatriot [Dr.] Carlos
J. Finlay was fundamental to the success of the effort” and that the eradi-
cation of yellow fever was not just the result of US scientific and military
involvement.!®® In order to mark the bravery of Negro US soldiers in
Cuba, Edmonds participates in the ongoing production of silences that
erase Cuban involvement in their own political and public health affairs.

REe-RacING THE NATION: E-RACING DIFFERENCE:
ANTONIO MACEO (1935)

Richardson’s Antonio Maceo dramatizes the betrayal and assassination
of General Antonio Maceo, second-in-command in the Cuban Army of
Independence. It takes place in 1896 during La Guerra de Independencia
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de Cuba (the Cuban War for Independence) and is set entirely in a hut on
the military road between Mariel and Majana in the western provinces of
the island. Maceo and his troops prepare to intercept Spanish army intel-
ligence, but his physician has betrayed him to the Spanish, who are plan-
ning the General’s assassination.

The son of Marcos Macco, a mulatto from Venezuela, and an Afro-
Cuban woman, Mariana Grajales, Maceo was nicknamed “El Titin de
Bronce” (“The Bronze Titan”) by his Cuban compatriots because of his
color, stature, and heroism. Maceo began military service fighting for
Cuban independence and the end of slavery in La Guerra de los Diez Aios
(1868-78). White Cubans—both Spanish colonials and independentis-
tas—were concerned that if the enslaved were freed, Cuba would become
another Haiti, site of retributive violence against whites. Even after aboli-
tion in 1886, rumors that the independentista Maceo was fighting for a
black republic rather than a multiracial Cuban nation, as valorized in the
figure of the mestizo, continued.'”* Said more forcefully, Aline Helg claims
that he was “continuously accused of secretly wanting to establish a black
dictatorship in Cuba.”!%® From the start of La Guerra de Independencin
in 1895 until his death the following year, he was known for destroying
Spanish cane fields and mounting a strong offensive in the western part
of the island. Unquestionably, Maceo was all the more subversive because
he was willing to relinquish his privilege as a free mulatto and member
of the land-owning class in order to fight on behalf of emancipation and
independence.!

Richardson’s history play names the important Cuban battles for inde-
pendence at Pinar del Rio, Paralejo, and Mal Tiempo, but is oddly silent
on matters of race.!’” It misses the subversive gesture behind Maceo’s
eschewing of mulatto privilege—nor does it highlight that Maceo is
alleged to have fought for a black republic. Other than a couple of refer-
ences to degrees of color—one Cuban marked as “lighter colored” and
Maceo described as “a sturdy brown man”—there are no direct refer-
ences to race in the play.!® Racial positions are not marked for Mariana
his Afro-Cuban mother, his Latino/mulatto father, or for the Cuban sol-
diers, Carlos and Juan. What is interesting about this last omission is that
it misses an opportunity to drive home that most of Maceo’s troops were
Afro-Cuban. Maceo’s blackness is implicit in Richardson’s play only by its
inclusion in the 1935 compilation, Negro History in Thirteen Plays.

Despite differences between the ways race mediates and is mediated
by nationalism in both Cuba and the USA, Richardson marks Maceo
as Negro and inscribes him into a pan-African history in the context of
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the ASNLH publishing/production machine. Surely, it is not enough to
make the claim that Cubans of African descent were black and be done
with it, which, as Ifeoma Nwankwo notes, misses “the complexity of the
racial identity in general, and of the historical relationship to the sign of
Blackness in particular, in Cuba.”!”” Helg clucidates that the Spanish had
imposed a concept called a raza de color or clase de color that united blacks
and mulattoes, whether Cuban or African born, but these structures were
in flux during the nineteenth-century struggles for independence and
emancipation. Some Cuban intellectuals called for maintaining the uni-
tary concept of a 7aza de color while others “refused to include mulattoes
in the same race as blacks.”!' Even within a shared collective identity,
Helg clarifies that “personal distinctions based on color and ethnicity”
were not completely excluded.'™ Yet noting the complexities of the sign
of blackness in Cuba or of intra-diasporic racial difference was not the goal
of Richardson’s play or the compilation. On the contrary, the purpose was
the consolidation of the sign of blackness through erasure of such differ-
ences. The goal was the articulation of a US racial project—Dby means of
articulating a pan-African, or more precisely pan-black, history that erased
intra-diasporic differences.

Antonio Maceo illustrates how the actions of men of African descent
from other countries were racialized according to US criteria and articu-
lated as part of a pan-black history. The play is especially useful for analyz-
ing how and when intra-racial difference and misrecognition were engaged
and for what purposes. As Sandra Gunning argues, the “privileging of
diaspora identification almost to the point of romanticizing the revolu-
tionary and subversive power of this identification threatens to elide the
very real impact of color, status, region, and gendered experience as sites
of intra-racial difference within the context of black diaspora.”!'? With
this she rightly challenges Paul Gilroy’s position that intra-racial differ-
ence is constrained within national borders and in a productive gesture,
she makes it a “primary, defining feature” of diasporic identification.!!?
I would like to complicate this somewhat by suggesting that intra-racial
misrecognition both constitutes the diasporic encounter even as it erases
(e-races) difference (differences of color, language, religion, as well as eth-
nicity) in order to produce a cohesive (new) version of blackness. Racial
misrecognition occurs, for example, when US biracialism is projected onto
other racial constructions. Rather than presenting a problem of accuracy
or authenticity, however, intra-racial misrecognition makes the articula-
tion of new kinds of alliances possible. As put by Kenneth W. Warren,
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“the ambiguities that inhere in diasporic thought,” are at least partly what
makes “diasporic visions possible.”!* Moreover, intra-racial difference
should not be understood in positivist terms as already existing in the
world and awaiting the encounter of discovery between people of African
descent. Rather, it should be understood as the intentionally palimpsestic
production of pan-blackness by simultaneously marking and erasing racial
and ethnic difference in diaspora. In other words, pan-African approaches
to historiography in the USA strategically produced and erased intragroup
differences in relation to the sign of blackness.

The play unmarks any racial, national, linguistic, and ethnic differ-
ences between people of African descent in Cuba and the USA and con-
verts Maceo into a generic “Negro” soldier figure that articulates bravery
and heroism. Historically, it was much more complicated than that. The
contact zone of war in Cuba simultaneously fostered and strained racial
affiliation across national borders. For example, although many Negro
soldiers had perceived Cuba, in Gatewood’s terms, as a “black man’s
paradise,” the large numbers of “smoked Yankees” were not welcome
there.!'® During a 3-year tour of duty, Major John Roy Lynch, who was
one of the first US Congressmen of African descent, noted that Afro-
Cubans identified more in terms of their emerging nation than in terms
of' a common bond based on race.''® The mixed-race Lynch states, “They
had no sympathetic feeling for the colored American on account of race,
for they have no race issue there such as we have in the States... With the
Cubans, black and white, it was not a question of race or color, but of
country.”!?”

Many letters written by Negro soldiers stationed in Cuba between
1898 and 1902, document a mixture of admiration and disdain, affilia-
tion and rejection, for the Cuban people. Some soldiers, like their white
compatriots, disparaged the Cubans as lazy and dirty and did not bond
with them based on perceived commonalities. Others believed that white
US military personnel had introduced racial prejudice into the Cuban cul-
ture where none had previously existed and thusly explained the alien-
ation.® H.C.C. Astwood, an Afro-American missionary in Santiago de
Cuba reported, “The color line is being fastly drawn here and the Cubans
abused as Negroes.” Within a year, there were reports that a Cuban was
lynched near Havana. According to Gatewood, “smoked Yankees” serving
in the military in Cuba confirmed Astwood’s views, “indicating that the
color line had become increasingly rigid [read biracial] under the admin-
istration of General Leonard Wood.”!"”
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There was an “importation” of US biracialism and southern racism
(Gatewood’s “Mississippi plan”) into Cuba between 1898 and 1934—
especially as the Republic’s protectorate status made the US presence
a political, economic, and cultural reality due to both frequent mili-
tary occupation and increased US tourism (“cocktail time”). Langston
Hughes describes an instance in which white US tourists denied American
Negroes access to a Cuban beach even though there were no such restric-
tions in place.’?® Hughes noted that occasionally one would see a “very
dark Negro” in a position of power in Cuba and this is what “misled”
Americans—particularly Negroes—to imagine there was no color line
there. On the contrary, Hughes suggests that Cuba’s color line was “much
more flexible” and “much more subtle,” but there remained “definite
social divisions based on color—and the darker a man is, the richer and
more celebrated he has to be to crash those divisions.”!?!

Since the nineteenth-century writings of the patriot José Marti, Cuban
nationalism was articulated via the image of mestizaje, or racial mixing,
rather than blackness. Marti’s well-known essay, “Nuestra América”
(1891), calls for a celebration of the mixing that resulted from colonial-
ism and adds to the mixture not only black and white, but the indigenous
identity component that was so essential to his articulation of nationhood.
Marti describes the figure of the mestizo—a brown body with Christian
feet, a white head—as the founding image of the various national proj-
ects emerging in the Americas, including Cuba’s own. Marti calls this
rethinking of the hemisphere, “nuestra América mestiza”—or “our mes-
tizo America.” Leaving aside a critique of his imagery, Marti’s rhetoric
integrated white, indigenous, and black positions into a new national dis-
course, allowing him to make the political claim that there was no more
racism in Cuba because there were no more races.'??

Like Marti, Maceo attempted to articulate a Cuban identity that
moved beyond black and white antipodes. In 1870, Maceo also claimed
there were no whites or blacks, only Cubans: “No hay negritos o blan-
quitos, solo Cubanos.”'*® Yet in Negro History in Thirteen Plays, Maceo
becomes emblematic of black heroism—there is no acknowledgement of
his attempt to move beyond biracial formulations. The omission of racial
designations in the play does not substitute for Maceo’s gesture if only
because of the play’s inclusion in a book on Negro history. Moreover, as
Jill Lane observes, the articulation of Cuban-ness as something more than
black and white still relies on (bi)racial structures. Both Maceo and Marti
invoke the rhetoric of race in order to move beyond it; their writings
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turn on the same contradiction—there is no racism because there are no
races in Cuba, yet the power of the mestizo lies precisely in its mixture of
races.'”* And while the rhetoric of mestizaje was deployed to fashion a new
nationalism, Helg argues that “the ruling white Cubans used a racist ide-
ology together with a myth of racial equality to subordinate and repress
Afro-Cubans” even after emancipation.’”® Helg describes how Cuba’s
“social construct of race” is unique in Latin America and the Caribbean in
that for almost 100 years “Cubans have perpetuated the mid-nineteenth
century notion” of a raza de color or clase de color “without differentiating
mulattoes from blacks and have often referred to both pardos (mulattoes)
and morenos (blacks) as negros (black).”'2¢ Helg argues that this is unlike
the three-tier system that exists in most of Latin America (and in Haiti)
and is more akin to US biracialism with one significant difference: “In
Cuba, the line separating blacks and mulattoes from whites was based on
‘visible’ African ancestry, not on the ‘one drop rule.””'*” But after 1902,
the biracial “Mississippi plan” was increasingly overlaid on these already
shifting and contested Cuban racial structures.

From 1896 to 1935 racial positions in the USA were ever more fixed
within a rigid black/white dichotomy that had roots in the “one-drop
rule” of the slaveholding south. In an economy based on slave labor, the
rule had been an effective tool for maintaining the largest possible work-
force and for minimizing the emergence of a “mulatto class”: a person
with but one drop of black blood could be marked and marketed as a
slave. After Emancipation, a series of “legal and extralegal Jim Crow
devices” maintained the one-drop rule until the SCOTUS decision on
Plessy v. Ferguson (1896) formalized the method of racial designation.'*®
The Plessy ruling determined that individual states could decide how to
classify citizens by race and thereby could claim that any person with one
African ancestor was subject to second-class citizenship; namely, it argued
that a very light-skinned man from New Orleans who had passed for white
for most of his life was in fact a Negro (an octoroon) and therefore did
not have full civil rights. This reduced the number of racialized positions
that were part of a colonial racial taxonomy (quadroon, octoroon, etc.)
and effectively erased the possibility of a mulatto class.’?” The Plessy deci-
sion did more than legalize segregation and set back civil rights in the
USA, it reified biracialism by legally constraining racially mixed groups
and maintaining a strictly black or white legal definition of race that in its
focus once again erases other contemporaneous racial and ethnic forma-
tions and struggles.
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The DPlessy decision was concerned with maintaining racial purity
through biracial reification—in stark black and white—and with allevi-
ating attendant worries about “invisible blackness” and the emergence
of a “composite” race.'® In “The Beginnings of the Miscegenation of
the Whites and the Blacks” (1918), Woodson notes, for example, that
“in 1860 mulattoes constituted one third of the Negro population of
Pennsylvania”; this and similar scenarios worried slave-owners who
believed that a “mulatto race” was a dangerous possibility, especially if
freed by their white parents.'*! In the decade preceding the Civil War, the
mulatto slave population in the USA increased by 67 percent whereas the
black slave population had only increased by 20 percent. It was at this time
the concept of hypodescent became popular in the USA.'*? Concern over
a growing mulatto class and interracial “amalgamation” was at the center
of'a national debate that started well before Emancipation and despite the
biracial solution of the Plessy ruling, continued through World War I.'3
For much of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, “mulatto” was a
separate category in the United States Census, but from 1920 onward, the
category was removed and “one could only choose between the calcifying
borders of whiteness and blackness.”!?* As Guterl puts it, “race purity and
a general disparagement for the idea of the mulatto” are key to the intensi-
fied biracialism of the early twentieth century.'® Indeed, there could be no
effective segregation without the production of biracialism—the liminal
figure of the mulatto troubled the clear distinctions that were necessary to
maintain racial purity and separation.

Think of the 1915 film, The Birth of a Nation in which the mulatto,
Silas Lynch, becomes Lieutenant Governor, passes laws that permit inter-
racial marriage, and claims the white woman, Elsie, as his own. In the film’s
conclusion, the Ku Klux Klan comes to her rescue—the mixed race villain
becomes the very foil for the emergence of the white nation. In order to
achieve their similar separatist goals, Marcus Garvey, founder of the United
Negro Improvement Association (UNIA) who argued for the creation of a
separate black nation, drew alliances with white supremacist Earnest Cox,
whose book White America was published by the White America Society in
1923 and again in 1937.1%¢ In the same vein, influential Harlem racial the-
orist and author of When Africa Awakes, Hubert Henry Harrison, claimed
that a “colored,” or racially mixed, person was less inclined to be open-
minded than a white person.’®” Harrison even recommended that his read-
ers purchase white supremacist, Lothrop Stoddard’s book, The Rising Tide
of Color Against White World Supremacy.'*® Garvey, Cox, Harrison, and
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Stoddard all espouse some kind of segregation of the races and each is espe-
cially concerned with the position and/or prevention of the racially mixed
figure. Indeed, Stoddard thought Garvey and Harrison were praiseworthy
examples of what he called “race-consciousness” and dismissed Du Bois,
in Guterl’s terms, as “a northern mulatto whose integrationist radicalism
hinted at those peculiar mental failings found in mixed-race offspring.”'’
The boundaries of “black” community were negotiated publicly along
such degrees of color, class, and nationality; indeed, George Shepperson
has argued the leitmotif “of American Negro political history at this time
was the bitter personal feud” between Garvey and Du Bois.!*? Garvey
accused Du Bois and the NAACP of setting up what William Edwards
calls an “intraracial caste system,” while according to Guterl, Du Bois
“dismissed Garvey’s criticisms as part of a ‘West Indian conception of the
color line’ [...].”"*! Garvey called Du Bois out as a “lazy independent
mulatto” and Du Bois described Garvey as “a little fat black man, ugly,
but with intelligent eyes and a big head.”'*? For Du Bois, “the color line
was the badge of distinction which was used to maintain racial segrega-
tion,” but for Garvey it was “the intragroup distinctions which precluded
the development of a collective race consciousness.”'*® Their feud high-
lights the stakes of articulating (racing and/or erasing) intra-racial differ-
ence in the heavy contestation over the sign of blackness. And in some
sense, each man embodied the parameters or limits of the debate: the
mixed-race Du Bois’s predominantly middle-class, academic movement
versus the dark-skinned Jamaican’s popular mass movement. Nor were
these intra-racial distinctions and disputes limited to the USA. By 1920,
UNIA was operational in Haiti, but Haitian mulattos mistrusted Garvey
because he strongly condemned their privileged position in both the USA
as well as in the Caribbean.'** His criticisms and intensely biracial articu-
lation reminded many Haitians of the racial constructions they had tried
to overcome after their revolution and of the lingering racial tensions
between blacks and mulattos in Haiti.'*> While Haiti was “indeed a black
republic” it “configured its blackness differently,” drawing a color line
between blacks and mulattos.'*¢ Issues of class further complicated this,
as “[t]he mulattoes [sic] and the few blacks with money set themselves
apart as an aristocracy.”*” It is in this spirit that in Christophe’s Daughters
(1935), Amethyst, the youngest daughter of King Henri Christophe of
Haiti, declares, “The mulattoes [sic] hate a black king.”'*® What resonance
these words take on during Negro History Week events at Douglass High
School in the context of the rise of biracialism and the renegotiation of the
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sign of blackness in the USA—especially in 1935, which marked the end
of the lengthy US occupation of Haiti. I shall say more about the trope
of the mulatto in the context of the theme of the Haitian Revolution in
Chaps. 6 and 7.

BIRACIAL PALIMPSEST

In her study on whiteness, segregation, and US southern culture from
1890 to 1940, Grace Elizabeth Hale states, “To be American is to be both
black and white. Yet to be a modern American has also meant to deny
this mixing, our deep biracial genesis.”'* Writing more recently, Diana
Rebekkah Paulin problematizes the “black-white dyad” as a “static formu-
lation of race that erases its complexity and reduces it to one of two nar-
rowly defined, oppositional, and monolithic categories: black or white.”15°
As Frank B. Wilderson III reminds us, for example, the Native American
position is crucial to understanding the history of US racial structures and
antagonisms.!®!

To be fair, during the period Hale analyzes, southern whiteness was
indeed largely constructed in relation to the culture of segregation and its
one-drop racial structures. It is also true that due to the workings of empire,
that racist dichotomy was increasingly exported from the southern USA to
sites of military and economic occupation. However, it is problematic to
project that biracial entanglement back into history as a national genesis.
The sheer power of the dynamic to supplant other formations and struggles
or to appear transhistorical requires an investigation ofits structures and pro-
duction where it is in frequent use, as I have done with regard to the mate-
rials explored in this chapter. For example, while all the financial supporters
for Cuba—A Drama of Freedom were “society women” of the Twin Cities
area, they were categorized biracially in the press and production materials
as “Honorary Patronesses” (“all white ladies of the highest standing”) and
“Active Patronesses” (“well known representative Afro-American ladies of
the Twin cities [sic]”), thus erasing class and color differences within the
Twin Cities Afro-American community and making the production of race
an elite biracial affair.'>? Think also of Tom’s warning in Yellow Death that
the “white world” would forget the valor of the Negro soldiers.'** Or of
Pickens’s 1916 book, The New Negro, which was “Aftfectionately Dedicated
to the White and the Black Men of Tomorrow.”'** The black-white dyad
is found in the title of Woodson’s important essay, “The Beginnings of the
Miscegenation of the Whites and Blacks” (1918) as well as in the annual
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timing of Negro History Week, which encompassed the birthdays of both
Lincoln and Douglass. Think, in particular, of Woodson’s 1935 descrip-
tion of Inez M. Burke’s children’s pageant, Two Races, which he uses to
drive home the image of a “new America.” He is so eager to highlight
the biracial gesture of the play that he slightly modifies the title when he
refers to it as “The Two Races.” In Burke’s formulation, the boys in the
pageant represent two amonyg other races; in Woodson’s formulation, the
definite article definitively articulates all racial difference in terms of black
and white. Indeed, the language of black and white becomes the dominant
binary structure of the modern racial language that was produced from the
Gilded Age to the Progressive Era.

The term “biracialism,” was first used in 1927 by Lothrop Stoddard,
proponent of scientific racism, in order to advocate white supremacy and
argue for a fully segregated US society.’®® In his 1920 book, The Rising
Tide of Color against White World Supremacy, Stoddard had taken up the
language of five color groups in order to create a binary between “whites”
and all others (the red, yellow, brown, and black) and thereby consoli-
date whiteness (more on this in the next chapter).!*® With the coinage of
the term “biracialism,” he further reinscribes the black-white dyad into
national race rhetoric in order to articulate his racist vision for a white
US nation. To be sure, the rhetoric of black and white was already in use
and for many racial theorists of the period, the Negro/white or black/
white dyad was quite productive; for Woodson, Pickens, and especially
Du Bois, it is the opportunity to consolidate political power along racial
lines and to challenge the structures of racism, whereas for Stoddard, it
is a means to secure a segregated, white nation. The concept of a black
and white “America” is invented through a binary racial discourse, both
legal and cultural, that performs several often contradictory functions. As
Paulin notes, the black-white dyad surely condenses and erases other posi-
tions—such as the possibility of a legally acknowledged mixed-race class.
Through the exportation of racial segregation (the “Mississippi plan”), it
also institutionalizes racism via the workings of US imperialism, especially
in encounters with people of African descent in places like Cuba and Haiti.
However, the black-white dyad also clearly provides the framework for the
consolidation of a new version of blackness and for contesting the struc-
tures of racism internationally.

Guterl demonstrates that Du Bois was predominant in inscribing the
“new language of racial difference into American political culture” and
was a major representative of early twentieth-century biracialism.’®” For
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Guterl, “Du Bois shed the clumsy imprecision of Romantic racialism and
helped to move the lines of racial classification from ‘the fifty races of the
world’ to five: the black, brown, red, yellow, and white.”'®® While there
is little doubt that Du Bois was key to this shift, it has less to do with
shedding imprecision than with forming racialized political and cultural
alliances. And while Guterl sees “Conservation of the Races” (1897) as
full of the racial romanticism Du Bois would eventually reject, I argue
the language is already biracial. Writing a year after Plessy, Du Bois asks,
“Am I an American or am I a Negro? Can I be both? Or is it my duty to
cease to be a Negro as soon as possible and be an American? If I strive as
a Negro, am I not perpetuating the very cleft that threatens and separates
Black and White America?”'* In each of these four questions, Du Bois
establishes a dyad through the use of conjunctions and reinscribes it when
he speaks of “white or black skins,” “white and colored people,” “whites
and Negroes,” and above all, “Black and White America.” He concludes
that the “advance guard of the Negro people—the 8,000,000 people of
Negro blood in the United States of America—must soon come to realize
that if they are to take their just place in the van of Pan-Negroism, then
their destiny as a race is NOT absorption by the white Americans [empha-
sis in original].”1%" This last statement again clarifies that alliances are to
be redrawn in black or white. Tellingly, it is in the same paragraph that Du
Bois invokes the figure of the Haitian revolutionary leader, “Toussaint, the
Saviour,” to suggest that Negroes themselves constitute “a nation stored
with wonderful possibilities of culture.”!®!

§

Biracial constructions in the USA were increasingly reified via the US
occupations of Cuba and Haiti by flattening out their complex racial
topographies and instituting southern white racism abroad. They were also
reified through the workings of pan-African discourse writ large, which
seized upon representations of Cuba and Haiti to articulate the emergent
pan-blackness. Indeed, one of the complaints levied against the US gov-
ernment in the Negro press was that only white men from southern states
were on military duty in Haiti—Du Bois suggested, for example, that
Colored Troops be sent as part of the occupying force. Indeed, the inva-
sion of Haiti by US Marines was an all-white operation, as I discuss in the
next chapter on Haiti and the performance of multi-ethnic pan-whiteness.
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CHAPTER 5

Military Occupation in Haiti: Staging
Pan-Whiteness in a World of Color

Huiti is all negro, and has been “free” for genvations [sic]. Cui bono?
Their “veligion” is o mere mummery, and cannibalism a recognized
institution.

