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This study examines the recurrence of the image of sugarcane in Caribbean 

Literature and traces a timeline of oppressive discourse. The image of the cane field 

represents a tension between silencing voice and identity independent of European 

nation-building ideologies. There is a history of silencing associated with sugarcane, 

even as Caribbean authors seek a potential to use this history to create a voice. While 

the authors examined employ the image of the cane field to create a voice outside of the 

dominant discourse, the voice of the Caribbean is nonetheless restricted. Postcolonial 

theory will be used to examine the history of oppression through the image of sugarcane 

as a negative past that authors try to get beyond, while dealing with the issue that it also 

helped to form their voice. My thesis investigates these issues using The Sugar-Cane: A 

Poem. In Four Books. With Notes, a poem by James Grainger, to set up the colonial 

history of sugar in the Caribbean and Junot Diaz’s The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar 

Wao as a reaction to that colonial discourse. 
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INTRODUCTION 

The image of sugarcane appears throughout Caribbean literature. This thesis 

investigates the connection between colonialism, sugar and discourse in order to think 

about the cultural implications of the consumption and production of sugar. The image 

of sugarcane connects the cane field to oppression and issues of voice. There are two 

sides to the image of the sugarcane that will be analyzed. There is a history of silencing 

associated with sugarcane, even as Caribbean and US/Latino authors seek a potential to 

use this history to create a voice. While the authors examined in my work utilize the 

image of the cane field to create a voice for and outside of the dominant discourse, the 

voice of the Caribbean is nonetheless restricted. Postcolonial theory will be employed to 

examine the history of oppression as a negative past that authors try to get beyond, 

while dealing with the issue that it also helped to form their voice. Specifically, I will 

engage Ángel Rama’s The Lettered City to express the establishment of an ordered city 

through the image of the cane plantation that creates an imagined hierarchal system in 

the Americas based on imperial nation-building ideologies. I will also apply Gayatri 

Spivak’s A Critique of Postcolonial Reason to analyze the subaltern’s desire to create a 

space free from the hierarchal oppression of imperial and colonial ideological order. I 

will transition between each chapter with an epigraph from Juan Navarro’s Archival 

Reflections. He posits that the imaginative spirit of the Americas constructs a new 

reality and a drive for a utopian impulse. Secondary sources by Sidney Mintz and 

Fernando Ortiz will be used to analyze the sociological and historical impact of the 
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commodification of the transatlantic sugar industry and the imagined utopian space 

European colonial powers desired. This thesis will examine these issues using The 

Sugar-Cane: A Poem. In Four Books. With Notes, a poem by James Grainger, to set up 

the colonial history of sugar in the Caribbean and Junot Díaz’s The Brief Wondrous Life 

of Oscar Wao as a reaction to that colonial discourse.  

Rationale for Texts 

Each of the primary texts that I am analyzing employ the image of sugarcane 

and the cane field to create voice and identity within the dominant discourse 

perpetuated by American colonization. In chapter one, I will use The Sugar-Cane: A 

Poem. In Four Books. With Notes published in 1764 by James Grainger to show how 

the image of sugarcane became a physical and literary tool of oppression for the 

dominant discourse. The four-book poem with extensive historical footnotes defines the 

Caribbean through the language of the European discourse and essentializes the entire 

Caribbean as other to dominant Western ideology. In this epic poem, literature and 

science coexist to mark the history of sugar’s arrival in its geographic Caribbean home 

and in literature. The poem garners a European respect for the knowledge of art and 

science in which the experience of being a sugarcane planter is worthy to be produced 

in the epic poetic art form. Similar to the French encyclopedia project published 

between 1751 and 1772, the poem and its exhaustive footnotes serve as a taxonomy of 

the Caribbean that translates the physical world to a textual source of knowledge. 

Through knowing the categorized landscape and history of the Caribbean, the Western 

world gains control over this space to speak for it, consume it and regurgitate it. As a 

writer and British nationalist, Grainger creates an encyclopedia-like text and language 
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for the British nation and Western powers to take control of the Caribbean.  

