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Mind, Matter, and Manifestations:

A Legacy of Caribbean Bodily Ability in the Texts of French Overseas Departments 
In 1939, the first version of Aimé Césaire’s now legendary Cahier d’un retour au pays natal would see the light of day as he would return to his homeland of Martinique, still a French colony. In sum, his text aimed to show that the residents of the “pays natal” (“homeland”) could, in reclaiming or “manifesting” the minds and bodies manipulated during centuries of colonialism, recover their land, culture, and heritage.  Questions of bodily ability resided at the heart of this rhetorical manifestation.  

In 2009, tens of thousand of demonstrators filled the streets of the now overseas French departments in Fort-de-France, Martinique, and Point-à-Pître, Guadeloupe, in protest against the imbalanced costs of living and minimum wage allocations for their departments.  Collectives against exploitation appeared, and their participants as well as others of the islands’ cities repeated a rhetorical refrain that, in paraphrase here, proclaimed in almost direct echo of Césaire that the “pays” that are their islands were “with us, not with them.”  Determined to protect their bodies and abilities from disabling exploitation, these participants were, in the French sense, literally manifesting (“demonstrating”) the legacy of mind, matter, and ability spelled out in the Cahier.  

In this presentation, I will explore the ways in which the empowering, enabling discourse of Césaire’s Cahier has manifested itself in terms of both gender and bodily ability.  More specifically, I will demonstrate the ambivalent, if not uneasy status recurrently associated with disability as a troubled Caribbean state out of which one moves and one that may be perpetuated yet today. I will discuss how the text speaks of reappropriation and liberation in ways that put forth and thereby encourage able-bodied constructions of bodies able to “stand” and therefore “be free.”  I will also explore the representations of being seated in melancholy as counter to that of standing, and in particular the ways in which the exploited state relies upon such physical and psychological states of the body.  I will then delve into the distinct gendered representations of bodily ability, where the man is valued for his psychological abilities and the woman her physical matter.  Last, I will compare such findings to the discourse of the 2009 demonstrations and in particular the ways in which gender and disability did (or did not) factor into the printed or the spoken word and how such usage did (or did not) distinguish itself from Césaire’s Cahier. 