—Rev. Thomas May Thorpe, 1898 (“White and Black),”
New York Times, (November 27 1898).

Crisis is used as a mechanism to put in motion a series of imperial perfor-
matives and performances. The sinking of the USS Maine, for example,
was a prelude to the War of 1898, the revision of the Cuban constitution
via the Platt Amendment, and the implementation of several short mili-
tary occupations of the island over the next few decades. This approach
to achieving the aims of empire is repeated in the case of the almost
20-year-long US military occupation of the Republic of Haiti (1915-
34). The required crisis event that set imperial performativity in motion
was the public execution of President Vilbrun Guillaume Sam on July
27, 1915. The incident had been witnessed by telescope from the USS
Washington, which was docked off Port-au-Prince.! Under the Roosevelt
Corollary, crisis was again used to issue a script for military-imperial per-
formance. But rather than delivering a declaration of war as had been
the case in 1898, the USA implemented an armed infiltration of Haitian
territory by Marines, seizure of the Haitian customs office, revision of
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its constitution, and harsh, prolonged military occupation.? The crisis
method of imperial takeover uses events such as the explosion of the USS
Muaine or the execution of a foreign President in order to simultaneously
downplay and enact pre-existing imperial motives—in this context, the
goal had been to secure control of the Canal Zone and the Windward
Passage between Cuba and Haiti, which provided the deepest access for
industrial and military shipping to and from the eastern seaboard of the
United States, and to minimize the possibility of future revolutions in the
two countries. Crisis—perform—repeat.?

STAGING PAN-WHITENESS IN THE CONTEXT OF HAITI

Via military occupation, Haiti became not only a site of US economic
imperialism but also for a confrontation with difference that helped
consolidate the emergent “multi-ethnic pan-whiteness.”* In the 1920s,
“whiteness was reconsolidated” into a single, unitary “Caucasian race”
as the idea of different white races was replaced with the idea of a single
pan-white group comprised of multiple ethnicities (hence multi-ethnic).?
Jacobson argues that this third phase of whiteness in the USA developed
because the “crisis of over-inclusive whiteness” had been solved by 1924
immigration legislation and also because of a “new racial alchemy” that he
attributes primarily to the movement of African-Americans to the North
and West.® However, this newly consolidated whiteness aimed to solve
not only problems of difference at home such as white Others and the
increased mobility and political power of people of color, but also to stave
off a new crisis of whiteness brought on through the anarchy of empire in
a world of color. As white supremacist T. Lothrop Stoddard remarked in
1920, “that world of color ... outnumbers the white world two to one.””
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very different from those in the context of the War of 1898 in Cuba. Most
notably, where the US military in Cuba was comprised of Colored and
white regiments and included Native Americans in the ranks, the Corps
was an all-white organization until 1942. While many “white” US soldiers
in Cuba were “not quite white,” the occupation of Haiti by US Marines
afforded a leveling out of class and racial cum ethnic difference that offered
probationary whites immediate, if limited, access to white privilege. The
protracted contact zone of occupation also fostered numerous works of
literature and film by Americans, many Marines, that shored up US empire
and the production of the new pan-whiteness, including Sergeant Faustin
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Wirkus’s The White King of La Gonave (1931), the first zombie horror
film, White Zombie (1932), and John Houston Craige’s Black Bagdad: The
Arabian Nights Adventures of a Marine Captain in Haiti (1933).

In this chapter, I examine the ways that images of Haiti were used dur-
ing the occupation in order to discredit the country’s political sovereignty
and thus achieve the economic, political, and racial goals of empire as well
as the ways that Haiti was the &(/)ackground that cohered the new pan-
whiteness. For many, like Wirkus, Haiti was a place to be foregrounded
as white within a biracial narrative structure. Almost any white-skinned
man of European descent from the United States, regardless of class or
immigrant background, was just plain “white” in the context of “the
black Republic.” The militarized contact zone of empire was a powerful
mechanism for forging the new pan-whiteness and securing the aims of
empire—and in turn, the very “mobility of empire” produced the new
pan-whiteness via encounters with difference and became a mechanism
for the generative “privilege of white men.”® As Jacobson notes, today’s
liberalism requires that we forget the extent to which US whiteness was
produced largely by means of confrontations with various versions of the
savage Other.” This chapter sheds some light on this process in the context
of the occupation of Haiti.

Military occupation can fruitfully be considered a form of cultural per-
formance in that it has a limited timespan with a beginning and end, an
organized program of activity, a place and occasion of performance, and a
set of performers and audiences.!” Understanding the culture of occupa-
tion, namely its literature and film, as a performance document or set of
scripts that interpellated and articulated the new pan-white male capitalist
subject of empire—rather than as its cultural aftermath —provides a more
accurate model for understanding the relation between economic impe-
rialism, military occupation, racialization, and texts like The White King
of La Gonave (1931). This is to read what are normally considered travel
narratives as performance documents of occupation. The categorization
of these works as travel literature does not fully account for the violence
of occupation—after all, authors like Craige and Wirkus, as US military
personnel stationed in Haiti—were not exactly tourists, but were on tours
of duty situated within the context of military occupation.

The mobility of empire, the new mobility of whiteness, and class mobil-
ity link together in the context of occupation. Faustin Wirkus is an excellent
example—the man who would temporarily become the “white king” of
La Gonave by way of serving in the US Marines and Haitian Gendarmerie
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was a “blond, tough Pennsylvania farmer-miner boy” of Polish descent.!!
The first chapter of his novel is titled ““—And See the World.”” In it, he
describes how he joined the Marine Corps at age 17 to “get away from
the Dupont section of the Pittston coal mining district” because he had
been attracted to the promise of the slogan, “Join the Marines and See the
World!”!? It was precisely the promise of adventure and an encounter with
difference in the reaches of empire that attracted so many transitioning
probationary white groups to the Corps. Indeed, the novel is comprised
of three books—*“Sergeant,” “Lieutenant,” and “King”—each on one of
the roles he performed in the context of the occupation that ultimately
produced the newly reconfigured white Wirkus. The first three chapters of
Book One are “ And See the World,”” “I am a Marine,” and “Black
Masks.” These titles chart the trajectory of his production of self as white
American via the Marines Corps promise of an encounter with difference.

Wirkus’s performance as the white king in a black tropical fairytale was
at the center of an entire constellation of related performances, primarily
because of the appeal that his story had as a modern US adventure narra-
tive—part race/class fantasy, part “war” story. Wirkus’s tale was first told
in William Seabrook’s extremely popular 1929 “travel narrative,” Maygic
Island, which had been the Literary Guild selection when released and
was subsequently noted as a distinguished work “in the literature of the
American empire” by Carl Van Doren, a professor at Columbia University.'?
As somewhat of an aside, Seabrook published Wirkus’s address in Haiti so
that people could write to the simple boy from Pennsylvania who had
become a king. One Pennsylvania schoolteacher assigned her students the
project of writing to Wirkus and the 28 letters written by young boys indi-
cate they identified with Wirkus in terms of race and class.’* That he had
had gone on to become a “king” and a Marine suggested they too could
have such adventures; his transformation represented the kind of possi-
bilities for adventure as well as for a shift of race /class position that were
available to young boys and men via participation in the Corps. Seabrook
confirms the story’s mass appeal in his introduction to Wirkus’s book and
in no uncertain terms when he compares that, “while perhaps a hundred
thousand people had heard of Seabrook and voodoo, at least two-million
people had heard of Wirkus and La Gonave, had seen his photograph, had
been fascinated by the story of his tropical kingdom, and had wanted to
know more about it.”'®

For Seabrook, the popularity of Wirkus’s story was that it “contained
the essence of the dreams of small boys and grown men stifled by a too
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close-pressing strait-jacket of civilization-limitations,” and showed that a
“poor boy from the farms or mines could live an adventure comparable
to that of Robinson Crusoe,” or “to that of non-factual persons in the
cinema and romantic fiction.”'®

Seabrook elaborates on the storybook romance in order to expand the
geography of white masculine privilege:

Every boy ever born, if he is any good, wants, among other things, to be
king of a tropical island. Every man enclosed by walls, if he isn’t dead on
his feet, whether they be shod in expensive spats or sewer-boots, sometimes
wants to get out and away. Every man (if he isn’t dead on his feet like a zom-
bie) who has seen too many steel buildings and walked (or ridden) too much
on asphalt and slept in too soft beds, wants sometimes to be among tree
trunks (and not in Central Park or Westchester), wants to walk or ride trails,
wants to sleep on the hard ground. Every man also, sometimes, whether
millionaire or day laborer, wants to be a king, that is, a supreme ego, wants
to be himself, self-dependent and dependent only on himself, instead of
being a highly polished or dirty cog in a wheel. Every man (who isn’t dead
on his feet like a zombie) perhaps wants to be God.!”

Several things are interesting about Seabrook’s rhetorical strategy, particu-
larly the progression from “every boy” to “every man,” and the ensuing
naturalized corollary between boy’s adventure tales and men’s imperial
military practices. It suggests, too, that “every boy” can access white privi-
lege by means of adventure encounters with difference in the outposts of
empire. Seabrook repeats the term “zombie” in this passage to clearly (if
parenthetically) mark the category against which white, fully alive, adven-
turous masculinity is defined, thus reinforcing the notion that the figure
of the zombie at least partially represented a fear of the loss of individual-
ism. The need to get “out” and “away,” and to be able to do so despite
class difference is directly opposed to the state of being a zombie—the
living dead who is forced into labor. Wirkus’s first chapter drives home
this parallel between having adventures and being fully alive in contrast
to his father’s grueling labor and his own, from the age of 11, in the coal
mines and factories. On the other side of the “rattling collieries,” “grimy
shacks” and men who mined “until they died” was the hope for “a world
full of thrills and the glory of being fully alive.”!® In the context of US
labor issues, there is also something of communist paranoia in the figure
of the zombie even as there is a kind of critique of US labor laws, espe-
cially in the “Sugar Mill” scene of White Zombie: A group of zombies labor
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mechanically in the zombie master’s mill while the boss brags that his
laborers work long hours without complaint. During the scene, one of the
zombies falls into the cane-grinding machine, yet no one stops working to
help him. The machine grinds him up without pause and labor continues.

Wirkus’s story, for Seabrook, is a kind of modern fairytale that has the
power to erase class and ethnic differences among white US men and
boys. Any white boy, whether rich or poor, has dreamt of being crowned
king of a foreign land; and through the workings of the reconfigured pan-
whiteness, any white man in the USA, whether rich or poor, could share
in this inheritance. Seabrook plainly states that being crowned king by a
group of Negroes on a tropical island is a form of wish fulfillment and that
Wirkus “fulfilled a dream-wish that a lot of other kids have known, but
never fulfilled except vicariously in reading dime novels and Horatio Alger
books.”!?

Wirkus himself takes care to name many of his fellow Marines, thereby
reinforcing to the reader that the Corps was a mechanism for becoming
white (again, any boy...). These include Sergeants O’Brien and Wosnack
(9), Lieutenants Moskoft (53) and Bahn (115), as well as Schwartzenberg
(29), Neuhaus, and Kelly (48). Repeatedly, these ethnically diverse
Marines are marked simply as “white man” (53) or “damned white” (66)
against the Haitian b(l)ackground. Wirkus performs his own whiteness in
three main ways as if to offer a script for proper pan-white performativ-
ity: by means of his paternalist relation with his black “subjects,” which
includes using the tropes of voodoo and cannibalism in order to justify
the violence of occupation, through the performance of a proper “white”
morality (more on this below), and in particular through enacting what I
call military blackface.

Wirkus relates how he typically blackened his “face, hands, and arms”
while on patrol, whether day or night, “as a means of concealing the fact
that we were a patrol led by a white man.”?° Military blackface, a form
of “blackface-on-Black violence,” not only was a mechanism for mask-
ing whiteness but it also theatricalized the military mission and thereby
distanced the Marine from acts of violence as if in the carnival setting
of minstrelsy.?! Wirkus makes this connection himself when he confesses,
“I steadied down to my job of popping at black heads, which appeared
very much as those behind the ‘hit the nigger and get a cigar’ games at
American amusement parks [...].”*? His description of the violence that
ensued from his blackface act was emotionally detached—f{rom noting
the way a Haitian man “flopped sidewise and never showed any signs of
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life again,” to noting, simply, that he had “a little bloody work to do.”??
As a kind of surrogation of minstrelsy tactics, military blackface offers an
anti-conquest performance strategy that dehumanizes the Other in the
context of military violence in order to simultaneously minimize Haitian
sovereignty and consolidate the new pan-whiteness. Through blackface-
on-Black violence, Wirkus performs his whiteness.

Wirkus’s three-part script for staging the new white US masculin-
ity in Haiti is repeated, with some differences, by Marine Captain John
Craige. He, too, takes a paternalist position towards Haitians that draws
on tropes of cannibalism and voodoo; he too demonstrates his “white”
morality vis-a-vis the “black savage,” and although he did not engage
in military blackface, he also takes great care to describe the blackface
capture of the Caco leader, Charlemagne Péralte. But unlike the Polish
miner from Pittston, Craige was “from an old Rittenhouse Square family
in Philadelphia” and “related to the Biddles” (this information, along with
the story of his adventurous life was proudly boasted on the dust jacket to
Black Bagdad)—and the men who performed military blackface were not
officers but were multi-ethnic enlisted men just as those who performed
blackface in the USA were often Jewish or Irish. Said again, the men who
performed military blackface were typically not from “old stock” (read
Anglo-Saxon) families but were from the new working-class, multi-ethnic
white groups: the German, Polish, and Irish miners, farmers, and laborers.

Like Wirkus, who joined the Marines at 17, Craige was the consum-
mate figure of adventure: at sea by the age of 14, he was a gambler who
courted jail time, a boxing champion, and a Captain in the Corps. As
such, both men perform the kind of adventurous masculinity advocated
by Teddy Roosevelt. The new multi-ethnic pan-whiteness required the
performative investment of Anglo-Saxon whites and Craige, too, articu-
lates the blackness of Haiti to mark a collective whiteness. Using biracial
language, he notes that being “a white man in a black country is in itself
a distinction,” and rather than calling out ethnic difference among his
fellow Marines, he simply refers to the men collectively as, “we whites.”?*

Chapter One of Black Bagdad is titled “White Emir,” and describes
the Marine’s 1925 return to Haiti, a “strange land of modern Arabian
Nights.”?® Craige had been reassigned to serve as an officer in the
US-instituted Gendarmerie, or as he put it, as a “sort of white Emir to
command the black troops of a province.”?® The term “emir” refers to an
independent ruler or commander in Islamic countries and the figures of
the white emir or white king offered a dramatic role in which white US
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male subjects could act and act out as leaders vis-a-vis what they conceived
as their primitive and exotic subjects.

Deploying anti-conquest strategies, Craige, like Wirkus, saw himself in
a paternalistic mode even as he was titillated and repulsed by the seething
violence he imagined just under the surface of the happily smiling Haitians.
Craige describes himself as fond of his “primitive black children,” but also
goes to great lengths to describe their cruelty and his fatherly disapproval.?”
Wirkus, too, conflated the “jumbled savagery—childlike loveableness” of
his Haitian subjects.?® Such tropes served to stabilize and constitute US
whiteness as both modern and civilized and also to justify the occupation.
For Craige, such savagery “was sometimes pathetic, sometimes humor-
ous, always startling and exotic to the Northern mind.”? Images of the
cruel yet infantilized savage shored up “the Northern mind” as civilized.
However, the projection of imperialism’s own violence, cruelty, and bar-
barity onto the racialized other is a kind of surrogation.

Occupation thus offered Marines a way to have encounters with Others
in the field of empire that reinscribed the superiority of their own white-
ness, modernity, and civilized status; a good deal of the success of both
occupation and the production of pan-whiteness was in the ability of the
white king, emir, or father to maintain civilization in the face of so-called
black primitivism and violence and to successfully avoid “going native.”
This was a crucial part of enacting and maintaining proper white perfor-
mativity in the context of radical difference—and was especially true for
enlisted men who served on the edges of occupation more than it was for
officers, who were in most cases “old stock” white and/or who had at
least some daily contact with other Marines stationed in Haiti simply by
nature of their role as officers.*

Wirkus was isolated for long periods of time. In an isolated, single-
sentence paragraph for extra emphasis, he notes: “It was five months since
I had looked into the face of a white man except in a shaving mirror.”?!
His isolated whiteness provokes tremendous anxiety in him, thus causing
a kind of identity crisis, or as he puts it, “I was not right with myself.”3?
Wirkus elaborates, “I felt that I was, as we had a way of saying in the
Marines, on the way to ‘go native.””®? In a striking performance of the
borders of the new pan-whiteness and the claims to morality that patrol
it, Wirkus complains about the Marines who become “Beach combers”
or “albino Haitian[s],” which he describes as evidence of “moral break-
downs.”3* Later in the book, he tells of having to avoid the temptation of a
particular Haitian woman named Marie in much the same terms. Indeed,
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there is something of the “albino Haitian” in Marie because she is one of
the “white, blue-eyed Haitians of Carzal,”—the descendants of a Polish
regiment who had fought against Napoleon in the Haitian Revolution.?*®
More than once, he describes her white skin, “kinky yellow hair” and blue
eyes.*® After several pages about her, he concludes that he must “stay away
from Carzal—and Marie”—*“Marie, squatting like a Haitian woman.”?”
Deeply troubled, Wirkus cannot stop thinking about her and seemingly
caught in his own Pygmalion-like fantasy, he confesses to buying the bare-
foot woman a pair of “high-heeled blue linen slippers with embroidered
flowers on them.”?® This, too, permits the performance of a kind of feu-
dal romance in which he can temporarily, and only in a symbolic way,
lift the woman from her class/race position. The problem with Marie,
for Wirkus, is that she “seemed white—was white—but the fact remained
that her mother was a rotund brown lady who did not know any too cer-
tainly who was Marie’s father.”?* Marie’s whiteness loses value for Wirkus
because of her brown mother; in his construction, the brown mother’s
assumed promiscuity stains the white Marie. By marking his whiteness
as more white, indeed more “moral” in his world-view than that of the
blond-haired, blue-eyed Marie, he performs his new white privilege. By
successfully remaining alone for many months on the “frontier” of white-
ness and especially by refusing Marie, Wirkus both produces and polices
the boundaries of his rather liminal racial position and like a good “new”
white, largely avoids “going native.”

Craige’s cautionary tale against “going native” is particularly instruc-
tive, although for him, going native doesn’t mean becoming a beach-
comber so much as it means criticizing the occupation. Over several
pages he relays a story he heard by way of one Sgt. Francis Patrick Kelly
about a man named Mike Morris, an “idealist” who had been eaten by
Haitian cannibals. Kelly narrates how Morris had “said we have no busi-
ness in Haiti; that the Occupation was imperialism and tyranny.”*° For his
trouble, the anti-imperialist Marine was eaten by those he would defend.
Craige tells the story as both warning and proof that white men must not
identify across the color line or the lines of empire. In form, Craige layers
this story, telling it not first hand but through the words of the Irish Sgt.
Kelly, not only in order to avoid speaking from the position of established
“old stock” whiteness but especially to demonstrate the proper assimila-
tion of former probationary groups by means of their successful avoid-
ance of going native and their refusal to question the workings of empire.
Even Wirkus, who is quite sympathetic to the Haitian cause compared to
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Craige, confirms, “my beliefs [about the rightness or wrongness of the
occupation] have nothing to do with my job.”*!

MORE MILITARY BLACKFACE

In Cannibal Cousins (1934), Craige tells how, in 1919, two US Marines,
Herman Hanneken and William Button, covered themselves in burnt cork
in order to “pass as Cacos” and thereby capture and kill the Haitian resis-
tance leader, Charlemagne Péralte. Péralte was not the bandit portrayed
in the US press, but was an educated military man who served in the
Haitian National Army at the start of the occupation. After returning
home to work his fields, Péralte was picked up by Marines and forced
to work on the roads as part of the corvée, an archaic Haitian labor law
resuscitated by Marines in order to detain Haitian men and force them to
perform hard labor, primarily road construction, for extended periods of
time.*? Péralte escaped into the mountains and organized with other Caco
members to battle against the takeover. The Cacos were, as Péralte called
them, a “patriot army” fighting against the injustice of occupation and
the oppression of the corvée system and he was the “High Commander of
the Revolution.”*? Péralte invoked the figure of the historic Jean Jacques
Dessalines and the Haitian Revolution in his performative “call to arms”
to the Haitian people, which he copied by letter to the French minister.**

The attack against Péralte was planned for the night of October 31,
1919—the eve of one of the most important holidays in the Vodou reli-
gion, the feast of All Soul’s Day, which honors the Gede spirits. The next
morning, Péralte’s body was brought into Grande Riviere and put on dis-
play for everyone to see. The significance of the date and its importance as
one of the celebrations of the spirits of the dead was a statement directed
toward the Haitian people, especially as Péralte himself had invoked the
spirits of Vodou in his anti-American resistance. Craige bragged,

The death of Charlemagne and the defeat of his army broke the back of
the Caco Rebellion. There were two reasons for its significance. In the first
place a considerable number of the most energetic and aggressive Cacos
were killed. In the second place, and even more important, Charlemagne’s
death shattered the chain of superstitious beliefs by which much of the
Caco enthusiasm had been inspired. The chief had given out that he was
a divinely-inspired Messiah and that he could not be injured by the bullets
of the whites. Now he was indubitably dead. His body was captured by the
Marine forces and exhibited to all who wished to view it.*®
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Displaying the leader’s body on a religious festival dedicated to the Gede
spirits was a gesture of white /US dominance over black/Caco resistance.
The aim was to destroy the linkages between Vodou and resistance that
were established during the Haitian Revolution and reinscribed again by
Péralte in his call to arms.

Hanneken, District Commander of Grande Riviére, authored and sub-
mitted The Official Report of the Death of Charlemagne to the Chief of
the Gendarmerie. He describes the 2-month long staging of a false Caco
camp aimed at capturing Péralte. This military blackface performance
became the center of a Marine mythology and offered a script for other
Marines to enact similar performances; moreover, military blackface was
a performative enactment of the new pan-whiteness. Indeed, the story of
the two white Marines who passed for Cacos and killed the “rebel leader”
was widely disseminated as part of Marine lore.* In multiple retellings,
the physicality of the racial passing and use of burnt cork were empha-
sized, making a reference to minstrelsy that audiences surely understood.
The 1929 book A Marine Tells It to You, by Colonel Frederic M. Wise,
for instance, eroticizes the way the two white men “stripped and black-
ened themselves all over with burnt cork.”® Craige similarly invests in
the power of military blackface with his description of Button’s mascu-
linity and performance skill. For Craige, Button is a “most remarkable”
man capable of speaking many “Creole” dialects and passing “as a Haitian
of any class.” Craige drives home that Haitians themselves read Button’s
ability as proof of his “uncanny powers” and presumably, by extension, of
the superior power of the occupying force.*®

Military blackface is, like Eric Lott’s reading of blackface minstrelsy,
a form of racial mimicry based simultaneously on desire (Lott’s “love”)
and in this case, the violence of occupation (similar to Lott’s “theft”).*
Developing Lott’s theories, Shannon Steen suggests that blackface min-
strelsy began to die out roughly at the same time as the premiere of The
Emperor Jones because O’Neill’s 1920 play constitutes part of a “replace-
ment tradition” in which black actors performed roles written by white
authors precisely “in order to express white anxieties.”®® The military
blackface performed by Hanneken and Button, and then by other white
Marines in Haiti, constitutes another part of this replacement tradition,
violently dispersing blackface practices by means of occupation and mili-
tary performance. There is a correspondence between “passing” as a “Caco
rebel” and the practice of blackface minstrelsy wherein probationary white
groups worked through their lack of power and increased it by means of
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figuring a racial other of lesser value. Minstrelsy was no longer necessary
as a theatrical form in its own right as blackface practices were legitimized
as military strategy. By striking coincidence, O’Neill’s play opened at the
Playwrights’ Theatre in New York on November 1, 1920—exactly 1 year
after Péralte’s body was put on display.