The cane field within the parameters of the dominant discourse has a negative 

history of silencing voice and oppression of slavery. I will analyze Junot Díaz’s The 

Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao, published in 2007, to show a reaction to the 

dominant discourse’s literary use of the image of the cane field to categorize and silence 

the Caribbean subjects by using the same image to create a space that breaks free from 

such control. Caribbean critics such as George Lamming have already explored the 

need to redefine Caribbean history by celebrating authentic representations of 

Caribbean language and images in literature that create a distinct separate identity from 

oppressive European nation-building literary discourse. However, at the same time 

literary critics such as Anne Garland Mahler and Monica Hannah have noted the 

necessity to not erase the oppressive past, but for authors to employ it in order to fill in 

the gaps of history. The image of the cane field is recurrent in the work by Díaz and 

important in re-imagining the negative history towards actualization of voice and 

identity. It is interesting that Díaz uses the tools of the European oppressors (invoking 

the image of the cane field) in order to establish an identity through literature that 

challenges the previous Caribbean identity created by a European discursive lens. Díaz 

uses the tools of the oppressors, the specific language and image established by the 

dominant discourse to establish a voice and identity. By analyzing these texts together, I 

will trace a historical timeline of oppressive literary discourse and reaction to it, in 

which the image of the cane field represents a tension between silencing voice and 

identity independent of European nation-building ideologies.



	  4 

Emergence of Sugar in the Caribbean 

I will set up in this introductory chapter the image of the cane field as an 

oppressive tool by analyzing the global emergence of sugar production and 

consumption through works by Sidney Mintz and Fernando Ortiz. The historical and 

sociological background knowledge of the sugar trade from texts by Mintz and Ortiz is 

necessary to convey the global implications of sugarcane and colonization. The mass 

consumption of sugar from the Caribbean introduced the new capitalist transnational 

world of modernity. The effects of the commodification of African slaves transformed 

Europe and the meaning of work and labor. The more Europeans and the rest of the 

world became dependent upon the products of the Caribbean, the more dependent they 

became on the slave labor and the world economy that relied on it. I will utilize these 

texts to explain the historical background for the development of sugar production and 

discourse in relation to the oppressed people who worked the cane fields in the 

Caribbean. 

Both Mintz and Ortiz see the global modernization of economics and culture as 

dependent upon the sugar trade and its impact on defining the discourse of modernity 

and the utopian impulse that drives it. Mintz’s Sweetness and Power: the Place of Sugar 

in Modern History applies readings and research of the history of the Caribbean region 

and its tropical agricultural products, such as sugar, in connection with the region’s 

development to determine how Europeans and North Americans became consumers. 

Mintz’s work furthers research in the anthropology, history, and economic fields with 

concern of how production and consumption affects a global economics of trade and 

social behavior. Ortiz’s Cuban Counterpoint: Tobacco and Sugar examines the impact 
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of sugar and tobacco production in Cuba and how it brought together different cultures 

and transformed them due to colonial and imperial histories. Ortiz discusses utopian 

ideals in connection with the landscape of a colonial commodity producing society. 

Mintz and Ortiz’s works are a historical analysis of the implications associated with a 

desire for the utopian ideal and the effects of production. Therefore, sugar is represented 

discursively as its consumption has changed from an expensive rarity to a mass-

produced commodity. From their works, researchers and critics of Caribbean texts can 

analyze how the universality of the image of sugar represented in such texts expresses 

ideas of utopianism for an alternative civilization. The positive and negative historical 

implications of sugar are then a negotiation between the perfect and imperfect ideals 

that create this alternative vision. Through the modes of sugar cultivation and discourse 

a culture emerges based on this negotiation of real and imagined desires. For my reader, 

I will connect Mintz and Ortiz to represent a brief introduction of this real, imagined 

and ordered history of discourse.  

There was not much European knowledge of the existence of cane sugar or 

sucrose before 1000 AD. However, shortly after this time period, sugar began to make 

its emergence. Christopher Columbus first brought sugarcane to the New World on his 

second voyage in 1493 from the Spanish Canary Islands. By this time technological 

advances in cultivation by Arab and Mediterranean farmers and exposure to sugar 

during the Crusades made sugar a known commodity, but a rare and expensive one. In 

Spanish Santo Domingo, the cane was first grown in the New World and shortly after 

this, enslaved Africans arrived to work the new sugar industry (Mintz 32-36). Ortiz 

conveys that from the beginning of colonization in the Caribbean space “Columbus and 
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the rulers of Spain took the production of sugar in the newly discovered islands very 

seriously, but some time went by before the sugar industry became organized” (268). 