CANNIBALS, WHITE ZOMBIE, AND THE ANARCHY
OF EMPIRE

The mobility of empire, its imperial geography, and the ensuing encounter
with radical difference both builds and threatens whiteness and white polit-
ical hegemony. Stoddard, a pan-white supremacist who advocated a nation-
alist white supremacy as the means to “re-forge” the US nation, noted that
the “white race” was a numerical minority and had remained the politi-
cal majority only through the workings of empire.”! “Instead of a world
politically nine-tenths white” in terms of colonial power, he describes the
situation after 1917 as “a world of which only four-tenths at the most can
be considered predominantly white in blood, the rest of the world being
inhabited mainly by the other primary races of mankind: yellows, browns,
blacks, and reds.”? The crisis that required the formation of the mult-
ethnic pan-whiteness emerged equally from the growing awareness that the
white race was outnumbered from a global perspective and that as forms
of resistance sprang up in Africa, Latin America, and the Caribbean, white
political hegemony, particularly in the USA, was threatened. At the same
time, the geography of empire was the very terrain for staging the new pan-
whiteness in order to shore up the ranks of members against what Stoddard
called “the rising tide of color.”*® Stoddard, conceived of the five races
geographically: “Yellow Man’s Land [sic] is the Far East,” “Brown Man’s
Land is the Near and Middle East,” “Red Man’s Land is the Americas
between the Rio Grande and the tropic of Capricorn,” and “Black Man’s
Land is primarily Africa south of the Sahara Desert.” He neither delimits
nor defines “White Man’s Land,” which was not bounded by geography
but was already imagined as global.>* Here, the anarchy of imperial mobil-
ity and the new pan-whiteness lies in its encounter with the very difference
that threatens white political hegemony, again collapsing the domestic/
international binary according to the logic of the anarchy of empire.
Wirkus’s novel stages the crisis of whiteness and US anxieties about
the particular color of Haiti, its revolutionary past, and the contemporary
threat of Caco resistance to the occupation. In the chapter, “Into the Hills,”
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Wirkus produces a bleak geography of whiteness that he must cross to get
to his outpost in Perodin, where he will remain in isolation among dark-
skinned Haitians. In barely over two pages, Wirkus uses the word “white”
thirteen times to map a dangerous liminal space between the white milita-
rized civilization of occupied Port-au-Prince and the space of Caco resis-
tance he was being sent to police “in the hills.”*® He describes the “dusty
chalk-white plain” and “white storm” that “burned our skin,” as well as
leaves “covered in white deposit,” and a “filmy stream of white” in the river.
He rides a “white puffing car” over “white ruts” through the “white roll-
ing plain” and is soon transferred to a “white pack animal” and put at the
mercy of the “deviltry of disposition” of the “white mule.” Much is made
of the mule, the “white brute”; Wirkus then notes that even “the mules
were afraid of that white space.”*® Not only the space of his own impending
isolation, it is also the very space of Caco military organization.*”

Images of Haiti in US popular culture mediated the violence of eco-
nomic imperialism as well as national anxieties about external and internal
race and class conflicts. Like Cuba at the turn of the twentieth century,
Haiti was typically depicted in white popular culture as requiring paternal-
ist intervention—as incapable of self-determination. Images of cannibals,
zombies, and unruly black boys restaged, while simultaneously disavow-
ing, Stoddard’s revelation about the renewed crisis of whiteness as well as
the original horror that had embedded in the white national imaginary at
the primal scene of the 1791 Haitian Revolution. Since then, Haiti was
depicted as a land of cannibals subject to bloodlust and spirit possession,
and while these were not new images in the European colonial imaginary
or as evidenced by the epigraph at the start of this chapter, they were
dusted off in the context of occupation and appropriated by white US
journalists, Marines, and filmmakers. A repeatedly performed obsession
with “voodoo,” bordering at times on hysteria, was staged in US popular
culture for nearly the entire span of occupation in various media from
novels and magazine articles to cinema. White US audiences could not get
their fill of cannibals, zombies, and voodoo bloodlust from the 1921 New
York American article, “Why the Black Cannibals of Hayti Mutilated Our
Soldiers” and the 1922, “Voodoo Still Has its Worshippers in the Black
Republic” to White Zombie (1932), the first zombie horror film, Davis
Beale’s 1925 novel The Goat Without Horns on Haitian cannibalism, and
the 1930 pulp fiction, Voodoo: A Murder Mystery.>®

Such images provided a way to imagine the colonized, or more pre-
cisely, occupied Other in order to allow for the occupation itself and
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to ward off the specter of the Haitian Revolution and the possibility of
its repetition by the Caco movement. This twist is achieved precisely
because such images of the Other permitted the performance of the civi-
lized, paternalist, and masculine pan-white subject who imagined himself
to be superior. As such, the zombie and the black cannibal are national
fetishes that stave off the fear of a racialized castration in the US imagi-
nary, even as they permit the illusion of a cohesive and superior pan-
white subjectivity.

The cannibal trope is a way to dismiss Haitian agency and political sov-
ereignty and is therefore a way for the US occupation and its white popu-
lar culture to consume Haiti. Even as the figure of the cannibal is a way
to construct and disparage a “primitive” Other it reveals a fear of being
consumed or eaten by the Other; in other words, the trope simultane-
ously speaks to the fear of being eaten by and the desire to eat the Others
of empire. In this sense, the trope of the cannibal exposes the consuming
practices of US economic imperialism and the tensions of the anarchy of
empire.

The figure of the zombie also expressed white US anxieties over the
loss of individuality and labor issues, which were coming to a fore during
the Depression. The figure of the “living dead” laborer without agency
exposed the capitalist dream of free labor even as it represented growing
concerns regarding labor rights, unionization, and the threat of com-
munism—especially as the Russian Revolution (1917) explodes only 2
years into the US occupation and the remainder of the occupation time-
line saw increasing communist organization and mobilization in both the
USA and internationally. Indeed, Wirkus documents the imperial linkages
produced between communism and black resistance via the enforcement
structures of the Marine Corps: “Officially we [ Marines] were informed
that the voodoo cult was the medium of black magic, blasphemy, trea-
son to Haiti and the United States, Communism, and all the other evils
that government to-day is believed to be heir to.”* By means of these
linkages, all organized political mobilization or resistance in Haiti was
dismissed via the rhetoric of voodoo; official reports were required on “all
voodoo artists” in order to lead to “criminal punitive action.”®’ Strategies
of infantilization and dehumanization, in that cannibals and zombies are
conceived as less than human, were not only part of the official justifica-
tion for the occupation, but were also performed, played out, by US
Marines living in Haiti and documented by means of their occupation
narratives.
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BEING EATEN: CANNIBALS AND VOODOO GORE

The trope of the cannibal has long been used to construct difference
between “civilization” and “savagery.” According to Roberto Fernindez
Retamar, the first usage is from Michel de Montaigne’s 1580 essay, “On
Cannibals” (De los canibales), which was translated into English in 1603.
Nine years later, Shakespeare popularizes it in his play, The Tempest.
Retamar notes that Shakespeare named the deformed black slave, Caliban,
precisely as an anagram for the term and that this directly inscribed the
indigenous Carib of the Americas into the cannibal genealogy such that
in the white European imagination, the Carib was the cannibal.®’ For
Retamar, the term is part of the “ideological arsenal” of colonization and
a “degraded vision offered by the colonizer of the man he is colonizing.”%?

Images of indigenous Caribbean Islanders—and then specifically black
Haitians—as voodoo-worshipping cannibals were thus typical from the
early periods of Caribbean colonization, when primarily Spanish, French,
and English colonialists returned to Europe with titillating travel narratives
for publication. Such practice continued after the Haitian Revolution and
through the late nineteenth century. Spenser St. John’s 1884 work titled
Hayti, o the Black Republic included such accounts of cannibalism, voo-
doo, and murderous African slaves and was very popular in the USA as was
Hesketh Pritchard’s Where Black Rules White: A Journey Acrvoss and About
Hayti (1900).9° By the twentieth century, US economic imperialism and
the US occupation of Haiti provided the context for US authors to claim
the trope from Europe. A whole body of writing, most of which posed
as a kind of journalism or ethnography, emerged in which Haitians were
described as primitive natives who became possessed by evil spirits and
held strange ceremonies in dark jungles in which they consume human
flesh and drum until dawn. A good deal of the justification for the military
occupation was the public execution of President Sam, for example, and
the incident was immediately described in the press and the literature of
occupation using the rhetoric of savagery, primitive rage, and cannibalism.
This further supports Retamar’s claim that the trope of the cannibal is part
of the colonizer’s toolkit. New York Times reporter and novelist, William
Seabrook, described the “massacre” of President Sam—*“a powerful black
negro of the people, a brute in physical strength”—as follows:

They lifted the president in their arms and threw him over the wall to the
mob outside. The mob, of course, simply tore him into pieces. Mostly
they used their hands. But one woman cut off his head with a machete
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and marched with it. Another woman, they say, ripped out his heart and
marched, tearing it to shreds with her teeth. Ropes were fastened to the
torso, and it was dragged through the streets....%*

The image of the woman tearing the former President’s heart to shreds
with her teeth calls forth the figure of the cannibal. Describing the mutila-
tion with writerly glee, Seabrook invokes the figure in order to overshadow
the context of and political agency behind the crowd’s action: namely that
Sam had just implemented the execution of 167 political prisoners and his
extreme act of violence caused angry citizens to put an abrupt end to his
political slaughter.®®

Numerous stories by Marines also deployed the trope including Craige’s
1934 book, Cannibal Cousins. In a chapter that bears the same glib, if
intriguing title as the book, Craige describes a Haitian man named “Papa
Cadeus” at some length, as “an evil and powerful voodoo papa-loa” who
consumes human flesh as part of his sacrificial performances.®® Craige goes
into detail about the bones that Marines found under Cadeus’s altar and
the cooked human flesh discovered in pots. But it is only in the last two
pages of the chapter that Craige reveals the meaning of the title phrase:
Craige hints that the impeccably well-dressed and educated Dantes
Bellegarde, a Haitian politician and statesman during the occupation, was
cousin to this “known” cannibal. Craige describes an affair attended by
himself, Bellegarde, and other international guests including a British gen-
tleman who was Craige’s friend. As Bellegarde walked past Craige and his
English chum, the latter commented, “What a splendidly turned-out col-
ored gentleman.”®” He proceeded to list Bellegarde’s lineage as the great-
grandson of a General and Duke under the Haitian Emperor Soulouque,
as well as his credentials as a politician and “author of note.”®® Craige
remained silent but “thought of the other Bellegarde in the hills back of
Mirebelaise, gibbering over his sackful of infants’ bones...”* With this,
Craige implies that even a “modern” Haitian statesman wearing the finest
suit could be a cannibal. His elision between the modern Haitian state and
the figure of the cannibal effectively dismisses Haitian political affairs as so
much “voodoo nonsense.”

Wirkus also describes human bones found in a ritual “cookhouse” dur-
ing a raid.”* However, rather than developing a full-blown cannibal nar-
rative, he uses the trace of bones to justify and document the brutality of
the Marine raids against practitioners of Vodou. As Craige notes above,
the religion was key to the organization and effectiveness of the Caco
resistance, so the occupation government enforced a no tolerance policy.
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Wirkus notes it was standard operating procedure to beat and arrest all
practitioners, confiscate all ritual objects and clothing, and steal all food
supplies. Prisoners were to be given 1-3 months of jail time. Wirkus num-
bers 54 prisoners in only one raid—an entire community decimated of its
food, clothing, and ritual practice.”! And in this way the religious persecu-
tion of the voodoo raids produced the labor force for the corvée and also
destroyed local community mechanisms for the organization and mobili-
zation of resistance to the occupation.

Relying on the trope of the cannibal in a wild elision of imperial geog-
raphies, ethnicities, religions, and races, Craige’s Black Bagdad begins as
follows:

When I was a very young man, in search of revolutions and excitement,
I had visited Haiti. That was in 1912. With me was a huge fellow named
Hennessey, a gun-runner by trade and purveyor-extraordinaire of tropical
wars. Hennessey was deeply enamored of Port au Prince. “This,” he said,
“is black Bagdad. These people are still living in the days of the Arabian
Nights. You may meet Haroun al Raschid and Giafer, his Grand Wazir, any
day, walking arm in arm in the street. You may hear tales as amazing as any
Sheherezade [sic] ever told. You may see woolly-headed cannibals and silk-
hatted savants side by side. An amazing place.””?

Craige’s use of the expression “woolly-headed” clearly marks the canni-
bal’s blackness. Pairing the black cannibal of Haiti with the “silk-hatted
savant” of orientalist fantasies forces the entire world of difference into
one fantastic landscape. For Craige, Haiti is a magical space filled with
exotic creatures from both the “Far East” and “West Indies,” which any
adventurous white boy from the USA would want to visit, occupy, or rule.
In line with Stoddard’s notion of the five colors of the world and their
respective lands, Craige’s imperial geography demonstrates the bound-
lessness of whiteness (and “White man’s land”) as it reduces all difference
into over-simplified categories of color: “black, red, yellow, white”—from
the “fifty races of the world” to five.”? Indeed, the production of pan-
whiteness is part of the reduction of all difference into five main groups.

CoNSUMING OTHERS: BY CONQUEST AND PURCHASE

During the US occupation of Haiti, representations of “voodoo” in popu-
lar culture were big business. That which could not be acquired through
negotiation could be taken in the form of a military occupation justified
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using the rhetoric of voodoo gore and mediated in terms of image-capital.
Many contemporary critics of the occupation, including James Weldon
Johnson and socialists Scott Nearing and Joseph Freeman, argued that
the events surrounding the death of President Sam were an excuse to
take what had not been achieved through negotiations with the Haitian
government and that US banking interests were the primary motive for
occupation. Occupation was a way to consume Haiti and its resources. To
drive home the cannibalizing effects of power, bell hooks describes the
white appropriation of blackness and black culture in general as “eating
the other.””*

The National Bank of Haiti, founded with French capital, had been
entrusted with the Haitian treasury since 1881 but in 1910, the bank
was reorganized in terms of a new French loan and renamed the National
Bank of the Republic of Haiti. In response to this change, the National
City Bank of New York and US Secretary of State Knox invoked “dollar
diplomacy” and objected to the financial contract between France and
Haiti because US banking interests were not represented. Soon after, the
US bank purchased all of the assets from the French backers for a total
of $1,400,000. “Thus the National Bank of Haiti became the property
of the National City Bank of New York” and the State Department went
about securing the safety of the investment. On six separate occasions
before the occupation, the Department tried to obtain control of Haitian
customs through formal negotiation—but the Haitian government per-
sistently refused, resisting foreign involvement in the administration of
its affairs and explicitly forbidding foreign ownership of Haitian property
through a long-standing clause in the Haitian Constitution.”® Toward the
end of 1914, several months before the events of President Sam’s demise
and the formal occupation, US Marines landed in Port-au-Prince and
headed directly to the vaults of the National Bank of Haiti where they
forcibly seized $500,000. The Marines then carried it aboard the gunboat
Machias, transported it to New York, and deposited it in the vaults of the
National City Bank. The Haitian government immediately protested this
violation of sovereignty and property rights and requested an explanation
from the USA, but none was given.”®

In March 1915, the USA sent the Ford mission to negotiate for con-
trol of the Haitian customs and again the Haitian government refused to
comply; however, the proposal remained on the table in late July when
the “revolution” broke out in Port-au-Prince and the USA invoked the
Roosevelt Corollary to the Monroe Doctrine, thereby assuming the
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“right” to invade Haiti. Nearing and Freeman note, “The revolution was
not the cause for landing marines but merely the ‘awaited opportunity,’
for the marines were landed ‘at the request of the State Department.””””
They conclude that the USA “attempted to force, at the point of marine
bayonets, the treaty which the State Department and the National City
Bank had failed to obtain through negotiation and through financial
pressure.””8

The USA then forced Haiti’s governing officials to sign the Haitian
American Treaty. As Renda puts it, the USA “installed a puppet presi-
dent, dissolved the legislature at gunpoint, denied freedom of speech, and
forced a new constitution on the Caribbean nation—one more favorable
to foreign investment,” and that would specifically allow for foreign own-
ership of real estate.”” The Treaty also provided for the control of the
customs, organization of an armed Gendarmerie to be trained and led by
Marines, formation of a temporary public works, and implementation of
the corvée.®

As part of this imperialist project, US capitalists also “put the purchase”
on images of Haiti, playing out desires for possession in a constellation
of performances staged in US courts in which US businessmen from the
theatre and film industries attempted to stake legal claims to ownership. In
1932, playwright Kenneth Webb purportedly sued the Halperin brothers,
producers of the film, White Zombie (1932), claiming legal rights to the
term “zombie.”®! He argued his 1932 play, Zombie, gave him ownership,
but the Halperins prevailed and completed the film.** In 1936, the
Halperin brothers were sued again for use of the term, this time by their
former financial backers, the Amusement Securities Corporation (ASC).?
As Rhodes notes, “zombies meant money.”%*

Similarly, in August of 1938, a headline in Variety read “3 Sued for
$25,000 in ‘Theft’ of ‘Haiti.””®> The article described how playwright,
William DuBois, director Maurice Clark, and producer, James R. Ullman
were defendants in a plagiarism suit by Martin B. Jones and Desmond
Halleran, who claimed that DuBois stole the 1938 Federal Theatre Project
play, Haiti, from their untitled and unpublished 1933 script. The amount
of the suit was based on an “accounting of profits made on the play” and
“damages,” and the plaintiffs demanded an injunction to prohibit fur-
ther performances of the hit production, which was then at the Lafayette
Theatre in Harlem. The defendants denied the accusation, stating the
script was based on historical facts that had “been in the public domain for
years.”% The defendants prevailed and performances continued although
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the Dies Committee, or House Committee on Un-American Activities
(HUAC), soon invoked the play in its argument to permanently shut
down the federally funded Theatre Project (see Chap. 7).%

THE ZOMBIE AS A PRODUCT OF EMPIRE

White Zombie is the first feature-length “zombie film” in cinema history
and is one of the earliest US-made horror films.® Directed by Victor
Halperin, it was released 1 year after James Whale’s Frankenstein and Tod
Browning’s Draculn. The film was financially successful, despite mixed
critical reviews and the production of numerous “zombie films” followed
suit, further embedding the figure in US popular culture.®’

According to Rhodes, White Zombie was influenced by The Maygic
Isiand (1929).°° Indeed, Seabrook’s novel was the first print usage of
the term “zombie” as we know it. The earliest published mention in the
USA seems to be an 1886 article on slave songs in Louisiana by George
W. Cable.”! While in the same year as Seabrook’s novel, a New Orleans
woman, Natalie Vivian Scott, published her award-winning play, Zombi,
which takes place in mid-nineteenth century New Orleans and focuses
on the legendary figure of the racially mixed “Voodoo Queen,” Marie
Leveau.”> However, Cable and Scott use the figure of the zombie to rep-
resent a snake god common to New Orleans, not “the living dead” a
la White Zombie or The Magic Island.’® The zombie and zombie master
emerge as new figures in US popular culture during the occupation by
means of the film and Seabrook’s book as well as his introduction to The
White King of La Gonave in which he uses the trope to discuss matters of
class, labor, and individualism.

In White Zombie, a young “American” couple, Neil Parker (played by
John Harron) and Madeline Short (Madge Bellamy), plans to be mar-
ried. Neil has been away working as a clerk at a bank in Port-au-Prince
and Madeline has just arrived by ship from New York to join him. On
board, she meets a Haitian aristocrat of French descent named Monsieur
Beaumont (Robert Frazer). Enamored with Madeline, Beaumont offers
his plantation for the couple’s marriage, although he secretly hopes to
seduce her. To further ensnare the couple, he promises Neil a job back in
the States.

The film begins with the drumming of tom-toms and stereotypical
chanting: “Ooo-wa-wa-wa/Qoo-wa-wa-wa,/Qo-aa-00-aa.” The toms are
particularly significant in setting the ominous, exotic mood of the opening
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scene, which depicts a group of Haitians performing a burial in the middle
of a road. The low-toned, hand-played drums, without the snares associ-
ated with Western musical forms, connoted a wide array of racial and eth-
nic others in early twentieth-century cinema. Intercut with this are images
of Madeline and Neil in a carriage on their way to Beaumont’s mansion.
When they come across the burial, the carriage driver, played by Negro
actor Clarence Muse, tells them the locals bury their dead in well-traveled
places to protect them from the “men who steal dead bodies.” Soon after,
the carriage stops again and the “zombie master,” Murder Legendre
played by Bela Lugosi, first sees Madeline and manages to steal her scarf
from around her throat. Suddenly, the carriage driver sees a line of awk-
wardly moving figures silhouetted against the moonlight on the top a hill-
side. He drives away quickly yelling to the horses, “Zombie! Allez, vites,
allez” (“Zombie! Go, hurry, go.”) As they whisk away, Neil comments to
Madeline, “Well, that’s a cheerful introduction to you to our West Indies.”
When the couple arrives at Beaumont’s mansion, the coachman explains
the men on the hillside were zombies: “They are not men, monsieur. They
are dead bodies.... Zombies—the living dead. Corpses taken from their
graves, who are made to work—sugar mills, fields at night.”"*

The plot is simple. Neil, Beaumont, and the elusive zombie master
Legendre all want to possess Madeline. To force her love, Beaumont
enlists Legendre to turn Madeline into a zombie. Madeline appears to
die on her wedding day and Neil goes mad, especially when the local mis-
sionary tells him that she may not be dead but instead may be a zombie in
the hands of “natives.” Soon, Beaumont begins to regret his actions but
Legendre decides to claim Madeline for his own and turns Beaumont into
a zombie as well. In the end, the zombie spell is broken and Madeline is
restored when Beaumont betrays Legendre and the other zombies throw
their master off a cliff and into the sea.

NATIONAL HORROR: IMPERIAL OCCUPATION

Robert Miles theorizes that the Gothic literary form articulates a profound
connection between nationalism and “the horrific” and that it expresses
“a nationalist sense of the unpure.””® According to Miles, the supernatural
is nascent with the perceived violation of the “‘laws’ of the nation.””® His
observations can be extended to the horror film genre and the zombie
subgenre. The impurities of the “nation”—financial strife, class division,
conflicts between the desires of economic imperialism and the spirit of
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democracy, and violent racism—were mediated in the figure of the zom-
bie from its initial iteration by Seabrook. An attempt to negotiate class
and labor issues is indicated in the definition of zombie labor given in the
film—especially in the context of labor strikes and unionization, such as
the film projectionists strikes in 1931 and 1932.°” Tony Williams notes
that 1932, the year that White Zombie and the largest number of films
in the early US horror cycle were produced, marks the low point of the
Depression years.”

During the 1920s and 30s, xenophobia was growing and the Depression
was often blamed on immigrants (white Others). For many, Europeans
were to blame for US involvement in WWI, Sacco and Vanzetti were tried
and executed for treason, and the Red Scare was a part of the cultural
mise-en-scene. This xenophobia was in large part due to encounters with
“whiteness of a different color.” As Jacobson notes, “By 1920 the ‘white’
foreign-born population was more than 13.5 million, most of whom
would not have qualified for Benjamin Franklin’s appellation ‘Saxon’
[...]1.”% In many ways, the horror film genre addressed these concerns.
Several film historians have pointed out that in 1930s and 1940s horror
films, the sinister character was usually played by a European foreigner
who in the political and cultural climate of the day, signified the mistrust-
ful villainous other. Therefore, although Bela Lugosi is “white” according
to the logic of pan-whiteness, the white woman in the film is still at risk
from the desires of the dark villain.

Negro actors and “white” actors in blackface portray the zombies in
Legendre’s sugar mill. However, Legendre’s zombie bodyguards are
performed by actors who would have represented the persistence of
“probationary white” status in the context of increasing anger towards
immigrants. In this sense, his zombie bodyguards would have been just
as terrifying as the ones in the sugar mill—both signs of radical difference
in the context of the horror film. Yet in one scene, the Master specifically
introduces the group to Beaumont adding another layer to the context
of horror. These “white zombies” include Legendre’s own former mas-
ter, a “witch doctor,” a “rich man” named Von Gerder, the Minister of
the Interior, the Brigand Chief, the Captain of the Gendarmerie, and the
High Executioner. This is interesting because the Haitian American Treaty
formed the Gendarmerie d’Haiti and its Captain would have been a white
Marine. The Minister of the Interior and the Brigand Chief also seem
to be part of the nomenclature of the occupation government. Finally,
Legendre remarks that before he turned them into his zombie slaves he
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had been on the Executioner’s list. All of these details mark Legendre as
an enemy of the state. By making zombies of white governmental leaders
and rich men—whether read as twentieth-century US capitalists or old
French colonials—Legendre seems to embody several elements of the cri-
sis in whiteness and the challenges to capitalism in the context of the US
occupation of Haiti, the 1930s Red Scare, and the Depression. This was a
terrifying mix in the context of the horror genre.

Typical of the horror genre is the insertion of the protagonist into a
mysterious foreign space—here, two “Americans” in occupied Haiti. Neil
works at a bank in Port-au-Prince and is thus part of the imperial appa-
ratus that controls the Haitian economy during occupation. The clearest
articulation of this takeover is in Neil’s comment to Madeline about “our
West Indies.”!? The insertion of white “Americans” into “black space”—
as achieved through the horror film convention as well as through military
occupation and its literature—put the new pan-whiteness into palimpses-
tic focus even as it stages a crisis in whiteness that had been exacerbated
through the workings of empire.

POSSESSING THE WHITE ZOMBIE

A large part of the horror of White Zombie for its contemporary audiences
was precisely its depiction of a white woman from the USA as the victim
of foreign/black lust and deception. One of the catchlines suggested by
United Artists in 1932 was “They knew that this was taking place among
the blacks, but when this fiend practiced it on a white girl ... all hell broke
loose.”!”" When the ad was published on July 28, 1932 in the Kansas
City Star the catchline was changed slightly to remove the term “blacks”
by substituting the figure of the zombie in its stead: “Zombies Stole a
White Girl, Then the Fury of Hell BROKE LOOSE.”!%? With this substi-
tution, the zombie becomes a surrogate figure for blackness. One of the
film’s many posters ultimately read, “They knew this fiend was practicing
zombiism on the natives, but when he tried it on a white girl the nation
revolted.”

When Neil discovers Madeline may not be dead, but instead a zombie,
he becomes hysterical: “Surely you don’t think she’s alive—and in the
hands of natives! Oh no! Better dead than that!”'% Here, Madeline is a
figure of the crisis of whiteness; the Gothic mediates concerns over purity
and the ways that the policing of interracial sexual boundaries map onto
each other in the context of empire. As Jacobson notes, “The policing of
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sexual boundaries—the defense against hybridity—is precisely what keeps
a racial group a racial group.”’** The fury of hell breaking loose is also
an analogy for the workings of the Roosevelt Corollary in general: if you
mess with the USA, you will surely pay for your actions (“fire upon this if
you dare!”).

In a telling scene soon before she is made a zombie, Madeline prepares
for her wedding. One of the maids opens the window and the sound of
“voodoo” drums completely fills the room. Madeleine is centered in the
shot wearing only white lace undergarments and a long veil that begins to
blow as if moved by the force of the drums. Intense lighting overexposes
the image, creating a white glow that emanates from her clothing and face.
Initially she barely moves, posing in the light as if hypnotized. Seeming to
snap out of it, she says, “close it, close it,” and turns her scantily clad body
away from the window while holding her hands over her ears, which have
become the bodily organ of penetration in the scene.

Throughout the film, lighting is crucial to depicting Madeline’s white-
ness as well as its sullied state once she becomes a zombie; indeed, as
Richard Dyer argues, lighting facilitated the production of whiteness in
carly black and white cinema.'” Her transition to the zombie state, for
example, is accomplished by a significant reduction of light on her face.
Due to the effect, she changes from glowing white to flat gray at the
moment of zombification. She only becomes white again (is re-brightened
via lighting) after Neil revivifies her.

Octave Mannoni describes the Prospero complex as a psychological
scenario wherein the paternal white male (Prospero) is concerned that
the black male (Caliban—the cannibal) wants to have sexual relations
with his white daughter (Miranda).!” Fanon problematizes, however,
that Mannoni connects the complex to an inherent inferiority complex
on the part of the black man.'”” However, by making Prospero’s fear
of black masculinity central, it is possible to shed light on what is at
stake in Neil’s comment, “...and in the hands of natives! Oh no! Better
dead than that!”!% Quite simply, Prospero is concerned that Caliban
will seduce Miranda, thus reversing the “traditional” power flow of the
act of miscegenation, which was typically the “privilege” of white men
to rape or seduce black women.'” This reversal—and the possibility of
miscegenation (racial impurity)—constitutes part of a crisis of white-
ness such that Neil would rather have Madeline dead than defiled at
the hands of “natives” (better dead than zhat, i.e., miscegenated). The
Prospero Complex becomes less a reading of the “dependency complex
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of colonized peoples” and more of a sign of the crisis of whiteness in the
context of empire. The fantasy of his daughter’s seduction at the hands
of his deformed black slave allows the white paternal figure to act out a
combination of dread and fantasy—he can imagine his daughter’s seduc-
tion, making an erotic investment in the black man’s physicality; he can
imagine his daughter as defiled even as he can imagine an erotic scenario;
and he can act out on this combination of fear and desire by declaring
the white daughter at risk to black lust, and under Jim Crow logic, ulti-
mately by declaring the black man a rapist. Images of the cannibal and
the zombie not only supported the nation’s imperial projects but also
exposed or expressed the crisis of whiteness.

All of this is played out on the figure of Madeline—the white zombie.
As Lowry and deCordova note, the film is centered on a “possessor,/pos-
sessed paradigm” that has resonance with the occupation as well as Vodou
religious practices.!? The three leading men in the film wish to own or
control her in explicitly sexual ways and the fourth (the paternal American
minister) to redeem her. She s a substitute for the booty of occupation,
the white zombie. As Beaumont aptly noted, “Nothing matters if I can’t
have her.”!!!

“BROADCASTING IN BAGDAD” AND “HATCHING
A KINGDOM, UNAWARES”: IMPERIAL SURROGATION
IN OCCUPATION NARRATIVES

The War of 1898 permitted a kind of imperial succession whereby the
USA became a surrogate for colonial power in the hemisphere in order
to claim the benefits of empire for itself. The US occupation of Haiti also
required that a surrogation of power be performed, although it would
require different tactics. According to Roach, “culture reproduces and
re-creates itself by a process that can be best described by the word sur-
rogation [...]. [T]he process of surrogation does not begin or end but
continues as actual or perceived vacancies occur in the network of relations
that constitutes the social fabric.”'? In the context of military occupation,
there is no single social fabric but more of a palimpsestic overlay of cul-
tures with very uneven distributions of power. Moreover, in occupation,
“vacancies” are produced and do not somehow occur on their own. The
vacancy produced via military occupation is more akin to the intentional
scraping clean (political erasure) and subsequent filling in/substitution
(takeover) that constitutes the process of palimpsest.
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Some surrogations in the context of occupation are structural, such as
the claiming of the customs office, revising the constitution, or the retool-
ing of Haitian governmental buildings, while others are more symbolic.
In fact, occupation is a mechanism for a complete geopolitical, economic,
and symbolic surrogation. In the chapter, “Broadcasting in Bagdad,”
Craige details how the Corps began broadcasting from its newly built
radio station in the old Palais de Ministéres, which had housed the execu-
tive branch of Haiti’s government. From this place, Craige performed
and transmitted the culture of occupation: a “live” international broadcast
one evening a week in both English and French that included live music
programming and “exotic” radio stories. According to Craige, it “was
heard over most of the length and breadth of the civilized world,” and he
received “appreciative postal cards from the United States, Canada, the
West Indies and occasionally one from Europe and South America.”!!?

Craige notes the building was across the street from the Presidential
Palace and the Awtel de ln Patrie, where the Haitians had displayed the
bodies of the enemies of state during the Revolution. The assertion of
US military power at this site—and his detailed description of it—was not
just a symbolic takeover of a strategic political building but was part of
a total cultural surrogation. However, it is not just that the US military
“replaced” the function of the building across from the Presidential Palace
and by extension claimed an entire site of Haitian anticolonial display, but
also that—like an old text bleeding through a palimpsest—the surrogation
itself and Craige’s narrative made the legacy of the Haitian Revolution
foremost in the mind of Marines as well as Craige’s readers. In order to be
able to say Marines had claimed the very site of anticolonial power, Craige
and other Americans broadly had to both acknowledge and mark (the site
of) black anticolonial power, thereby revealing the complex workings of
what might be called the anarchy of occupation at the site of surrogation.

Both Craige and Wirkus describe other symbolic acts of surrogation
in which they erase the agency of resistance members and convert them
into figures of servitude. Each relates how former Caco adversaries were
captured and re-vetted in order to demonstrate the power of the occupa-
tion. Wirkus tells how, while in blackface, he captured General Estraville’s
Captain and then kept him “first as a trusty prisoner and then as my orderly
and guide.”'* With more disdain, Craige describes how he “converted” a
“Caco chief” into his own “chief chambermaid.”!'® The conversion from
military chief to chief chambermaid is more than tidy wordplay; it serves
to feminize the former adversary as it foregrounds the masculinity of the
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Marine occupation and performs the symbolic surrogation necessary for
occupation.

Finally, Wirkus creates a narrative in which he is the fated surrogate, not
of lost white colonial rule, but of black imperial rule as the reincarnation
of the black Haitian Emperor, Faustin Soulouque (1847-59). In a chap-
ter titled “Hatching a Kingdom, Unawares,” Wirkus tells how during his
first tour of duty he sat daily on the steps of an old Haitian government
building. When he returned 2 years later, he found the building had been
demolished and remodeled by Service Hydraulic, and that under the very
steps where he sat, Marines discovered the crown of Emperor Faustin I,
“the last emperor of Haiti.”!!¢

Wirkus states, “I have never told the subjects of my regency as ‘King
Faustin I’ of this crown and the fact that I sat over it for weeks, an inno-
cent Marine recruit, hatching out my royal destiny.”!"” He was nonethe-
less “adopted as the play-king of the people”; they made his “military and
temporal authority that of a reincarnation of a past emperor” and took
him as “the regent for their sometimes amiable, always efficient, black
Queen.”!!® In a passage that sounds like a page from Roach on surroga-
tion, Wirkus describes the coronation at which a thousand “black sub-
jects” chant “Le Roi, le Roi, le Roi,” “Faustin!” and “Long live Faustin!”
at the sight of the reincarnated black emperor.'”

The reclamation of this title and crown—claiming to be the reincarna-
tion of the last black emperor of Haiti—was part of a larger seizing of the
discourse of “empire” away from Haiti as the occupation destroyed its gov-
ernment and constitution and tried to claim the power once established
through Dessalines’ performative declarations of independence. Wirkus
whitens this history—in his fantasy, the image of the black emperor is sub-
sumed into his own figuration of the new pan-whiteness.

Renda argues, “once the violence of imperialism had done its work,
the literature of empire would invite others to such imaginings.”!?° Surely,
the “literature of empire” invited others, particularly those “back home”
to such imaginings and I would add, enactments. However, the situation
is not one of cause and effect as indicated by Renda’s use of the term,
“once” or the past tense construction. It is not that occupation (the vio-
lence of imperialism) had already “done its work” and then a “literature of
empire” emerged. Rather, performances and discourses of infantilization,
paternalism, and so on, allow for imagining and enacting imperial violence
in the first place. The relation between the occupation and its cultural
production is not one of cause and effect or reflection, but of mediation.
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There is a mutually constitutive relation between military takeover, the
production of pan-whiteness, and the sale of images of zombies and can-
nibals in US popular culture.
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CHAPTER 6

Staging the Haitian Revolution: Performing
Blackness and the Role of the Mulatta/o

Huniti is black, and we have not yet forgiven Haiti for being black
[applause] or forgiven the Almaghty for making her black. [Applaunse. |

—Frederick Douglass, 1893 (Frederick Douglass, “From Lecture on
Huiti. The Haitian Pavilion Dedication Cevemonies Delivered at the
World’s Fair, in Jackson Park, Chicago, Jan. 2d, 1893,” in African
Americans and the Haitian Revolution, ed. Mawurice Jackson, et al.
(New York: Routledge, 2010), 203).

Lonyg live free and independent Haiti, the pride of the black race of the
Western world.

—Marcus Garvey, 1924 (Marcus Garvey, “Letter to President Louis
Borno of Haiti,” Negro World, August 3 1924).

Well before the US occupation of Haiti, the “Black Republic” was impor-
tant to reimagining the sign of blackness and throughout the Americas,
its long and ultimately successful revolution stoked the possibility of
gaining freedom from slavery by force. On January 1, 1804, the once
enslaved Jean Jacques Dessalines declared the former colony independent
of French rule and in several powerful gestures, marked Haiti’s decolonial
stance. He recouped the Taino name for the island, “Haiti,” and in an
1804 proclamation after the “massacre of the white French,” declared,
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“I have avenged America.”! In a gesture that seemed to thumb its nose
at colonial categories of racial difference, he authorized an 1805 consti-
tution that declared all Haitians black, including the Polish population
who had helped fight Napoleon.? His performative declarations made a
powerful statement not only for the people of the newly formed Republic
of Haiti but also for, and against, the international community of nations
and empires.? Yet Dessalines’ performatives were partly “unhappy” within
Austin’s formulation of speech acts—neither true nor false, performatives
are considered happy or unhappy depending on the outcome or uptake
and whether the intended enactment is achieved.* Haiti was indeed free of
French rule, but the international community largely refused recognition
of its sovereign status and the internal racial and class problems between
the formerly enslaved, many of whom had been born in Africa, and the
gens de coulenr, or free people of color, persisted despite his symbolic and
political declarations of Haiti’s blackness.®

The Haitian Revolution and its triad of heroes, Toussaint L’Ouverture
(leader of the Revolution and first Governor-General, 1791-1802), Jean-
Jacques Dessalines (second Governor-General; first Emperor, 1804-
1806), and Henri Christophe (President, 1807-11; King, 1811-20),
inspired others to similar action. Moved by L’Ouverture, an enslaved man
named Gabriel unsuccessfully conspired in 1800 to seize the capital city of
Richmond, Virginia and abolish slavery in the USA.® In August of 1801,
approximately 20 “French Negroes” in New York City rioted in vain to
liberate the slaves of an expatriate from Saint Domingue who had fled dur-
ing the Revolution.” In 1811, over 500 men of African descent marched
into New Orleans under the command of Haitian officers—and in Cuba,
José Antonio Aponte, a “free black” accused of planning a slave revolt in
1812, had portraits of the three heroes in his home.® Denmark Vesey and
Nat Turner organized revolts in 1822 and 1831, respectively, although
these too, failed.” By the late nineteenth century, Haiti was the “sym-
bolic center of Pan-Africanist discourse” precisely because of its successful
revolution and status as the world’s “Black Republic.”!® The Revolution’s
capacity to be embodied and repeated—not only in acts of rebellion, but
also in stories, whether told quietly or performed publicly on street corners
or theatrical stages—is part of its rhetorical and performative force (the
power of “another Haiti”); Haiti’s official claim to blackness is another.
Indeed, while Dessalines’ declaration of Haiti’s blackness may not have
unified Haitians along racial and class lines, it had tremendous uptake in
the context of growing biracialism in the United States. As discussed in
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Chap. 1, Haiti’s blackness was useful to Stoddard, Chester, and MacCorkle,
all of whom paint the Revolution in stark black and white in order to sup-
port US occupation and strengthen white racial and political hegemony.
Likewise, in the epigraphs above, Frederick Douglass and Marcus Garvey
foreground Haiti’s blackness in no uncertain terms, albeit towards dif-
ferent ends. Indeed, as I argue in this chapter, Haiti—its Revolution and
its blackness—was symbolically significant to the consolidation of pan-
blackness in the USA in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centu-
ries and theatrical performance, particularly dramatic enactments of the
Haitian Revolution, constitutes a field of action in which this complicated
and palimpsestic process partly unfolded.

The Revolution was itself dramatic.!’ Dessalines’ declarations were
radical gestures on the world stage and their rhetorical and performative
force was seized upon not only in acts of rebellion but also in numerous
theatrical and performance forms in the USA, from the grandly spectacu-
lar to the banal. In 1898, St. Paul Minnesota was not only home to pro-
ductions of Cuba—A Pageant of Freedom but also to the Afro-American
Toussaint L’Ouverture Dramatic Club.?? In 1900, T. Thomas Fortune,
editor of the leading Negro newspaper, New York Age, and co-founder of
the National Afro-American League (1890), performed street oration on
Haiti’s revolutionary leaders and used the Revolution as a cautionary tale
about ongoing racial violence against the American Negro.'® Above all,
between 1893 and 1938—what Henry Louis Gates periodizes as the New
Negro era—approximately 13 plays were written on the subject of Haiti
and no fewer than 11 take up its Revolution.!* All but one of the plays
on the Revolution were produced during this period—many repeatedly.'®

William Edgar Easton’s Dessalines: A Dramatic Tale (1893) and
Christophe: A Tragedy in Prose of Imperial Haiti (1911) are the first
known plays on the Haitian Revolution written in the USA by an author
of African descent; they were staged a total of six times before the US
occupation of Haiti. In 1893, two performances of Dessalines were given;
in January, a Negro theatre company organized by Henrietta Vinton Davis
staged it at Freiberg’s Opera House in Chicago simultaneously with the
World’s Columbian Exhibition (World Fair) and that spring, Easton and
several local men gave a public reading in Galveston Texas, where the play-
wright then lived.'® Miss Davis had clerked for Frederick Douglass, former
US Minister to the Republic of Haiti (1889-91) and its representative
at the Fair, and the performance of Dessalines was intended to coincide
with events at the Pavilion.!”” While not an official part of the Fair, Errol
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G. Hill and James V. Hatch suggest the play was likely “the most note-
worthy African American event” held during the exposition.'® Dessalines
was published that same year in an edition with the “Oration” given
by Douglass at the Pavilion and an essay titled, “A Tribute to Haitian
Heroism,” by the Hon. Norris Wright Cuney of the Republican National
Executive Committee for Texas.!” Well-known actress, Fannie S. Hall,
restaged Dessalines in 1897 with “a company of colored players” at the
Ninth Battalion Armory Hall in Chicago and in 1909, Davis directed it at
the Trinity Congregational Church in Pittsburgh.? Easton’s second play
on the Revolution, Christophe: A Tragedy in Prose of Imperial Haiti, was
staged at the Gamut Auditorium in Los Angeles and the Lenox Casino in
Harlem—both in 1912 and both under the direction of Davis, who played
leading roles in the productions.?!

It is an understatement to say that the US occupation brought
renewed enthusiasm for plays on the Haitian Revolution. Six productions
of Easton’s two plays occurred before 1915, but from then until 1938
there were at least 20 productions of his and numerous other plays on the
Revolution in several cities across the country. Despite widespread criti-
cism of the occupation in the Negro press, the Revolution remained the
predominant theme in plays about Haiti written by Afro-Americans. Only
one play in the timeframe takes up contemporaneous events in Haiti. Set
in 1911, Matheus’s Tambour (1929) tells the story of a “Caco rebellion”
against a corrupt Haitian government, but it was neither published nor
produced.??

Maud Cuney Hare, daughter of Norris Wright Cuney, directed the
Allied Arts Players in another production of Easton’s Dessalines on May 15,
1930, at the Fine Arts Theatre in Boston with the revised title Dessalines,
Black Emperor of Haiti.?* John Frederick Matheus and Clarence Cameron
White’s opera, Ouanga: A Musical Drama of Haiti (1932), also about
Dessalines, auditioned for the American Opera Society in 1932 at the
Three Arts Club in Chicago where it immediately won the Society’s David
Bispham Medal.?* In the early 1930s and again in 1937, Elsie Roxborough
directed the Roxanne Players in Detroit-based productions of Langston
Hughes’s play, variously known as Troubled Island, Emperor of Haiti, or
The Drums of Haiti, which again tells the story of the rise and fall of
Dessalines while in November 1936, Rowena Woodham Jelliffe directed
the Gilpin Players in a production of it at the integrated Karamu Theatre
in Cleveland.” Harris’s Genifrede: The Daughter of L’ Ouverture was per-
formed by the Howard Players in Washington D.C. on May 27,1922, and
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was published by Associated Publishers (AP) in 1935.2° Morgan College
Dramatic Club in Baltimore staged Christophe’s Daughters as part of its
Negro History Week celebrations in 1935 and AP published it the same
year.”” Due to their publication in the 1935 collection, Negro History in
Thirteen Plays, along with their one-act form, the latter two plays are likely
to have been staged by non-professional actors in a variety of educational
and Negro History Week contexts. There were also large-scale produc-
tions on the theme by the Federal Theatre Project (FTP). Negro Units
on both coasts staged productions by white playwrights that focused on
the historical Henri Christophe: Christine Ames and Clark Painter’s Black
Empire (1932) and William DuBois’s Haiti (1938).%* The former ran at
four theatres in Hollywood and Los Angeles from March through July
of 1936, drawing over 20,000 audience members.>” Two years later, the
Scattle Negro Unit also staged a smaller version.®® The Harlem Negro
Unit staged Haiti in 1938 at the Lafayette Theatre where over 77,000
people attended the production.?® From there, it moved to Daly’s, the
“Experimental Theatre” center of the FIP in New York, and then to
Boston; the Hartford Negro Unit also presented it in the fall.??

Like Trouillot, J. Michael Dash argues that the Revolution “so chal-
lenged the prejudices of its time,” and was “such an unthinkable phenom-
enon,” that “it has been either conspicuously consigned to the margins of
modern history or simplified and romanticized as an inspiring narrative
of black slave resistance.”? Its symbolic presence is typically reduced to a
story of “racial revenge, heroic uniqueness, or misguided hubris.”** The
small but growing body of work on the Haitian Revolution in US theatre
continues in a similar vein by glorifying the plays as inspirational narratives
and expressions of a pre-existing blackness and /or race pride.*® Yet this is a
racialized anachronism that limits our ability to understand these plays and
which has implications for the study of historical “black theatre” or “black
performance.” For example, Sotiropoulos describes how with “Douglass
at the helm, black Americans took advantage of the fair’s international
focus, in a sense entering through the doors the revolutionary black repub-
lic of Haiti had opened [my italics]” because they were otherwise banned
from exhibiting.?® She writes, “black America lost little time in turning
the Haitian pavilion into a place to gather, to organize politically, and,
for some, to sell a song [again, my italics].”*” Even Dash, whose nuanced
study of the Revolution calls for us to replace stereotypes of racial revenge
with queries into its radical application of universal human rights, reifies a
blackness that was very much in formation in the USA when he describes
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Haiti as “the most persuasive illustration of a racial gesst, invoked by many
black intellectuals of the New Negro [m]ovement [italics in original].”38

Dessalines’ declaration of Haiti’s blackness and its reputation as the
“Black Republic” were indeed symbolically significant to people of African
descent in the USA, however analyses that take these plays as expressions
of a unified, pre-existing blackness miss that racial meanings were in tre-
mendous flux between 1893 and 1938. Indeed, the “New Negro era” as
periodized by Gates and Jarrett is precisely that in which pan-blackness is
formulated and it should be reframed and analyzed as such.?” To reify a
social process and label it “black America” or “black intellectuals” misses
the mass restructuring of the sign of blackness taking place at the time
and it especially misses the role that images of Haiti, particularly theat-
rical productions of its Revolution, had in mediating an emergent pan-
black imaginary. Indeed, it minimizes the strategic use of Haiti by racially
mixed individuals like W.E.B. Du Bois, Frederick Douglass, William Edgar
Easton, T. Thomas Fortune, Norris Wright Cuney, and Langston Hughes,
precisely as an image of racial unification under the sign of blackness. To
the degree that the plays and performances depict racial pride, they do so
not as an effect or expression of a pre-existing homogenous group forma-
tion but rather as part of the very mechanism (an affective mechanism—
a kind of unisonance) for forging a more inclusive category that would
increasingly absorb mixed-race culture.*

Consider the 1893 World’s Fair in Chicago and Douglass’s speech,
which contains the lines in the first epigraph above.*' Prior to this,
Douglass argues Haiti “is the one country to which we turn the cold
shoulder,” and quickly dismisses the excuse that Haiti is “more friendly to
France” and other European countries. Instead, Douglass clarifies, “But
a deeper reason for coolness between the countries is this: Haiti is black,
and we have not yet forgiven Haiti for being black [applause] or forgiven
the Almighty for making her black. [Applause.]”*?

In applauding, the audience approves Douglass’s candor in boldly stat-
ing that Haiti is shunned for its revolution and its blackness. And while the
“we” in his formulation is clearly the United States, by cheering for Haiti
and its blackness, the audience shifts the “we” to form an alliance among
those who are black and by extension, unforgiven. Audience applause at
each moment Douglass links blackness with being unforgiven suggests the
language strikes a chord with the situation of the Negro in the USA. A
moment later, Douglass confirms the connection when he describes how
the “black sons of Haiti” were “linked and interlinked with their race, and
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striking for their freedom, they struck for the freedom of every black man
in the world. [Prolonged applause.]”** Here, applause constitutes a form
of unisonance, or the shared affective response that accompanies perfor-
mance in unison and thus produces a sense of community.** The audience
performs approval together and in so doing, becomes a “we.” Moreover,
prolonged applause is indication of successful uptake in the performative
sense—it makes clear that in addition to an appreciation for Douglass’s
veracity, Haiti’s blackness is affirmed and a successful alliance enacted.

Douglass, also racially mixed, was in residence in Port-au-Prince as US
Minister to Haiti and was very aware of the country’s three-tier racial sys-
tem in which the gens de coulenr held the majority of political, economic,
and social power, so in a sense, he strategically reiterates Dessalines’
declaration of Haiti’s blackness (“Haiti is black,”) and uses its symbolic
power as the Black Republic to strengthen pan-black racial alliances in
the USA.* Like Stoddard and others who use the story of the Revolution
to strengthen domestic biracialism, Douglass gives a pithy summary of
Haiti’s story in dramatic black and white: “[Haiti] has been made the
theatre of great events. She was the first of all the cis-Atlantic world, upon
which the firm foot of the progressive, aggressive and all-conquering
white man was permanently set,” and “[h]appily too, for her, she was the
first of the New World in which the black man asserted his right to be free
and was brave enough to fight for his freedom and fortunate enough to
gain it...”*% In order to forge transnational racial alliances in relation to the
sign of blackness, he intentionally minimizes the complicated and multiple
roles of leaders like L’Ouverture, Dessalines, and Christophe as well as of
the gens de coulenr in the long revolution.*”

Douglass’s reiteration of Haiti’s blackness and the performativity of
the Pavilion in general were intended to speak to the domestic audience
as well as the international audience of nations and empires gathered at
the Exposition. The Fair was a field of action that embodied the concept
of the political theatrum mundi and in which different countries put their
cultural power on display. Douglass clearly understood the Fair in this way
as evidenced in his opening speech at the Pavilion on the 89th anniversary
of Haitian independence.*® He states, Haiti has “never been ashamed of
her cause or of her color” and that she was invited to the Exposition “to
be represented among the foremost civilized nations of the earth.” He
concludes, “Her presence here today is a proof that she has the courage
and the ability to stand up and be counted in the great procession of our
nineteenth century civilization.”*’ The Haitian Pavilion was an arena in
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which to declare Haiti’s blackness in an international context and through
palimpsestic overlay, to situate the emergent pan-blackness in the USA.

The oft-site production of Easton’s four-act play, Dessalines: A Dramatic
Tale, was an extension of this arena. Here too, critical analyses tend to
focus on it as a representation of race pride. Hatch, Shine, and others
describe it as a “militant verse play.”*’ Indeed, one can only imagine the
militancy in the physical presence of a Negro actor on stage at Freiberg’s
as he declares his hatred for the “accursed whites” and speaks of throwing
his master to the ground and spurning him like a “snarling, fangless cur.”%!
And in the first scene of Act I, early in the morning at the Du Martin
Plantation, Dessalines gives a powerful speech to the other slaves, in which
he demands to know,

What has made me master here? What will make ye masters here? Is his white
tainted flesh unvulnerable [sic]? Look upon us! I am as black as the shadows
of night, with muscles of iron and a will that never was enslaved! What has
he that T have not, save the arrogance of the accursed Caucasian blood:?
What hath these Franks that we are their household chattel—that we are
their beasts? [...] What fetich [sic] have they that sustains their power to rule
and ours to serve? We are ten to one their number now in Haiti—perhaps an
hundred [sic], it may be. Then is it the strong who rules, or is it the natural
sequence of our own inward weakness?®?

While not a verse play, its frank questioning of power is surely militant
and in several monologues Dessalines takes a strong anti-white stance.
However, there are no white characters in the play; Easton specifies it is
exclusively for “Negro players.”>® All animosity, violence, and collabora-
tion is between “blacks” and “colored” and the list of dramatis personac is
divided into two columns with respective titles over each.>*

In Act I, Dessalines indeed agitates against the French colonials and
later, in Act III, he defends his violence against the French by saying,
“my cause is just and their cause is wrong,” however the primary con-
flict in the play is between black and racially mixed gens de coulenr, or
as Easton puts it in the terminology of the day, “colored.”® Indeed,
the opening scene depicts the eve of the Revolution not so much in
terms of black versus white, but black versus colored. In a dispute with
Flavien, Dessalines tosses a dagger at the colored man’s feet and chal-
lenges, “I’ll share my arms with thee and name thee: The platter-licker
of thy master’s housechold. Thou claimst race with those who rule, and
1, a full blood African, dare thee to mortal combat!”*® This makes clear
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that the colored characters, as free men of color, align themselves with
their white fathers rather than with the enslaved and as such, it offers
a more accurate depiction of the complicated revolution. In another
scene between Flavien and a black slave named Placide, the former has
ordered the latter to be whipped for impertinence. Placide replies, “Had
I the chance, I would give thee and every accursed mulitre—Death.”®”
Flavien retorts by calling Placide an “infernal black.”®® The scene con-
cludes with Dessalines again challenging the racialization of power—but
not in terms of black and white: “He half and half, and I full black, and
tell me who is master here!”* Indeed, while the character of Dessalines
is often used to tell the story of black-on-white violence that his 1804
“massacre” of the French so easily represents, the play focuses more
on racial tensions between the black and colored characters and on the
romance between Dessalines and the mulatta, Clarisse, who is based on
the historical Claire Heureuse.®® In this scene, Dessalines also clarifies
his position on religion: he hates both the “masters and their gods” and
while he finds comfort in the revenge taught by the “African’s gods,” he
explains, “I have none.”!

Scene Two shifts to a private home in Port-au-Prince where colored
characters, Lefebre and Rigaud, await news from the French Assembly.®?
Rigaud argues they should “join the blacks” rather than trust the French,
but Lefebre reminds him, “An undying, unquenchable hatred exists,
as thou knowest, between the blacks and men of color,” thus convinc-
ing Rigaud to stay with France.®® Meanwhile, two black soldiers kidnap
Rigaud’s sister, Clarisse, and plan to hold her for ransom, but in the next
act, one sells her to Mére Marguerite, a former slave who was banished as
a “witch” after the mysterious deaths of her master, partner, and child.®*
The most primitivist scene of the play is set at nighttime in front of a “hut,
before which is fire, with smoking cauldron” and according to stage direc-
tions, with an “owl, cat, serpent and [the] usual paraphernalia of witch-
ery around.”® In this “voodoo” scenario complete with lightning strikes,
several black slaves dressed as “beasts” attend to Mere Marguerite, who
prepares to sacrifice Clarisse. Dessalines enters just in time to save her from
death at the hands of the black “witch.”® In the rest of the act, Clarisse
begins to convince Dessalines that his view of Christianity is wrong.” He
takes it for an enslaving religion when he demands, “for doth not thy good
book teach the slave obedience to the master’s will?”’%® But she counters,
“if ‘twere so, could the Israelites, who were His chosen people, thus rebel
against their Egyptian masters?”% Dessalines, surprised by her perspective,
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softens somewhat, ““Tis different far then from what the masters taught,”
and as an aside, “Methinks they lied.””°

Act III begins at the “camp of the mulétres,” where Rigaud hears from
France that 2500 half-starved dogs will be imported to kill the rebels and
that “NO QUARTER [shall] be shown the rebellious blacks.””! At the
news, he regrets aligning himself with the French—by Act IV, when bru-
tal fighting unfolds and colored soldiers report town after town is falling
to the formerly enslaved, he declares outright that the men of color were
mistaken to side with France.”> Meanwhile, even as Dessalines, in another
passionate monologue, justifies taking vengeance against French cruelty,
Clarisse continues to teach him about Christian forgiveness and the focus
of the play shifts. Late in Act II, she convinces Dessalines not to execute
her kidnappers and in Act IV, she persuades him to spare her brother,
Rigaud, who had challenged Dessalines to a duel; just prior to the final
scene, Dessalines meets Clarisse in the church and accepts Christianity.”?
The play concludes with Dessalines defending the church from his troops,
“I promised ye, this day, the spoils of battle well contested, within the por-
tals of this church. [...] They are yours! Take them, but ere you engage in
your work of riot and ruin,—slay Dessalines where now he stands!””* His
soldiers respond with cries of, “Never!” and “Vive la liberté!” and after
Dessalines once more declares his love for Clarisse, the soldiers march off,
singing “La Marscillaise” while the curtain falls with the last verse.”

The ending offers a bit of a surprise to the contemporary reader given
the historical subject and the play’s reputation as militant. Some schol-
ars justify the conclusion by suggesting the romance was included due to
theatrical conventions of the day or as a way to embed the militant rhetoric
in a more palatable tale.”® Easton seems to support this reading somewhat
when he notes that his primary aim was to write a “dramatic tale of the
heroic Dessalines,” but that the reader would need to “separate its his-
tory from romance.””” However, the historical Dessalines did in fact take
a racially mixed consort and Easton did indeed select the most militant of
the three revolutionary leaders as the play’s subject.”® If Easton wanted to
depict forgiveness, he might have written about Toussaint, who preached
reconciliation with the whites, was betrayed, and died in a French prison.”
Nor did he write this first play about Christophe, who continued to
battle against the gens de coulenr until his suicide prior to the coup that
would have overthrown him.® Easton writes instead about the powerful
Dessalines, who thoroughly rejected Toussaint’s policy of reconciliation
and met violence with violence, and therein is a large portion of the play’s
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militancy.®! Yet, while the historical Dessalines was assassinated in 1800,
Easton does not tell that part of the story.®?> Why end with a romanticized
conversion and happy ending rather than with his betrayal and death? Why
select Dessalines if only to apparently tone down the militant aim of the
play? How shall we make sense of this work?

There are two strategies in use for negotiating these seeming contradic-
tions. One is to ignore the central black-versus-colored conflict of the play
and focus on its anti-white militancy.®* Indeed, the historical Dessalines
was the most militant of the three heroes and it is the first American play
on the Revolution for Negro actors that openly discusses, if not stages,
black violence against white colonial power. The other, as mentioned
above, is to simultaneously defend and dismiss the romantic ending as
theatrical convention.®* In both cases, Easton’s preface is either ignored or
cited in misleading ways. Hatch and Shine, for whom the play is a militant
depiction of race pride and an example of black drama, quote a portion:
“Indeed, we have had excellent caricaturists of the Negro in his only rec-
ognized school of legitimate drama, i.e. buffoonery. But the author of this
work hopes to see a happier era inaugurated by the constant production of
legitimate drama written exclusively for Negro players.”®® Here, they add a
full stop in the middle of Easton’s sentence. By doing so, Hatch and Shine
significantly shift the meaning toward something more akin to Du Bois’s
1926 notion of theatre as about, by, for, and near the Negro.*® However,
Easton continues, “and meeting, he hopes, with the full endorsement of
the brother in white,” or “brother-in-white.”® One presumes Hatch and
Shine omit this because it weakens the play’s militant position—how can a
play depict the hatred of black men for white and seek the endorsement of
the target of its anger? How can the author articulate the need for Negro
drama and vet it toward the approval of the white (br)other?

In the context of “Negro theatre” as articulated somewhat later by Du
Bois, or “black theatre” as it emerged in the US academy in the 1960s
and 70s, Easton’s rhetorical gesture may seem naively integrationist or
assimilationist. However, the term “brother-in-white” should not be
omitted but rather situated within the context of shifting racial categories.
Moreover, reading the play as simplistically militant and black or offer-
ing excuses for its romantic “happy ending,” obscures the importance
of the role of people of color, not only of the gens de coulenr in Haitian
revolutionary history, but primarily in the context of the emergent bira-
cialism in the USA. When situated, the term “brother-in-white,” speaks
to the very legacies of interracial mixing in the USA by paralleling the
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term, “brother-in-law.” Hoping the play meets with the approval of the
“brother-in-white” does not necessarily make the work less militant, but
within the context of an emergent racial taxonomy, serves to further artic-
ulate a pan-black position through the use of the biracial binary.

As noted above, preference for racial purity and a general disdain for
racial mixing was key to intensified biracialism.®® This is clearly so by the
1920s when, for example, Marcus Garvey and W.E.B. Du Bois share
increased animosity along lines of color and Garvey and white supremacist
Cox are in increasing alignment on issues of racial purity and segrega-
tion.%” However, while frictions of color and class exist in 1893, many
people of color, and here I follow Easton’s usage to indicate those who
are racially mixed, increasingly aligned themselves with the notion of the
“Negro race” and, within the deepening biracial structure of the color
line, with the sign of blackness.”® Apologetic or simplistically racialized
readings of the play miss the complexity of racialization, of people and
audiences in this historical timeframe. For example, Easton was a light-
skinned colored man whose mother was Haitian and a descendant of one
of the generals of its Revolution, and whose father was a descendant of a
veteran of the American Revolution.”! Born in New York, Easton worked
as a newspaper editor and Republican politician first in Texas and then in
California and was a spokesman for the Negro race politically and cultur-
ally, meaning he was active in the reconfiguration of the sign of blackness
and that he conceived of dramatic and political performance as a mecha-
nism for such articulations.

In the preface, Easton uses the emergent language of the four or five
races of mankind, to argue for the creation of Negro drama.”> He notes
the “Mongolian” and “Semitic” have their art, music and literature; the
“Caucasian” learns, “with pride, of the deeds of his race,” but “[t]he
Negro alone fails to immortalize his distinguished dead, and leaves [it]
to the prejudiced pen of other races.””® He laments, “Especially with us
has the art of drama writing been neglected.””* Easton conceives of drama
as a field of action in which the Negro might articulate a new position
among the world’s races and nations and he contributes to it by offering
Dessalines as a dramatic tale “to lay on the altar of race pride.””®

Norris Wright Cuney, author of one of the essays published with
Easton’s play, was also racially mixed. The son of a white man, Colonel
Philip Cuney, and the enslaved Adeline Stuart, he was born on Sunnyside
Plantation near Hempstead Texas. Very light skinned, Cuney could pass
for white, but chose to align himself with the Negro cause.”® By 1884 he
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was considered leader of the Negro vote in Texas and was the Republican
state national committeeman from 1885 to 1896. Indeed, from 1867 to
1872, the Republican Party held the majority in Texas and “Negroes were
so numerous that during that period and for many subsequent years it
was called the ‘nigger party.””?” Cuney’s “rise and fall” in Texas politics is
indicative of the late nineteenth-century shift in both Texan and national
politics in which citizens of African descent were increasingly segregated
and denied political participation.”® Indeed, Easton or Cuney did not
naively believe in the assimilation of the Negro into US society but were
politically savvy men who actively articulated the emergent pan-blackness
as a way to counter disenfranchisement and growing white supremacy
within their own political party and in their own lives.

Rethinking the points of trouble, namely the role of Christianity,
the black-colored conflict, and the relationship between Dessalines and
Clarisse is both necessary and productive. Easton, for example, was asso-
ciated with the African Methodist Episcopal Church (AME), a religious
organization with a long history of community organizing, anti-slavery
then anti-lynching activism, and civil rights agitation. Denmark Vesey had
been an AME leader when he planned “the rising” in 1822 and the white
community members believed the Charleston AME church was so central
to the conspiracy that they destroyed the building. AME was decidedly
not the church of an acquiescent Negro—on the contrary. Negroes in the
mid-to-late nineteenth century learned more of socialism through debates
in the church’s two newspapers “than through all the publications of the
various socialist groups combined.”” Rev. James Holly, who advocated
emigration to Haiti and lived in Port-au-Prince, published “Socialism
from the Biblical Point of View” in an 1892-93 issue of AME Church
Review.'® As such, Easton’s Christianity was quite different from the
Catholicism used against the enslaved by the French and he would not
have depicted Dessalines’ conversion as a loss of racial power but as hall-
mark of'it. Clarisse’s mention of the “Israelites” as God’s “chosen people”
is further reference to the tenets of the Negro Israelite religions like the
AME.'! Easton’s depiction of religion is thus equally militant and should
not be read as a weakening of Dessalines’ racial or political power or as
mere mimicry of a generic white culture.

Moreover, the historical Dessalines’ complicated relationship with
Christianity and Vodou is well documented. Like Toussaint, Dessalines for-
bade Vodou and made Catholicism the official religion.'”* Yet while their
Catholicism was officially “strict and exclusive,” Toussaint, Dessalines, and
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Christophe all practiced Vodou in private, as have many other Haitian
heads of state.!?® This is often misunderstood as a naive mimicry of French
culture but Madison Smartt Bell makes a convincing argument that
Toussaint and other revolutionary leaders knew well how the “flexible
network of Vodouisant communities could function as a cellular structure
for rebellion and revolution” and that was why Toussaint, for example,
complained about ritual drumming.!** Accepting Christianity and forbid-
ding Vodou then is not so much or not simply an acceptance of a white
man’s god and a rejection of “the African’s gods” but can be understood
at least in part as an attempt to limit political instability and mobilization
of militant factions.

Above all, Easton’s depiction of black-colored conflict in the play is vital
because it allows for tensions to be played out and alternative taxonomies
to be articulated. For instance, one of the free men of color, Flavien, asks
a group of black slaves: “Knaves, what higher ambition should the slave
possess than to infect the master’s blood with the degradation of his own?
What prouder title can your mothers bear, than mother to your master’s
child?”1% This is a dialectical pair of questions that carves out part of what
is at stake in the emergent biracialism, namely the problem of the colored
position and racial mixing. At once, Flavien suggests that the black female
slave should be proud to bear the white master’s child even as he suggests
the possibility of “infecting the master’s blood.”

The role of the romance is not merely a convention to make the
tale more palatable, but is itself a mechanism for racial reconfiguration
between black and colored. In the end, Clarisse and Dessalines turn away
from their antagonistic racial and social communities: Dessalines forgoes
his promise to the black troops and they are no longer allowed to pillage
the church as a sign of their victory while Clarisse rejects Rigaud and
her privileged status as a woman of color. Her brother’s last words to
her are, “Oh, Clarisse, can it be possible thou hath lost thy heart to this
black barbarian?”1% The conflict between Rigaud and Dessalines is never
resolved despite the fact that Rigaud acknowledges that the men of color
should have aligned themselves with the formerly enslaved. Indeed, this is
the heart of the play’s conflict and I suggest a large part of Easton’s and
Cuney’s political aims as race men, namely for the colored in the USA to
align themselves with and as black within the context of emergent bira-
cialism and intensifying white supremacy. While Rigaud ultimately cannot
take this stand in the play, Clarisse does so by joining with Dessalines;
romantic love between black Dessalines and the colored Clarisse is the
solution provided by the play.
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If indeed integration is one of Easton’s aims, it is that of black and col-
ored in the context of an environment shared with the brother-in-white.
Here, the Revolution is more of a cautionary tale about class and race
divisions (Rigaud’s realization) and a call to unite colored and black, pre-
sumably against white hegemony. Yet this is decidedly not theatre like
that described by Du Bois—for one, it was intended for integrated audi-
ences. One reviewer of the Galveston performance noted that the “enter-
tainment was such as has never been witnessed in the United States of
America,” and “white people outnumbered the colored at the public read-
ing.”'"” Likewise, Maud Cuney Hare’s letter to W.E.B. Du Bois notes that
the audience was two-thirds white at the 1930 performance in Boston.'”®
Easton’s Dessalines is primarily a play about the joining of black and col-
ored, which was germane to the shifting biracial taxonomy in the USA as
a counter to growing white supremacism.

At the time of the Pavilion and Dessalines at Freiberg’s, neither “white”
nor “black” were stable racial categories but by the end of the occupa-
tion in 1940, both would be fully consolidated.'®” Changes in blackness
become clearer when we compare Easton’s play with the other dramatic
works about Dessalines, such as Matheus’s libretto for the opera, Ouanga:
A Musical Drama of Haiti (1932) and Langston Hughes’s Emperor of
Huiti (c. 1930). My method is to focus on the relations between black and
colored characters rather than solely on the story of black on white violence
so casily evoked by the story of Dessalines.!!? I pay particular attention to
the points of friction: claims to militancy, the role of religion, the black-
colored conflict, and the relationship between Dessalines and the female
characters, the mulatta, Claire or Clarisse, and the black woman, Azelia or
Defilée (based on the historic Claire Heureuse and Dédee Bazile, respec-
tively), in order to test the increased disparagement of the mulatta /o that is
part of the reification of the sign of blackness and also to examine the ways
the story of the militant Dessalines was superimposed with growing post-
war militancy. I conclude with a sketch of relevant changes in US society
after the start of the occupation, namely the emergence of “Negro radical-
ism,” the Red Summer, and the first two Red Scares in order to frame the
plays on the Revolution as a durational militant performance constellation.

THE DESSALINIAN DRAMAS

The basic elements of the Dessalinian drama are his anti-white militancy,
his rise from slave to emperor, his rejection of “voodoo,” the romantic
relationship(s), the black-colored conflict, and his assassination, although
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Easton excludes the latter.''" While none of the Dessalines plays stage the
black on white violence the historical Dessalines is known for, Hughes, like
Easton, includes significant portions of anti-white rhetoric in the opening
act, which occurs on the eve of revolution. Act One of Hughes’s three-act
tragedy, Emperor of Haiti (c. 1930), takes place in 1791 at an abandoned
sugar mill where Dessalines promises to “wipe out the whites in all this
land.”!"? “Choke the rivers! Ambush the roads!” he instructs his fellow
slaves, while raising his cane knife like a sword, to “Kill the whites! Kill to
be free!”!? In contrast, Matheus’s Ouanga (1932) contains no such rhet-
oric. Instead, it begins at a post-revolution celebration with talk among
the formerly enslaved of Dessalines’ forthcoming coronation. While there
are no white characters in either Dessalines or Emperor of Haiti, the opera,
Ouanga, includes a small role for a French priest who makes the sign of
the cross.!'*

The conflict in all three Dessalinian dramas is between black and colored
or among creole and African-born black characters and therefore takes up
questions of class, color difference, African heritage, and modernity that
were critical to the continued forging of pan-blackness in the USA.!'* In
Emperor of Haiti (hereafter, Emperor), Dessalines alienates the blacks by
banning voodoo and angers the mulattos “because he has designated Haiti
officially as the Black Empire” and “they don’t like the word Black.”!'° In
the end, despite his goals in the play to integrate mulattos and blacks and
move the nation forward economically through labor rather than taxa-
tion, Dessalines is shot in the back by the mulattos, Vuval and Stenio, who
from the start conspire against him with the mulatta “spy,” Claire.!” In
Ouanga, the “Voodoo Priestess,” Mougali, puts an “ouanga” curse on
Dessalines because he bans voodoo. Because of this and the execution
of Mougali at Claire’s insistence, Dessalines is ultimately betrayed by Le
Bossal, a “gigantic, full-blooded black,” and Gerin [sic], “a general of
the Haitian army,” who set him up to be ambushed by soldiers.!’® The
conflict between creole and African-born black is depicted early on via
the character of Le Bossal; indeed, bossal was a term used to describe an
“African-born” or “saltwater” slave or more generally, a West African.'"’
It is Le Bossal who agitates the formerly enslaved: “Dessalines forbids the
Voodoo,” he boasts, “but I,—I dare disobey the king!”'*° In Ouanga,
however, no characters are described as mulatto, including Claire.

Indeed, where Hughes and Easton draw clear lines between black and
colored, Matheus does not. In the first act of Emperor, Hughes highlights
differences between the enslaved and mulattos by drawing connections
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to Africa. One slave, Josef, says his mother “still remembers Africa.”!?!

The black slave “Congo,” whose name signifies his African origin, says,
“I don’t trust them mulattoes, myself,” noting, “the mulattoes think
they’re white for sure.”!?? Azelia, Dessalines’ first love, chimes in that they
“look down on us for being black.”!** Congo utterly rejects them, saying
“They’re half-men, not black, not white either. Bah!”?* Through Congo,
Hughes gives voice to the growing concern with racial purity that was
part of the emergent biracialism, but through Dessalines, counters it with,
“They’re not all alike.”!?* In Act Two, at Dessalines’ palace several years
later, Dessalines further troubles such easy divides when he asks Vuval,
“Why did so many mulattos run away to Paris? We black people need
you—you were educated. Now we have no teachers [...].”12°

Nonetheless, in both Emperor and Ounanga, the mulatta, Claire, is
Dessalines” downfall if not an outright conspirator against him. This is
very different from Easton’s version, wherein she is his converter and
represents the potential for alliance between colored and black. In Emperor
and Ounanga, Dessalines” mistake is precisely in rejecting his African roots
and the mulatta in both productions is a figure for all things European,
imperial, and white. Like rejecting voodoo, selecting Claire as his consort
betrays Dessalines’ blackness. Hughes especially represents Dessalines’
desire for all things white as his hamartia: “Violins, not drums!”

On one hand, Hughes depicts Dessalines as a vain man satisfied by a
few trinkets—his crown, his castle, his light-skinned queen—all of which
he takes as signs he will never be enslaved again. On the other, Hughes
depicts him as an intelligent critic of colonialism, race, and labor. In Act
One, Dessalines and the slaves perform a poetic critique of slave labor that
hits hard in its examination of white comfort and black suffering. “The
sacks of sweet white sugar the French ship off to Paris goes stained with
our blood!” he bellows; “The soft white cotton the French weave into
garments is red with my blood!” He describes the coffee being sipped
by the masters in the cool of the evening as thick with blood and after
each charge, the slaves retort, “Blood, blood, blood!” Dessalines con-
cludes, “The masters live on blood!” and the slaves clarify by whose blood
the colonial machine moves: “Black blood! Black blood! Black blood!”!*
Nonetheless, in the end, Dessalines is a tragic figure betrayed from all sides
but one. The former slave Azelia, whom the soldiers nicknamed Defilée,
literally, the defiled one, finds his mutilated body on the street; the play
closes with her protecting his remains from would-be scavengers.!?® The
final words are hers, “He was a slave once ... then a King.”'*
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In Ouanga, Dessalines also fails in the aftermath of revolution. He again
makes the mistake of banning voodoo, but this time it is not so much in
blind acceptance of Christianity as it is part of his quest to establish a
more fully liberated postcolonial nation. Dessalines’ true love, Defilée,
however, refuses to denounce the religion in order to marry him; enraged,
he takes Claire as his consort. Claire’s role is minimal in that she literally
has no voice, as hers is not a singing part.'*® However, she is the one who,
through gesture, demands that the Voodoo priestess, Mougali, be exe-
cuted. This is the moment Le Bossal accuses Dessalines of being a traitor
to his people. As such, she is ultimately responsible for his denouement.
In a fight toward the end of the opera, Dessalines and the Papaloi grip
each other in dramatic conflict while each claims to be the true link with
Africa. Dessalines accuses the priest of misleading the people with an out-
dated practice from a “barbaric” age gone by; Dessalines declares, “Mine
is the new time, yours is the old! Yours is the night! My day the future
shall unfold!” The Papaloi simply repeats, “Too late,” and finishes work-
ing the magic to kill Dessalines.'®! Musically, the libretto describes how a
“passionate sweep of strings and wood-winds” is to “sound the theme of
conflict between the old customs and the new, as Dessalines would have
them.”!

In Ouanga, Defilée holds the key to history and the future. Just prior
to the ambush that kills him, Dessalines meets with her once again: “Sing
to me again, O Defilée, the songs our people crooned in Africa,” he
cries, “My soul is rent in twain!” But the conspiracy is already in motion.
The opera concludes with Defilée kneeling at his body, stretched toward
the mountains with clenched fists. “With a cry of despair,” she yells,
“Ouanga!” While the black Defilée is absent from Easton’s version, she is
crucial to Emperor and Ouanga. In both, she emerges in the final scene as
the heroine who tragically bears the sacrifice of Haiti’s independence. This
is not the trope of the tragic mulatta who would rather die than have one
drop of black blood but of the tragic, ever-loyal black woman, and she has
the last word. She is a fairly clear representation of a race woman, like the
“New Negro Woman” or the Garveyite “Race Mother.”'* In “Women as
Leaders Nationally and Racially,” for example, Garvey argues that women
“have as great a part to play in the development of their particular group
as the men.”'3*

The conflict between black and mulatto and the satire of Dessalines’
social pretensions in Emperor are consistent with Hughes’s perspectives
about race and class in the 1930s; for example, he criticized the academic
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nature of racial philosophy and the New Negro movement in particu-
lar for having an elitist sensibility that excluded “ordinary Negroes.”!?
His “criticism of the Haitian bourgeoisie and his identification with the
working class are consistent with his objection to the black élite in the
United States.”'*¢ In Haiti, Hughes “deliberately avoided contact with
the élite” and therefore, his time there was “startlingly different” from
that of his contemporaries, Matheus, White, and Johnson.'¥” In Emperor,
the limits of pan-blackness not only remain contested, but are further
complicated by Hughes’s intersectional reading of color, labor, and class.
Indeed, while Hughes’s play is more historically accurate than Dessalines
or Ouanga and offers a fairly complex depiction of post-revolutionary
challenges, it is equally a socialist critique of the situation of the Negro
in the USA. Hughes’s decision to use a rural southern dialect for the
formerly enslaved black characters while Dessalines, who we discover is
illiterate, uses the equivalent of British English, further drives home this
reading.'® The overlay of the American Negro in Jim Crow south with
that of the Haitian peasant whether in colonial Saint Domingue or postco-
lonial Haiti combined with the overlay of the US colored elite with that of
the mulatta class in Haiti would not have been lost on the play’s audiences
in the 1930s. Where for Easton, the black/colored conflict was partly
resolved as a way to call for unification, the larger problem for Hughes
is the conflict of class that divides them—and Hughes drives home that
choosing the wrong side of the class/color line has tragic consequences.
In Ouanga, by contrast, pan-blackness appears to be more fully consoli-
dated if only because no characters are described as racially mixed. The pri-
mary conflict is between old and new versions of blackness (Papaloi versus
Dessalines, African versus creole, primitive versus modern). To draw out
these tensions and cater to the predominantly white audiences that would
have attended the opera, Matheus draws on tropes of the exotic. The opera
opens with what the libretto describes as “a primitive African dance.”
Matheus describes “full-blooded black” men and “buxom peasant” girls
dancing like “grotesque birds,” and notes the “muscular contortions” of
the female dancers.'® Each scene begins and ends with a “celebration of a
primitive African dance,” which borrowed from traditional Haitian instru-
mentation while using modern staging techniques. For example, the “entr’
act” contains a “Congo Dance,” performed in silhouette “by two solo
dancers and projected by light on screen,” as well as a “Cadenza for three
Voodoo drums, pebble shaker and struck steel bar.”'*" The entire third
act takes place in the ceremonial hall of the voodoo priestess complete
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with a “Curse snake dance” during which a “voodoo spell” is cast against
Dessalines.

White and Matheus traveled to Haiti together in 1928 to research
Haitian musical forms, which they saw as “pure, unadulterated African
music.”'*! The music and chants were touted as “authentic,” but as
middle-class Americans (White was a professional composer and Matheus
a university professor), the two were received largely by the colored
élite in Haiti and due to Haitian President Borno’s restrictions against
Vodou, they had limited access to its traditions.'*> Many of the ceremonies
they attended were staged performances, yet White’s music is generally
described as “authentic” folk music. Robert Hayden describes the aes-
thetics of the New Negro movement as a “self-conscious modernism,”
both “sophisticated and urbane” even as it relied on the “Negro vogue,”
and in the manner of modernist primitivism, often depicted “an exotic
flavor, a tropical lushness.”!** However, modernism relies on the primi-
tive not merely as a source for formal imagery, but also as a way to mark
its limits. White’s appropriation is partly a form of cultural reification
in which a “folk” tradition becomes a kind of repertoire for constitut-
ing of a new version of modern blackness. Conceptualized as a project
in ethnomusicology and the search for “virgin” African origins or what
White described as “going into a virgin field in search of folk music,”
their project used scientific discourse to articulate what was ultimately a
spectacle for mostly white audiences funded through white philanthropic
institutions.'** Such sponsorship may partly explain the exoticizing tone
of some of the work. Hughes, for example, made his second trip to Cuba
at the suggestion of his Park Avenue patron, who encouraged him to go
in search of “genuinely racial motifs.”'** Hughes confirms, “She wanted
me to be more African than Harlem—primitive in the simple, intuitive and
noble sense of the word. I couldn’t be, having grown up in Kansas City,
Chicago and Cleveland.”!*¢

Nonetheless, there is an inherent militancy in the staging of the Haitian
Revolution during the occupation, particularly for integrated audiences.
Despite the easy-to-consume exotic imagery, Ouanga would have been
unsettling to a predominantly white opera audience: Defilée is an atypical
heroine not only because she is black but also because she remains faithful
to voodoo. Through her, onanga power remains intact, a potential threat.
Likewise, imagine what it might have been like to be in the audience at
the “inter-racial” Karamu Theatre for the 1936 production of Emperor, as
the enslaved cried, “The whites must pay! Make ‘em pay! Make ‘em pay!
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Oh, make ‘em pay!” and Dessalines confirmed, “We have no choice but to
kill'*” In the context of the occupation and the disenfranchised civil sta-
tus of the American Negro, these cries were deeply layered in connotative
meaning. Hughes has the African drum beat out the signal to revolt as the
stage directions note, “Afar off, a drum begins to beat ... until the whole
island is throbbing with drum-beats ... moans and shouts, hysterical sobs,
curses, cries, and a crush and a swirl of movement.” The night of the revolu-
tion, one of the slaves declares: “The drum’s a black man’s heart-a-beatin’.
Tonight that beatin’s goin’ to set the Frenchmen’s hair on end,” and the
response is: “This is our night.”'*® These meanings would not have been
lost on the audience—the very image that caused fear in the white imagi-
nation was the image of black resistance. Indeed, plays on the Revolution
work on multiple levels of uptake depending on the racial position of the
audience member, and this further reified the growing biracialism. As Dash
notes, “If the Haitian revolution was white America’s nightmare, it fulfilled
the most passionate dream of black Americans.”'* Said somewhat differ-
ently, the story of the Revolution interpellated audience members in biracial
terms, thereby forging a broader and more inclusive category of blackness
that either absorbed or rejected mixed-race culture.

STAGING REVOLUTION DURING THE OCCUPATION:
BracknEess, REDNESS, AND NEGRO RADICALISM

During the long occupation, dramatizing the Revolution resonated with
significant social changes such that the plays took on a deeply layered set
of meanings. “Negro radicalism,” the 1917 Bolshevik Revolution, two
Red Scares in 1919 and again in the 1930s, the Red Summer of 1919
and growing racial violence in which Negroes defended themselves, and
mounting criticism in the 1920s of US involvement in Haiti, all came
together to create a palimpsestic overlay wherein to stage the Haitian
Revolution was to invoke some or all of the others in varying degree.
Increased militancy—Dby which I mean willingness to meet violence with
violence (2 la Dessalines) and engagement with various discourses such
as Garvey’s “black nationalism” and socialism—along with increased rei-
fication of the sign of blackness within the hardening biracial taxonomy,
synergized depictions of the Revolution and vice-versa.

Philip Foner attributes “postwar black militancy” precisely to “the
tragic gap between expectation and reality” as Negro soldiers returned
from World War I only to encounter heavy unemployment and violent
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racism.'® During the summer of 1919, when violent Caco resistance
to the occupation was at its peak, seven major race riots exploded in
Charleston, Washington, Knoxville, Omaha, Chicago, Longview, and
Elaine, Arkansas. Sparked by allegations of attacks on “white” women or
the unfortunate crossing of territorial boundaries by young Negro men, in
every case, violence was initiated by “white” mobs, as was common in race
riots of the period. More precisely, groups of “dingy whites” further whit-
ened themselves by bursting into violence that left many Afro-Americans
dead and wounded.'*! The difference during the Red Summer as com-
pared with previous anti-Negro riots was that “the Negro responded by
fighting back.”!®? Records from Chicago show that in 13 days, 38 people
were killed and 537 wounded: 15 of the dead and 178 of the injured were
white.!®3 Indeed, it was called the Red Summer partly because it was the
first time that American Negros responded with equal violence and Negro
self-defense was almost immediately sutured to concerns about socialism,
militancy, and Bolshevism—blackness with redness (Red Summer, Red
Scare). “So novel was the idea of black resistance that the New York State
legislature, the Justice Department, Representative James F. Byrnes of
South Carolina, and much of the nation’s press all insisted that it could
only be explained by Bolshevik influence.”!>*

Eight bombings in June and the establishment of two Communist par-
ties in September brought the first Red Scare to a climax in late 1919.1%
And while Red Scare investigations focused on “white ‘Bolshevik’
and ‘Anarchist’ activities, the Negro came under equal suspicion.”!®¢
Investigations into Negro radicalism included Palmer’s Report to the
Senate Judiciary Committee (1919) in which the Attorney General
accused the Negro of “seeing red” and targeted the militant Negro press
as the site of dissemination; the Lusk Committee, which sought out “rev-
olutionary radicalism” in New York; and the National Civic Federation
Report, the only private investigation of the three. The Lusk Committee
considered all Negro leaders “to the left of Booker T. Washington” as
“potential Bolsheviks” and made special note of Johnson’s 1920 essay
in The Crisis, which condemned the US occupation of Haiti.'*” A similar
conflation of Negro radicalism with Bolshevism appear in the NCF Report
when the author concludes “the real danger” is the demand for equality
by Negros—*“that sometime in the near future they will by some measure
come into the fullest and most complete equality with the whites.” None
of the reports defined terms such as radicalism, subversion, socialism, or
Bolshevism.!*®
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While a critical, socialist voice is present in some nineteenth-century
AME publications and in Fortune’s highly influential Black and White:
Land, Labor, and Politics in the South (1884), which was the first vig-
orous critique of class conflict and articulation of common interests
among workers by a Negro in the USA, it dramatically intensified in
the early twentieth century.'® Hubert Henry Harrison, considered the
“father of Harlem Radicalism,” joined the New York Socialist party in
1909, founded the Colored Socialist Club in 1911 and in 1916-17,
the political New Negro Movement which demanded political equal-
ity, an end to segregation and lynching, and above all, justified armed
self-defense when necessary.'®® Socialism among Afro-Americans inten-
sified after the 1917 Bolshevik Revolution. Garvey, who had arrived in
New York from Jamaica in 1916, first applied the Marxist discourse of
class-consciousness to race (“race consciousness”) and Harrison further
developed it as the “new race-consciousness,” which was instrumental
to the growing biracial rhetoric.’®! In August, during the height of the
“Red Summer,” the Baltimore Afro-American ran an editorial titled
“Listening to Socialism,” in which the party pledged equal justice and
opportunity “for all men, black and white.”!%* Socialism was important
in the development of the Niagara Movement (1905) and Foner argues
a handful of socialists in New York City provided the impetus for the
formation of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored
People (NAACP). Du Bois’s respect for their stance on the Negro ques-
tion influenced his decision to ally the Niagara Movement with these
and other “white” people to create the organization and Du Bois him-
self, was for a time, socialist.'®® In the 1920s, Marcus Garvey’s blend of
Booker T. Washington’s belief in economic self-empowerment with his
notion of a separatist black nationalism further reified the sign of black-
ness.'® Indeed, his United Negro Improvement Association (UNIA),
with its millions of members, was the largest organized political move-
ment among people of African descent in the world.!'*> Meanwhile, the
“soapbox” tradition brought numerous ideas to Harlem on a steady basis
between 1910 and 1930. In a stroll along Lenox Avenue, one would
likely encounter several speakers engaged in “fiery political rhetoric,”
including Harrison, Fortune, and George Padmore. The financial crisis
of 1929, ongoing racial violence, increased labor conflict, and social-
ist and communist agitation in the context of the Depression further
exacerbated these conditions and helped foment the second Red Scare
in the 1930s.
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In this historical context and given the scale and number, plays on the
Haitian Revolution also constitute a larger cultural phenomenon that
can be analyzed as a whole—a kind of spectacle that saturated US popu-
lar culture with images of Negro militancy. As I have shown, between
1915 and 1938, images of the Haitian Revolution and in particular the
figure of the “black emperor” inundated Harlem and other cities across
the USA, including Boston, Hartford, Washington D.C., Baltimore,
Detroit, Cleveland, Los Angeles, Galveston, and Chicago, thereby
producing a sustained cultural performance that intended to articu-
late Negro agency and resistance to pan-white supremacy. Moreover,
the numerous productions had impacts beyond each proximate locale
because announcements and reviews circulated nationally. For example,
information about the 1936 Gilpin production of Emperor was distrib-
uted by the Associated Negro Press (ANP) and news of the Howard
Players” 1922 production of Genifrede in Washington D.C. was pub-
lished in the Chicago Defender.'o¢

At the center of this militant spectacle was the black emperor, or “Black
Napoleon,” a tropic figure that generically references either Dessalines
or Christophe. The figure of the black emperor was used repeatedly in
marketing plays on the Revolution (namely in subtitles and posters). As
noted, the 1930 Boston production of Easton’s play changed the title
from Dessalines: A Dramatic Tale to Dessalines, Black Emperor of Haiti.
At least part of the time, Hughes uses the trope for the title of his play on
Dessalines and a similar subtitle was added to the posters for the Harlem
and Boston Federal Theatre Project productions of the play, Haits, call-
ing it “A Drama of the Black Napoleon.” Garvey, who was often seen
around Harlem in full regalia with plumed bicorne hat and was compared
to L’Ouverture in the UNIA paper, also embodied the trope. In August
1920, under his direction, 25,000 Negroes convened for a UNIA con-
vention in upper Manhattan at the Liberty Hall and Madison Square
Garden.'®” During this event, which included a massive parade headed by
a fifty-piece band, Garvey, like Dessalines, seized hold of the performative
acts that typically worked to “advance, restage, and seal” colonialism and
empire.'®® He established a Negro Bill of Rights and a UNIA flag, which
was divided into three equal bands: red to symbolize the unified blood of
people of African descent, black for the color of their skin, and green for
Africa itself. On the second day of the conference, Garvey proposed to
elect a “President of Africa, a leader for the negro people of America and
a leader for the negro people of the world.”!®”
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The poster for the Boston production of Haiti depicts the face of a very
dark-skinned man; he is framed between two palm trees, which he dwarfs
with his size—they seem to grow from his mountainous shoulders.!”® The
scale of the facial features and the face-to-face encounter demands that the
viewer make eye contact with the man in the poster. The image of “The
Black Napoleon,” as the poster reads, confronts the pan-white viewer in
an almost insolent manner, demanding recognition—demanding to be
seen, and this would have been a direct challenge to proscriptions against
“reckless eyeballing,” which since slavery referred to a person of African
descent making eye contact with a “person of authority.”!”! Given the
association of all things “red” with communism in 1938, when the Dies
Committee began its hearings, and the suturing of red and black in the
social imaginary, the simplicity of using red, black, and tan was perhaps
more than good design. The palette also evokes the UNIA colors.

The black emperor was already a figure of terror in the white imagina-
tion. In his 1914 Harvard dissertation, Stoddard describes the “chief fig-
ure” in the “grim tragedy” of the loss of France’s greatest colony as “the
black leader Toussaint Louverture [sic].”!”? Stoddard laments the “prog-
ress of black supremacy” that issued from the Haitian Revolution, claiming
its danger was “personified in the career of Toussaint.”!”® However, for a
viewer of African descent, the face-to-face relation presented in the poster
offered an instance of recognition and interpellation under the sign of
blackness that would evoke a kind of viewer’s unisonance. In a sense, all of
these stagings of the Haitian Revolution shift signifiers in order to access a
kind of radical articulatory power; repeated citation of the black emperor
in plays, posters, and in Garvey’s public persona, operate together in a
chain of citational practices, infusing US culture with the very figure of
Negro militancy. The constellation of performances served up a persistent
spectacle that seized the trope of “another Haiti” and thrust it into the
public sphere.

Clare Corbould suggests that plays on the Revolution after 1915
sought to raise awareness of the occupation.!”* Indeed, Negro leaders who
differed on other matters agreed on and spoke out against the takeover,
including Du Bois, Harrison, Johnson, and Garvey.!”> While agitation in
the press had positive impacts, namely Johnson’s series in The Nation,
which helped initiate US Senate hearings on torture and other crimes
committed against Haitians by Marines, there is little evidence of the effi-
cacy of the plays in such terms. And while they may have depicted Haiti’s
revolution partly as a sign of its capacity for self-government, a more
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immediate aim was to reclaim the successful slave revolution as a “vantage
point” from which to produce alternative racial narratives and renegotiate
the constraints of blackness in the USA.!7¢ The Republic’s revolutionary
history, its performative claims to blackness via Dessalines’ decree, and
its large racially mixed population made it symbolically significant to the
consolidation of the category of blackness both before and after the US
occupation. The figure of the mulatto/a in the plays, in particular, per-
mitted the articulation of pan-blackness and the acting out of debates on
interracial mixing. Equally useful was harnessing the successful Revolution
to the growing willingness to meet violence with violence in the USA. Yet
while Negroes increasingly fought back in the context of riots as well as in
politics, the majority was not interested in socialism or other theories of
social agitation—many felt it was simply too dangerous to be both “Black
and ‘red.””"”” Indeed, only a small portion were, but Red panic was well-
sutured to concerns about racial uprising as well as racial mixing and this
is played out in growing concerns about staging the Revolution, as I shall
demonstrate in the following chapter on the Federal Theatre Project plays,
Black Empire (1932) and Haiti (1938).
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CHAPTER 7

Biracial Palimpsests: Racing and Erasure
in Black Empire and Haits

Two of the most popular plays on the Haitian Revolution, drawing over
100,000 audience members between them, were Federal Theatre Project
(FTP) productions about Henri Christophe: Black Empire (1932) by
Christine Ames and Clark Painter and Haitz (1938) by New York Times
journalist, William DuBois.! The Los Angeles Negro Unit produced
Black Empire in 1936 and the Seattle Negro Unit staged a smaller ver-
sion in 1938. That same year, the Harlem Negro Unit opened Haits at
the Lafayette.? Over several months, Hasti also ran at Daly’s in New York,
in Boston (with the New York cast), and at the Avery Memorial where
the Hartford Negro Unit staged it.* Of all the plays on the theme of the
Revolution, only Haiti staged any of the anti-white violence for which the
historical event is typically emblematic.

Black Empire and Haiti present several provocative problems because
they trouble the limits of Negro theatre—issues of authorship, actor train-
ing, directorial control, and authenticity are highly contested in discus-
sions of the Negro Units.* Indeed, the complex racial genealogies of these
two plays make them exemplars for examining the late 1930s phase of
biracial reconsolidation in which pan-whiteness and pan-blackness became
dominant as well as for exploring the strategies that have been used to
situate these plays within the context of Negro theatre. In a sense, the
plays are biracial palimpsests wherein each layer contests and obscures oth-
ers and wherein racing and erasure along lines of black and white is not
only a matter of historical fact (i.e. the reification of pan-blackness and
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pan-whiteness) but also of ongoing production. This chapter is itself struc-
tured by the various layers of racing and erasure at work in and around
Black Empire and Haiti. In each section below, I follow the places of
trouble where misreadings of the plays in contemporary scholarship and
the archive impinge upon our understandings of the stakes of racial artic-
ulations and collaborations in the 1930s. To challenge such misunder-
standings, the chapter examines each play and in particular, traces Haits’s
deeply racialized provenance in order to put forward an alternative view of
interracial collaboration in Negro Unit productions and to demonstrate
the ways that the legacies of biracialism often constrain scholarship. The
chapter concludes with an alternative reading of the mulatta, Odette, in
Huaiti—one in which she claims the final word and in which she is simul-
taneously symbolic of both pan-blackness and the disruptive capacity of
miscegenation.

RACING AND ERASING BLACK EMPIRE

Numerous problems emerge when we analyze Negro Unit produc-
tions by non-Negro playwrights because of the tendency to think of
the Units as examples of Negro theatre and to draw hard lines between
black and white. One approach by scholars that is consistent with Dash’s
criticisms is to romanticize the Revolution as “an inspiring narrative of
black slave resistance.”® In his discussion of Haiti, for example, Loften
Mitchell downplays any interracial aspects in either plot or performance
in order to focus exclusively on the theme of the “black nation’s upris-
ing.” Highlighting this militant aspect, he notes it was “the first time
Harlemites sat in a theatre and saw Negroes beating up whites and getting
away with it.”¢ Like Mitchell, Glenda L. Gill foregrounds the theme of the
Revolution as an articulation of the play’s blackness.” Gill suggests, “even
though William DuBois, who wrote Haiti was a white newspaperman, he
seemed to have captured the essence of a black hero, unlike O’Neill who
portrayed black men who failed or lost.”® More recent scholarship tends
to reject both plays because of their white authorship. Corbould claims
that Black Empire and Haiti confirm “old stereotypes about black peo-
ple’s propensity to mysticism and savagery,” even if they depict “strong
black male leaders.” Rux criticizes that in general the FTP approved plays
by white playwrights and rejected those by African-Americans. As proof,
he compares Black Empire, which he describes as “a play about the nega-
tivity of Haitians and voodoo,” with Hughes’s Emperor of Hauti/Troubled
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Island, which had been rejected.’® By describing Black Empire in such
terms, Rux indicates that white FTP producers, playwrights, and directors
preferred flat racist stereotypes; he concludes that the Project did nothing
to support the “resurrection of the ‘Negro theatre’.”!!

But Negro Units were not part of the little theatre movement as
articulated by W.E.B. Du Bois.'> While Negro FTP playwrights explored
“Negro life” and Unit theatres were located in predominantly Negro
neighborhoods, the FTP required that audiences be integrated; if a theatre
refused to comply, the FTP canceled performances. While the Lafayette
Theatre, home to the Harlem Unit, may have been the first NY theatre
to desegregate in that by 1912, Negro theatregoers were permitted in
orchestra seats instead of segregated to the balcony, by the 1930s, only two
other local companies had integrated audiences: the Group Theatre and
the Theatre Union."* Under the FTP, Negro and white performers also
received equal pay and Negro stagehands were admitted to the union.'*
Langston Hughes notes that previously, even “Negro-owned theatres”
had to hire white stagehands and likewise, colored cinema or vaudeville
houses could only hire “white operators” to run motion picture projectors
or spotlights, but in the FTP, “Negroes could do all these things.”*® The
Project quickly became the largest employer in Harlem and the largest
single theatrical agency in the world.'®

Negro Unit administration was also under the co-direction of actress
Rose McClendon and the white theatre producer whom she recommended
for the position, John Houseman.'” While no collaborations are free from
relations of power, my point is simply that from the start, and in almost all
ways, the Negro Units fostered opportunities for integration and a level of
interracial collaboration that had not been experienced previously, either
in New York or on a national scale. The Negro Units were never intended
to be a little theatre movement and it is misleading to judge them by such
criteria. Moreover, it was not so much the blackness of the Negro Units
that put fear and anger in the heart of the Dies Committee as it was their
visible interracial mixing and alleged “leftist” political viewpoints. Such
activity, above all, caused the Committee to demand closure of the FTP.

Given the stakes of such collaboration, Negro Unit productions should
not be evaluated by little theatre criteria and moreover, “preferred read-
ings” about the function of race in and around these plays need to be
challenged.!® For example, both Corbould and Rux use the same second-
ary source as the basis for their claims and in so doing each omits a sec-
tion that acknowledges political reform was an equally important theme in
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Black Empire.’ The omission drives home that white authors mainly cared
about depicting voodoo savagery and that Negro Unit audiences were
primarily interested in dramatizations of Haiti’s revolution because the
theme offered strong figures of black masculinity. The conclusion seems
to be that Negro Unit audiences, actors, directors, and playwrights were
uninterested in having conversations about racism, political reform, racial
alliances, or self-government. Indeed, as I shall show below, Black Empire
turns out to be quite similar to Hughes’s play—no more or no less critical
of Haiti and very focused on the aftermath of revolution. Given the simi-
larity, the FTP probably should have selected Hughes’s play over Black
Empire but to suggest that a Negro Unit play by a white playwright neces-
sarily depicts racist stereotypes caters to a very flat notion of Negro Unit
productions and audiences in the 1930s and a very thin understanding
of the ways that depictions of the Haitian Revolution worked to mediate
racial positions in US society.

A close reading of the play and historical reviews makes clear that Black
Emgpire is not a negative piece about Haitians or voodoo nor was it under-
stood as such at the time of its production. A review by William Pickens,
sociology professor and dean at Morgan College and author of The New
Negro: His Political, Civil and Mental Status (1916), begins:

Look out, Broadway! Jess Brooks is a coming: He is playing Christophe—
King Henry the first of Haiti, at Hollywood Playhouse, and he and the col-
ored and white players co-operating with him have thrilled audiences with
their reproduction of the court and the character of “The Black Napoleon.’

Pickens takes care to describe how he traveled to Haiti in order to help
“research” his review and it is no small thing when the important Negro
scholar calls Black Empire and its production “the first noble historical play
of Negro life on the American stage—and there is no mere caricature in
it.” He concludes, “It should take Broadway.—May it mark the opening
of an epoch for Negro plays and players.”?!

What a world of difference between Rux, Corbould, and Pickens.
Unlike the contemporary scholars, Pickens’s historical review highlights
the interracial collaboration of the players; he has no trouble imagining
that two white playwrights and a white director could have participated
with the integrated cast in creating “the first noble historical play of Negro
life on the American stage.” Like Easton and Woodson, Pickens was hope-
ful about the capacity for radical democracy based on a new relationship
between “the races.”??



BIRACIAL PALIMPSESTS 215

The play consists of a prologue and three acts set over a 2-month
period in the spring of 1821. Rather than staging the eve of revolution
or the final battle against Napoleon’s men, the play, not unlike Emperor
of Haiti, takes up the long aftermath of revolution and the problems of
postcolonial reform. The prologue, set in an abandoned house on the
island of St. Helena, stages the decline of the white emperor and lays
out the play’s plot. Napoleon, exiled, wears a “faded uniform devoid
of decorations,” and appears “pale” and “very weak” (P-1). He has
solicited the young Frenchman, Jacques LeBlanc, to locate the “12
million gold francs” kept by Emperor Henri Christophe, the “Black
Napoleon” of Haiti (P-5). Napoleon’s goal is not to reclaim the former
colony but to purchase his own freedom. The three acts that follow
are set in Haiti where Jacques has been sent to spy on Christophe,
but he ultimately comes to admire and serve the man he is supposed
to trick. Jacques sees the honor in Christophe and his political cause
and ultimately refuses to betray him. Black Empire, like Haiti, hinges
on the transformation of a non-black character; by the end of the play,
the white Jacques has formed an alliance with the Black Napoleon and
forsaken the white one.

The relationship between the prologue and main acts draws a strate-
gic connection between Napoleon and Christophe—one of surrogation,
which is further developed throughout the play. Both men are age 52 and
both die in the course of action—Napoleon from illness, still in exile in
Act 11, and Christophe, who vowed never to die a prisoner, takes his own
life in Act II1. The play, as rightly noted by FTP historians John O’Connor
and Lorraine Brown, takes on tough political issues that not only had
relevance in 1930s Haiti, but in the USA as well.?* Christophe is depicted
as a great man—a slave who became Emperor. But he is also criticized for
his methods of leadership: Act I dramatically depicts daily executions of
“voodooists,” exhausted laborers, and enemies of state who plan to over-
throw him (I-18).

In another telling scene, Christophe’s black wife and the white voodoo
priestess debate his labor policies and ideas on racial reform:

MARIE [wife]: Emperor Henri loves them! He wants them to be equal to
the whites! He builds the palaces for them to look at with pride!

CECILE: (bitterly) Palaces! Their poor eyes close with weariness! They can-
not see them!

MARIE: Oh Ti Mamaloi! I’m afraid! The Voodooists must not hate the
Emperor. They will pray death to him—destroy him!
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CECILE: He condemns them to living death—their poor minds and bod-

ies are numb—the only sensation left them is hatred for him who causes
it! (I-19)

This conversation between the mamaloi and the empress is hardly the
stuft of voodoo stereotype. Marie makes the case that his cruelty is for
the good of a people caught in the legacy of slavery and racism while
the white Cecile speaks on behalf of the suffering laborers who build
Christophe’s castles.

But Christophe can neither be written off as a tyrant nor can his
achievements be denounced; his character is ultimately warm and intel-
ligent and wins the admiration of both Jacques and audience. In the
final scene, just after Christophe’s suicide, Jacques declaims, “I came to
rob and ridicule a Negro, my brave Henri! I leave your unhappy Empire
paying tribute to a great man!” These are the play’s final words while
the new revolution is heard building outside the palace walls (III-17).
To drive home the political power of Christophe, the poster tagline
read, “The Black Magic of Haiti in the story of the only man Napoleon
feared...”?*

How, then, is the play anti-Haitian or about voodoo? On one hand, it
uses Haitian drumming and dance and contains several allusions to the
impending human sacrifice and cannibalization of the white man, Jacques
(II-11, II-31). But according to the script and addendum materials, the
score and choreography were based at least in part on the study of Haitian
forms and did not trope in racist stereotypes like works by other white
authors such as Cannibal Cousins or White Zombie*® More poignantly,
voodoo is not the driving point of the play—instead, many stereotypes
of it are challenged. While there is drumming, dancing, and the threat of
human sacrifice, there is quite an upset to the primitivist logic typically
at work in depictions of voodoo: the mulattos are its primary practitio-
ners, the mamaloi is white, and the black Christophe is an atheist (I-14-
15). Indeed, here, as in the Dessalinian dramas by Negro playwrights, the
mulattoes are the “trouble-makers” of the play (II-30). The villain is not
the white Napoleon, who serves only as pretext, but the mulatto Rigaud,
who mobilizes against Henri in order to claim power for himself and his
conspirators. If we see the hand of white authors, perhaps it is in the depic-
tion of Cecile’s would-be virtuousness as she defends the poor Haitians—a
kind of white do-goodism—or in the titillation of her “going native” as a
vodou practitioner.
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Nonetheless, rejecting the production because of white authorship
misses an opportunity to develop more nuanced understandings of race
and FTP theatre. Given the risks involved in interracial collaboration dur-
ing the second Red Scare, scholars have an obligation to question the
function of race in Negro Unit productions, to rethink inherited plot sum-
maries and descriptions, and to provide more than simplistic “black” or
“white” readings of the work. The use of preferred readings that reinscribe
contemporary investments in race and racialization limits the capacity to
see the collaborative experiments that were attempted within the deeply
racist structures of the early twentieth century and overlooks the crucial
role of the mulatta/o in plays on the Revolution.

FIP, HUAC, aND THE HIGH STAKES OF INTERRACIAL
COLLABORATION

In 1938, the FTP was brought under FBI scrutiny and targeted in Senate
hearings by the newly formed House Committee on Un-American Activities
(HUAC). Senator Dies (R-TX), its chair, believed that Communism pro-
moted “discontent among Negroes” and that the Federal One projects
were “Trojan Horses” of that ideology.?® More than any other Federal
One project, HUAC targeted the FTDP; in its hearings, FTP director,
Hallie Flanagan, was repeatedly asked if the arts, especially theatre, were
weapons for social change and communist propaganda.’” Indeed, the aim
of the HUAC witch-hunt was not only to root out communism, but also
to police Negro resistance and interracial relationships, and to limit the
use of the arts for implementing social and economic reform. The success
of Negro Unit productions, equal pay regardless of race, and integration
of casts and audiences were viewed by HUAC as additional signs of com-
munist influence.”® Senator Robert R. Reynolds (D-NC) claimed the FTP
spread “the cardinal keystone of Communism—free love and racial equal-
ity” and that it did so “at the expense of the god-fearing home-loving
American taxpayer.”?’ As O’Connor and Brown note, “any [play] where
blacks and whites worked together to overcome oppression automatically
signaled Communist propaganda.”3°

“Un-American” activities specifically included the interracial collabora-
tion and desegregation the FTP exemplified and it was common for the
FBI, HUAC, and the Department of Investigation (DOI) to target Negro
Unit projects for harassment.?! Testimony that sutured stories of interra-
cial mixing and radicalism were prominent in the highly theatrical HUAC
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hearings. One informant described a party where young Negro men
and “white” girls danced together and speeches were made praising the
Workers Alliance.®* A FTD actress testified that a Negro actor in the com-
pany asked her on a date and one newspaper exaggerates the story with the
headline, “Reds Urged ‘Mixed Date’ Blonde Tells Dies Probers.”** The
Committee hearings themselves constituted a kind of national drama, with
thousands of column inches appearing in newspapers within the first few
weeks; one journalist called it a “performance” that was “made to order”
for both press and US public.?* The linkages of anti-communism, racism,
and misogyny in HUAC testimonies created a public culture of shaming
and suspicion. Senator Theodore Bilbo (D-MS), for example, formally
castigated Ellen Woodward, director of Federal One, on the Senate floor
for attending a racially integrated party for the FWP. Dramatically, he
warned that a lynching would have occurred had the party been in his
home state.?

UN-AMERICAN HAITI

Within this climate, the cast and crew of Haitz were followed, arrested, and
threatened. The theatrical and rehearsal spaces of the Negro Units in general
were penetrated through acts of surveillance by the same government that
funded its productions. DOI informant William J. Riley singled out Haiti
for its lurid racial mixing. He testified that the “white woman” who played
the role of the mixed-race Odette lived with one of the Negro actors, visited
various nightclubs with him, and had been arrested for disorderly conduct.
According to Riley, Haiti was closed at the Lafayette for these reasons.*

Huaiti, set in 1802, tells the story of the final turning point in the long
Revolution. Napoleon has sent more troops to reclaim the former colony
and traveling with them is Odette, who at first appears to be a French
lady in Pauline Bonaparte’s entourage. During the course of the play,
Napoleon’s men capture and betray Toussaint but Christophe and his men
defeat them in the play’s magnificent climactic scene. Meanwhile, Odette
discovers that her father is the mulatto adjutant to Toussaint, Jacques,
and that her deceased mother was an “octoroon” who had successfully
passed for white: “Lovely—rich—white. Her parents were well-buried in
Martinique.”®” Once Odette learns of her shifting racial position, she must
choose between her albeit threatened white privilege and her newly dis-
covered blackness. Her final radical act at the play’s conclusion is to stay in
Haiti and embrace her future as a woman of color.
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On July 27, 1938, Congressman and Dies Committee member,
J. Parnell Thomas (R-NJ), declared Haiti “un-American” due to its
“communistic leanings.”*® Undoubtedly, Haiti was subversive in theme
and content: by physically staging black-on-white violence and by exten-
sion, rehearsing racial revolution, it mediated heated racial and political
issues. But perhaps above all, Haiti caused panic through its interracial
collaboration and depiction of miscegenation (both staged and real), audi-
ence desegregation, and salary equity. The Negro Units were a powerful
tool for economic, social, cultural and political change and had produced
images that threatened and exposed existing power relations. It makes
sense that the FTP was the first of the Federal One projects targeted by
HUAC and that the Negro Units figured prominently in the investiga-
tions. After all, during Shakespeare’s day theatres closed not only for the
plague, but also out of fear of large assemblies of people, which always
have the potential to burst into riotous threat. Hasti was ultimately evi-
denced in the successful argument for closing the FTP, which shut its
doors in early 1939.

It is clear from HUAC receptions that the play’s interracial aspects con-
stituted a significant portion of its political significance and dangerousness.
Yet in spite of the stance, risk, and costs of interracial collaborations, most
of the limited scholarship on Haiti obscures the play’s racial complexities
in some startling ways in order to align it within the structures of “Negro
theatre.” While recently, Black Empire has been simply, if erroneously, dis-
missed as racist stereotype—as too white perhaps to be considered Negro
theatre at all—Haiti has been “blackened” in a sense to fit the category,
primarily through racialized misattribution and the story of its great revi-
sion. Indeed, Black Empire and Haiti are particularly instructive, not only
as experiments in interracial collaboration but also as examples of the ways
such collaborations are silenced through contemporary racialized logics in
scholarship and the archive.

MISATTRIBUTING HAITI

As I have demonstrated elsewhere, Haiti has been repeatedly misattrib-
uted to W.E.B. Du Bois and analyzed as an example of his concept of
Negro theatre even though a southern white man who has been described
as an “anti-miscegenist” and “a real cracker” was its author. The Library
of Congress, the Schomburg Center for Research in Black Culture at
the New York Public Library, the British Library, WorldCat, and several
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individual scholars make the misattribution.®* Most notable, perhaps, is a
1983 French translation of the play, which contains a critical introduction
that situates the work within Du Bois’s theory of theatre: “L’ocuvre dra-
matique de Du Bois, Haiti (1938) participe de cet art militant.” [Du Bois’s
dramatic work, Haiti, participates in this militant art.]* Moreover, both
the French (mis)translation and erroneous library catalogs are sources for
a growing phantom body of scholarship on Haiti by W.E.B. Du Bois—a
play that does not exist other than through its theorization and racializa-
tion in scholarship and the archive.*!

The source of confusion is not merely a similarity in names, but a bira-
cialized logic which assumes that a play on the revolution of the Black
Republic staged by a Negro Unit must be written by an African-American
author.*? The translator has imagined the racialized content and context in
such a way that she has projected the “blackness” of the topic, as she reads
it, onto the playwright. In order to grapple with the conflicts that inhere in
white-authored Negro Unit plays, the complexity of the interracial dynam-
ics on and off stage are simply erased in the misattribution scenario in
order to present a tidy representation of Du Bois’s definition of little the-
atre. By converting the play into a little Krigwa piece by W.E.B. himself,
both its “anti-miscegenist” white origins and its interracial collaborations
are cleanly erased; the play’s blackness is a kind of restored behavior—a
restoration of a version that never was. And yet that process of restoration
began right from the start. As it turns out, the misattribution first appeared
in Negro newspapers on February 25, 1938—several days before the play
even opened—when Alvin J. Moses’ New York theatre column “Footlight
Flickers,” which was syndicated by the Associated Negro Press in Chicago,
erroneously declared, “A never to be forgotten scene is the opening cur-
tain of our own W. Burghardt Du Bois’s ‘Haiti,” a WPA drama playing at
the old Lafayette.”*? In later reviews, there is no more mention of W.E.B.
and William DuBois is correctly credited as author.**

REVISING HAITI

In a 1978 interview with O’Connor and Brown, New York director,
Maurice Clark, tells of revising the play’s final scene so that he could “bring
forth the underlying dramatic story of the struggle for racial identity and
self-determination for black Haiti.”*® According to Clark, DuBois was “a
real southern Cracker,” and the original script was “about miscegenation,
which excited him terribly.”*¢ Clark told the playwright, “Look, this play
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should be done in Harlem, but if it is [...], I can tell you one thing.
They will come right over the footlights and tear us to pieces.” Clark
describes how the two then “went to work,” and “rewrote this play from
top to bottom.”*” For emphasis, he specifies that DuBois only agreed to
the revisions on the single condition that no black and white hands would
be allowed to touch during the production.*® With great flourish, Clark
describes how “during the play the white and black actors didn’t touch,
but the encore was mine. When the curtain came up for the encore, the
whites were among the blacks, holding hands, and that’s how they took
their bows.”*

Clark, also white, distances himself politically from the author by refer-
ring to him as a racist Cracker who is excited (read both aroused and made
anxious) by miscegenation. The northern director also makes clear that
he assumes a kind of authorial power at the end of the play by denying
the southern playwright’s one condition and offering in its place a strong
image of the racial integration and possible miscegenation that so conster-
nated the Dies Committee: the linked black and white hands. The image
of integration was picked up in the press; a review in Time used similar
rhetoric to describe how the “half-white, half-Negro cast” took their first
bows while holding hands before a wildly enthusiastic, “half-white, half-
Negro audience.”®® The half-and-half-ness—repeated for both cast and
audience—is a rhetorical trope that drives home the point of integration
at every level.

One might assume the playwright was enraged at this gesture. Yet in a
NTYTarticle soon after opening night, the playwright describes the produc-
tion in some detail and there is none of the response one might expect from
a racist “cracker.”®! Instead, DuBois enthusiastically conveys his experience
with the Negro Unit and his respect for the FTP.>> He tells how Ullman,
who had rejected the script the year before, contacted him with the idea
of staging it at the Lafayette. Moreover, DuBois also rejected the Shubert
brothers when they offered to take Hasti from the Lafayette to Broadway.
The playwright explained he was “extremely reluctant” to accept their offer
and doubted whether a “commercial producer could or would do as well
by it.”*3 DuBois clarifies the FTP “did well indeed” by his play, which had
been rejected by 33 Broadway producers and “never would have seen the
light of day without the Federal Theatre.”** One might expect that a racist,
anti-miscegenist playwright would sell to the Shuberts right away in order
to get the work in the hands of a white producer so the “original” tale
could be told and the bodies kept separate both onstage and off. Indeed,



222 SR RILEY

the Shubert brothers had the most prominent US theatre empire in the
early twentieth century; on the eve of the Depression, they “owned, oper-
ated, managed or booked close to a thousand houses across the United
States.”®® His response to the Shuberts makes no sense if we believe Clark’s
somewhat inflammatory rhetoric—yet DuBois never sold.

Nonetheless, the overly reductive editorial summary that accompanies
Clark’s interview has subsequently become the preferred reading of the
play. In it, the revision is Clark’s alone.

Actually, southerner DuBois’ original script focused on the evils of misce-
genation, but New York director Maurice Clark was able to rewrite enough
of it to bring forth the underlying dramatic story of the struggle for racial
identity and self-determination for black Haiti.>

I do not doubt a revision was needed to make the play right for the moment
and for Harlem, but since 1978, most scholarship on the play simply ampli-
fies the story of the script’s epic revision.®” One scholar elaborates how the
play “had been utterly transformed. No longer a play about the tragic
demise of the French, it was now a dramatization of the black struggle
for freedom.”® Another describes how it had been “resuscitated from a
miserable script about miscegenation into a celebration of the anticolonial
revolution.”® Each subsequent reiteration relies more on inherited read-
ings and less on primary sources or historical reviews (an increasingly man-
nerist scholarly method). One author exaggerates that DuBois stipulated,
“no white person should touch a black person in performance” before
“granting rights” to any of “his plays.”® Another copies the bit about the
play being “a warning against the dangers of miscegenation,” while exag-
gerating the racial makeup of the Negro Unit by converting it much too
easily into “an all-black troupe.”*!

Yet the original script is non-extant. Neither Princeton, George Mason,
the Billy Rose Theatre Collection, nor the Library of Congress have man-
uscripts other than the 1938 Random House publication, a 1938 National
Service Bureau copy, and a version titled “Complete Working Script”; all
are versions of the collaborative revision.®> Not even the William DuBois
Collection at Boston University has the original.®®* With the story of the
epic revision in mind, it may seem logical to attribute certain moments
in the 1938 Random House publication to the racist author, such as
Odette’s horror when she discovers she is part black—or other moments
to the revision, such as Odette’s ultimate action at the end of the play
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where she embraces her blackness and remains in Haiti. Then again, these
are the kinds of biracial logics that permit racialized misattribution and
overly simplistic readings of the play. Indeed, like the cinematic fantasies
of the Rough Riders in Cuba, the story of the epic revision also relies on a
kind of restored behavior of a past that never was—in this case, on a white
racist original that seems to have totally disappeared from the archive.®*

In all, dramatic difference is overproduced between the racist original
and the racialized revision. Somewhat like the misattribution, the story of
the great revision is another mechanism for blackening Hast: in subject
matter and provenance. Moreover, Clark’s position in the process is so
aligned with “black Haiti” and so against that of the “southern cracker,”
that several scholars, including myself, have misidentified him as Negro.®
What is consistently erased from the story of the great revision is the
participation of the integrated cast in shaping the production as well as
that of the diverse Harlem community in providing feedback even before
the production hit the stage. In a lecture at the Lafayette weeks before
the opening, for example, Arthur Schomburg, “noted curator and out-
standing Negro historiographer, acquainted listeners with historical back-
ground information” on the Revolution and some community members
with expertise were invited to read the script in advance.®® As Adrienne
Macki rightly reminds us, actors, audiences, and communities shape the
theatre-making process.®” Above all, what is ultimately missing from the
scholarship on Haitiis a close reading of the ways race is staged in the pro-
duction and an acknowledgment of the play as a critically miscegenated
text—Dby that I mean one that was racially integrated in terms of cast,
audience, and collaborative authorship but also one that raised questions
about racial alliances through the very figure of miscegenation: Odette,
the mulatta who can pass for white.

STAGING HAITI

When Haiti first opened at Harlem’s Lafayette Theatre on March 2, the
original cast included Louis Sharp as an aging Toussaint L’Ouverture,
Alvin Childress as Jacques, Elena Karam as his estranged daughter,
Odette, and Rex Ingram as Christophe. The play was very well received
by the racially integrated audience, which according to the stage man-
ager, Thomas Brooks, demanded eight curtain calls on opening night.®

In the following days, white critics praised the play as a “rousing,” “very
colorful,” and “lusty show.””? Brooks Atkinson, the most powerful critic
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in New York theatre at the time, writes, “Out of the bloody records of
the Negro insurrection of 1802,” Mr. DuBois “has fashioned a roaring
melodrama.” Atkinson concludes, “Nothing so good has exploded in the
midst of Harlem since the racy nights of [voodoo] ‘Macbeth’ and that
“[i]f [the Haitian Revolution] is a tale that made the hair of the French
Army curl, it does the same for the toupee [read white] theatergoer.””!
John Anderson from Journal American similarly warns would-be audi-
ence members that “European civilization” is left “standing on the beach
[...] with quaking knees, and probably getting its feet wet.””? With these
comments, both critics highlight anxieties about the Haitian Revolution’s
dramatic “reversal of the master—slave relationship.””?

Writing for the Associated Negro Press, Alvin Moses is somewhat more
ambivalent. In a preview article, he refers to Christophe as a “despot”
but in a review several weeks later, he describes him as a “military genius
who thwarted the dreams of the French emperor” and praises the “mixed
cast” for putting together the “FINEST PLAY PRODUCED IN NEW
YORK IN RECENT YEARS.””* He rated it four stars, “with a recom-
mendation that BROADWAY get over its scare-phoebia [sic] as to how
‘NEGROPHOBES’ might receive this mighty spectacle of ... BLACK
ISLAND DOMINANCE... and give ‘Milky Way’ theatre-goers an
opportunity to view some grand acting.””® [Capitalization in original. ]
Reviews in Negro newspapers tended to celebrate the historical theme of
the play as much as its spectacle—especially the historical leaders depicted
in the production. An article in the Norfolk New Journal and Guide
notes that Schomburg was “very enthusiastic” on the points in his lec-
ture that dealt with the “courage and heroism of Toussaint L’Ouverture
and Christophe.””® Another article titled “Heroes of Haiti Live in WPA
Theatre Play,” begins “Toussaint L’Ouverture! Christophe! Dessalines!
Liberators of Haiti! Martyrs for Freedom! Slaves who have received the
greatest tributes ever paid to mortals by the pens of famous writers will
soon live again in one of the most stirring dramas yet produced by the WPA
Federal Theatre Project.””” Al Monroe describes the play’s subject as “the
lives of Toussaint L’Ouverture and Christophe, martyrs for the cause of
black justice” and Ingram as its “stellar attraction.””® Only one review in a
Negro newspaper seems to have criticized the play’s historical inaccuracies
and accused it of misrepresenting “the Blacks” because it “shamefully”
depicted Toussaint as “tired” rather than as a “great captured general”
and because it was Dessalines, not Christophe, who defeated Napoleon
in 1802.7
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The provocative Huaiti surely thrilled audiences with its unprecedented
depictions of interracial violence. By the end of the second act, for example,
Christophe uses guerrilla techniques to kill Odette’s cruel French husband,
Boucher; stage directions suggest that the audience should see Christophe’s
arm “whipping out of the gloom like a black python” and “dragging
Boucher” behind a screen. Moments later, Christophe returns alone with
Boucher’s gun in hand.®® On one hand, the Frenchman’s offstage death
minimizes the violence of the act making it more palatable for non-Negro
audience members, but on the other, the guerrilla method invokes terror pre-
cisely because it cannot be anticipated. The play also made substantial impact
with its epic scale as it had “a cast of eighty, including a fifteen-piece off-stage
orchestra, a nineteen-voice choir for voodoo songs, and a stalwart mob to
swarm in at the finish.”®! One reviewer describes the power of the “rising
crescendo of battle, until the very end, when the entire mob of Haitians,
shouting and screaming, rush madly onstage.”®* Time magazine commented
that although the play avoided political heavy-handedness, one “modern
meaning” was immediately evident in the audience’s physical response to this
scene: “When the Haitians win their freedom from the French at the end,
the Negroes in the audience burst into frenzied, deep-throated applause”
and shouted, “‘Hit him again!” ‘Give him a lick for me!*”%3

Issues of race and power were negotiated both on stage and in various
audience receptions—and the content of the play in the context of Harlem
was essential to this dynamic. As the Herald Tribune review noted, Haiti
“would still be good melodrama in the vicinity of Forty-second Street, but
the smashing climax, with Christophe coming down from the mountains
to drive the French into the sea, takes on heightened intensity before a
predominantly Negro audience.”® Indeed, the “heightened intensity” is
precisely the capacity for “another Haiti.” The play’s radicality lies not only
in theme and plot, but also in the spectacle of response. When Atkinson
suggests that the content of the play may make the white theatregoer’s
toupee curl, he acknowledges that the anti-white discourse in the play
could easily make the jump from stage to street. Despite the attempt on
the part of the white press to downplay the political or racial content of
the play, it seems hard to imagine that theatregoers could miss that within
the first few moments of dialogue, Christophe makes two direct com-
ments regarding race and freedom. Referring to the slogan of the French
Revolution, Christophe states, “‘Liberty, equality, fraternity’—if your skin
is white enough,” and a few short lines later, “Must we belong to France
forever? Why not to ourselves?”®* Indeed, the irony present in the reviews
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by white theatre critics is that the revolution could only be read as such
when the Negro audience responded fervently.

For many white critics, any anxiety over theme was couched sufficiently
in the erotic desire that was evident in their reviews; terms like “sultry,”
“throbbing,” and “racy” were quite common. In general, the pan-white
press downplayed the modern racial, anticolonial, or political aspects of
the play and opted instead to highlight physical action or romanticize
the physicality of the Negro actors. Atkinson, for example, describes how
Ingram played the chief part “like a huge cannonball” and led the “the
insurgents to victory with all the black force his huge body contains.”®
Typical of this approach is Arthur Pollock’s review in the Brooklyn Eagle,

This is no modern, realistic treatment of social or race problems. The dra-
matist has no great yearning to help any underdogs. He is out to make a
show, and Henry [sic] Christophe, the indomitable black hero of Haiti’s
war with French invaders is just the man for him. Bring the play down to
Broadway and present it in the conventional manner and it would be obvi-
ous hokum. Up in Harlem, done with picturesque Negro players in the roles
of heroic Haitians [...] it is something of a knockout of color and action.?”

Pollock disavows any social or racial issues in the play by suggesting that
the playwright seeks only to entertain and that the story of the “indomi-
table black hero” simply fits the bill. Pollock then deploys what Trouillot
calls a “formula of banalization” in order to ultimately dismiss the play as
mere “hokum” and safely locate revolutionary blackness within the field of
the picturesque, thereby removing any sense of threat and negating politi-
cal content.® Focusing on the erotic power of black male actors and the
primitive-picturesque permitted pan-white audience members to disavow
direct political or racial overtones even as the presence of a responsive
Negro audience threatened this perspective.

Reviews in the Associated Negro Press’s “Footlight Flickers” likewise
devoted numerous lines to Ingram’s physicality. One notes the “stalwart
leading man” had caused “many a feminine heart to skip a beat as he
paraded up and down the playhouse’s entrance ten minutes before the
curtain time.” One reviewer writing for Moses’s column asserts, “I’d call
Rex Ingram ‘PUHlenty man in my lingo, and we’re not given over much
to raving about the opposite sex unless such merit is completely justi-
fied.”® Yet another praises him as the “possessor of a physique that would
have inspired a Phidias and with a brain that enabled him to win the cov-
eted Phi Beta Kappa key for scholastic excellence [...].”%°
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MISCEGENATED HAITI: ODETTE AND THE FINAL SCENE

As was the case with the Dessalinian dramas by Negro authors, the char-
acter of the mulatta is crucial to the play. Indeed, Odette wastes no time
with superficial talk but from her first entrance raises the question of self-
government that had been at the fore of debates on the US occupation of
Haiti when she asks a French soldier and her would-be suitor if he believes
France will really offer freedom to Haiti. When he answers that protection
is a better word, she responds “Protection! You mean, an iron on their
necks again.” When he questions, “Can we let them govern themselves:”
her terse response is, “We might let them try.”! Later in the same scene,
she eloquently defends the right of the enslaved to claim their freedom:

In those days, there were nearly a hundred slaves to each white master....
Human beings ... starved, shackled, driven like cattle from barracks to cane-
field. Can you blame them for seizing their freedom? Why should they give
it back to us ... to anyone? It’s a clear-cut case, Michel. Far more important
than black against white. It’s injustice, masquerading as brotherly love. It’s a
brand-new tyrant, come to take away another people’s right to live.”?

Her concerns for the people of Haiti may have been given within the
frame of the Haitian Revolution, but spoken from a stage in 1938 Harlem,
the words resonated with criticisms that the Negro press had levied against
the US occupation of Haiti and even more so with the growing frustration
at the disenfranchised status of the Negro at home.”?

Odette is no tragic mulatta. In fact, the conversations she has with
Christophe comprise the most directly critical discourse in the play. When
Christophe ultimately reveals her family secret to her she indeed cries,
“You’re lying! For the love of God, tell me you’re lying!” but where the
tragic Zoe in Boucicault’s The Octoroon (1859) poisons herself to avoid
a fate she cannot endure, Odette is shown at the close of the play stand-
ing fearlessly on her own.”* After the last of the French are driven from
the island or killed, Christophe bursts onstage and announces victory—
“Haiti is ours forever, my people! We are free!”—but the play does not end
with the crowd of Haitians cheering this news.”® Instead, the final scene
belongs to Odette. Once Christophe announces victory, he sees her kneel-
ing by her father’s body and as stage directions indicate,

Christophe stops, bows his head, giving her a look of pity and understand-
ing. The cheering stops, and the black world clustered around him looks
at Odette without a sound as she slowly rises, facing her future unafraid.”®
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Here, the “black world” bears witness to her racial transformation; the
curtain closes on this scene, marking Odette’s rather fearless acceptance of
her fate as a woman of color.

Yet despite Odette’s direct confrontation with issues of colonization,
occupation, and oppression as well as her prominent position in the
play’s final scene, she is all but absent from the Negro press and the white
reviewers tended to whitewash her character or minimize the presence
of miscegenation in the play. Some white critics refused to acknowledge
Odette as a racially mixed figure altogether and categorized her within
the biracial framework. Atkinson refers to her simply as a “French lady.”*”
Meanwhile, the Herald Tribune review seems to apply Plessy when it
claims that Odette’s small amount of “Negro blood makes her sympathize
instinctively with Christophe.”’® Odette clearly believes in the equality and
freedom of the enslaved before she learns of her own racial heritage, but
with this perspective, her actions are reduced to a racial instinct—which
is no action at all: “Why does Odette love the Haitians so well? Because
she is the black Jacques’s only daughter. He was the lover of her lovely
white mother!”” A review in The New Republic refers to her simply as
“half-black” and theatre critic Joseph Krutch, writing in The Nation, as
the “bastard daughter of an ancient ex-slave.”!% The pan-white reviewers
in general tended to erase distinctions into biracial categories: Howard
Barnes assumes that Odette’s mulatto father was black, the review in Time
refers to him as a “Negro,” and Arthur Pollock takes Odette’s octoroon
mother for white.!”!

As HUAC investigations make clear, racial mixing was considered
a substantial threat, yet only one of the opening night reviews in the
mainstream press mentioned miscegenation directly.! Writing in the
Daily News, Robert Sylvester brings up as somewhat of an afterthought
that Haiti “is also miscegenation, off-stage gunfire and even a little ‘White
Cargo.””!% The latter is a reference to Leon Gordon’s controversial play,
which ran at the Greenwich Village Theatre for 257 performances in 1923
and 1924 and was allegedly the first Broadway production to depict inter-
racial marriage between a “white” man and a Negro woman.!** Another
reviewer refers to it somewhat euphemistically as the “racial question,”
when he notes,

The whole racial question is raised, without being labored, when an officer’s
wife finds that her father was black. These are minor variations, though, on
a major theme. The play is at its best when Christophe is throttling a sentry
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and escaping the trap laid for him and Toussaint L’Ouverture or when he is
storming the last French stronghold with his black followers triumphantly
waving the tri-color.'®

The review moves quickly from Odette’s mixed status to refocus on
Christophe, again, emphasizing blackness and masculine bravado. Eric
Lott has argued convincingly that the preoccupation with miscegenation
was a “kind of shorthand” for “white male attraction to and repulsion
from the black penis,” but with the white critical response to Haiti, we
see a kind of reversal of this dynamic—the focus on Ingram’s physicality
becomes a way to avoid the topic of miscegenation altogether.'

When the reviewer suggests the “racial question” was “raised” without
being “labored,” he confirms that while present thematically, the topic
was not depicted in a way that troubled anti-miscegenist sensibilities. This
is largely because Odette’s gesture at the end of the play reconciles her
position within the dominant biracial framework—that is, she chooses to
align herself with the Negro cause. This safely marks her previously “invis-
ible blackness,” thereby reducing some concern on the part of pan-white
anti-miscegenists even as her gesture is also symbolic of the successful
formation of pan-blackness in that the mulatta becomes a kind of race
woman when she embraces her position within the “black world.” Indeed,
Odette is a figuration of both the absorption of the mixed-race figure
within the category of pan-blackness and the ongoing disruptive capacity
of miscegenation—a kind of anarchy of biracialism.

By tracing the racial position of the figure of the mulatta, from Claire
or Clarisse in the Dessalinian dramas to Odette in Haiti we clearly see the
arc of shifting racial taxonomies and the reification of pan-blackness that
occurred from the 1890s through the late 1930s. In Easton’s Dessalines,
Clarisse is the revolutionary leader’s confidante and as an interracial
couple, they challenged existing antagonisms between “black” and “col-
ored.” In Ouanga and Emperor of Haiti, Claire is depicted as a full-blown
race traitor and Dessalines’ downfall, mapping neatly onto debates on
racial purity that were at the heart of the growing biracialism. In these
two productions, the heroine is the loyal and formerly enslaved black
woman—the only one who mourns the loss of Dessalines at the end of
each play. Odette is strikingly different; indeed, even before she knows
of her African blood, she is an ally, not a traitor. And while there is some
unification between black and racially mixed in Hadti as there was in
Easton’s Dessalines, the direction of it is very different: Clarisse does not
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join Dessalines and his troops as much as he joins her in the Church and
sends his troops away. Odette, however, moves in the other direction—
towards Christophe and the “black world” that witnesses and embraces
her transformation.
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CHAPTER 8

Palimpsest-Postscript: Tracing the Past
in the Present

The biracial taxonomies of the late nineteenth and early twentieth cen-
turies, in which pan-blackness and pan-whiteness became dominant and
were sutured to particular images and ideologies, have left traces that erupt
in moments of crisis. Several years ago, for example, a digitally manipu-
lated image of President Obama superimposed with a Hollywood iteration
of the Batman villain, The Joker, surfaced in posters and circulated on
the internet—the single word “socialism” along the bottom of the frame
reinscribed linkages between black and red in the national imaginary.' The
whiteface makeup overlaid on the face of the first President of African
descent reads as a disturbing reversal of blackface strategies while the
bloodied, smiling, wound of a mouth simultaneously invokes the makeup
of a nightmarish clown and the zombie-like figure of the socialist undead,
or as one blogger put it, “a zombie cannibal blood-mouth malevolently
committed to bringing socialism to America.”? Anxieties about social-
ism and race revolution are simultaneously exposed and disavowed in the
figure of Obama as the socialist undead. With its whiteface racism, the
image is undoubtedly vindictive, but at the same time, the figure of the
zombie-black-man-as-socialist-President betrays a recurring nightmare of
conservative white America that has its roots in Haiti as the site of black
revolution and remains deeply concerned about the possibilities of black
political power in any context.

As I have written the final chapters of this book, legacies of dysfunc-
tional biracialism seem to erupt in reiterations that are almost engrams in
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the national imaginary. The murders of several black community members
and leaders at the AME church in Charleston by a white supremacist and
the subsequent burning of six black churches within 1 week seems scripted
right out of 1822—in the case of the shooting massacre, same church, dif-
ferent racist.? And as the book went to press, seven more churches with pri-
marily black congregants or in primarily black communities were burned
near Ferguson, Missouri.* The white supremacy that is re-emergent in the
USA today is fully pan-white in that it encompasses economically disen-
franchised white supremacy groups and individuals as well as wealthy pres-
idential hopeful, Donald Trump.® Meanwhile, Bernie Sanders is to appear
on the cover of Time with the headline, “Bernie. Socialize #/his, America.”
Sanders would have been “not-quite-white” during the period discussed
in this book—and perhaps in part because of this still-somewhat-liminal
position as white other (socialist Jew), can we see the legacies of biracial-
ism and the possibilities of interracial collaboration play out in his cam-
paign: from the Black Lives Matter protests that silenced him in August
2015 in Seattle to Cornel West’s open endorsement of “brother” Bernie
Sanders, language that is not only part of the discourse of socialism but is
also reminiscent of Easton’s “brother-in-white.”®

And what of Haiti and Cuba in terms of US empire? Haiti is perhaps
the best example of the new form of surrogate occupation. Since 2004,
it has been under military occupation by the UN—a “peacekeeping mis-
sion” put into place because of the country’s alleged inability to establish
a peaceful democracy and successfully maintain the practices of cultural
and economic modernity. However, the notion of a peacekeeping mission
is itself a tidy piece of nomenclature that works to erase the imperialism
and militaristic display required for the forceful occupation of any coun-
try. The speedy transformation of US involvement in the 2004 coup that
removed Haitian President Aristide, from an act of US aggression into
a situation of necessity on the part of the UN, was a slick erasure of US
involvement in the affairs of a sovereign nation.” Coup as invented crisis;
coup as crisis that permits intervention—again. Crisis—perform—repeat.

Even before the January 2010 earthquake, Haiti was described regularly
as “the poorest country in the hemisphere,” and this declaration—espe-
cially when accompanied by the alleged proof of photographic images—
seems to demonstrate that Haiti is somehow essentially different and
perhaps deserving of its fate. Haiti is imagined in the USA, if not in much
of the world today, as outside modernity and as a nation that cannot be
trusted to handle its own finances or plan for its own development. Images
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of post-earthquake Haiti seem to finally confirm this status. The country
is increasingly imagined as the permanently disenfranchised and radically
un-aidable, despite the sea of NGO encampments that seem to have taken
over the capital of Port-au-Prince.® Its former tropical lushness razed and
transformed into a kind of post-apocalyptic landscape in the US imagina-
tion: in ruins from earthquake, ecological crisis, and ongoing corruption.
All of these imaginings are buttressed by what is usually misrepresented
as the nation’s penchant for political violence in coup after coup. What is
missing from this account is precisely what Dubois calls the “aftershocks
of history”—the erasure of its revolution and the way the country was so
quickly harnessed with debt and ongoing destabilization.” Like Douglass
said, we have not yet forgiven Haiti for being black. This time, silence.

Finally, August 14, 2015 brought the return of Old Glory in Cuba after
many decades of absence. The New Yorker ran an article titled “An American
Flag in Cuba,” which describes the “sentimental and somewhat surreal
affair” in front of the newly reopened US embassy in Havana and elaborates
how three former Marines who had lowered the last US flag on Cuban
soil in 1961 had “vowed to one day return to Havana and raise Old Glory
again.”!” The image that accompanies the article shows a young Marine
preparing to hoist the US colors while a group of officials prepares to salute.
Old Glory is foregrounded in the center of the image while in the distance
and to one side, the Cuban flag hangs from an apartment balcony. Once
again, this is a kind of staging of surrogation, at least in terms of size and
placement and once again, numerous pictures circulated of the US flag being
raised in Cuba, many accompanied by nostalgic narratives.!' The timing of
this gesture, synchronized with the return of limited trade and business rela-
tions between the two countries after many decades of embargo, suggests
that the trope of Old Glory in Cuba is again the metaphor for everything
to be gained through business relations with Cuba. Once again, the flag is
a kind surrogate and precursor for the US businessman who seeks to claim
that power. It seems that “cocktail time in Cuba” is about to resume.

NOTES

1. Firas Alkhateeb, a college student, created the superimposed image in
2009. He uploaded it to his Flickr site where it was downloaded and modi-
fied by an unknown person who added the word “socialism” and distrib-
uted it as a poster. “Creator of Barack Obama ‘Joker’ Image was Bored
Student,” The Telegraph, August 18 2009.
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