The profit for economic and global power was evident: however, an ordered structure 

and plan of a virgin space would take a matter of time, imagination and 

experimentation. Spain pioneered sugar making and slave plantations in the New World 

and around 1516, the first shipments of sugar to Europe ensued. By 1526 Brazil began 

exporting sugar to Lisbon commercially and soon after, Brazil became the main power 

of sugar production in the sixteenth century. Throughout this period of time, the 

production of sugar steadily increased as more Westerners consumed sugar and each 

consumer in turn used it more. However, the lack of technological advances held the 

quantities of sugar production at a slow steady increase. Only the extension of 

production satisfied the growing consumption, rather than increases per plantation or 

productivity of worker (Mintz 32-36). 

In 1627, the British began a settlement in Barbados after Captain John Powell 

landed there two years prior and claimed it for Britain. Barbadian sugar production did 

not have a huge impact on the British market however, until 1655, the same year the 

British invaded Jamaica and began their Western Design. At this time, commercial 

quantities of sugar began to flow into the British homeland from Barbados and the other 

British Caribbean acquisitions. Sugar became an imperial source of profit for the British 

and until the mid-nineteenth century was supplied to the English people through this 

empire. Leading up to the invasion of Jamaica, more English colonies were established 

than other European powers. English sailors and merchants poured into the Caribbean, 

feeding off of their Spanish predecessors. They eventually conquered the most colonies, 
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imported the greatest number of slaves and created the most advanced plantation 

systems for the production of sugar in the Caribbean. The English learned methods of 

sugar production from the Dutch, which Portugal ignored, and developed these methods 

in Barbados and Jamaica. Portugal was the leading supplier of sugar to Europe in 1625, 

but the English advances in technology and production made English sugar more price-

competitive and drove Portuguese sugar out of the north European trade (Mintz 37-39). 

Ortiz suggests that “If the sugar industry was capitalistic in its beginnings, with the 

improvement in mechanical techniques […], more canefields, more land, more slaves, 

greater investments and reserve—in a word, more and more capital” (62). In the age of 

Caribbean colonization, technology and a capitalistic economy grew exponentially, 

which mirrored the demand for slave labor and more consumption of the Caribbean 

space. The British monopolized the sugar market until about 1740, when French 

restrictive policies kept British sugars competitive and eventually diminished their role 

in European markets. However, the consumption of the domestic British market, 

including its colonies was so great that beyond all its expansion, British plantations 

never produced more than was needed for consumption (Mintz 37-39).  

By 1650, the English nobility incorporated sugar into their eating habits, 

medicines, literatures and class ranks. In the early 1800s, the consumption of sugar 

became a rare and costly necessity in England. One hundred years later, sugar was fully 

implemented into the diets of Englishmen (Mintz 6-7). Fernando Ortiz relates that from 

the “agricultural and industrial development […] were to come those of economic 

interest which foreign traders would twist and weave for centuries to form the web of 

our country’s history […] and the shackles and the support of its people” (Ortiz 4). The 
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production of this sugar explosion became rooted in the tropical regions of the 

Caribbean, was transformed under British colonization and required enslaved people. 

The mass production of sugar created a new economic system for England that left a 

lasting impact on the formation of the Caribbean space’s social and ideological 

inheritance. After a few short centuries, sugar, once a luxurious product only attainable 

by the upper class nobility, became the center for social and economic life and power in 

England. The English sugar industry created the greatest geographical empire of the 

time, spanning both the Eastern and Western Hemisphere. It set up the relationship 

between consumer and producer, colonizer and colonized (Mintz 6-7).  

The production of sugar in the Caribbean was directly tied to the British 

Empire’s consumption and production demands of British commerce. Ortiz mentions 

that “The entire history of sugar in Cuba, from the first day, has been the struggle 

originated by the introduction of foreign capital and its overwhelming influence on the 

island’s economy” (62). Almost everything that was consumed in the West Indian 

colonies was produced or came from England. Although nothing was exchanged 

between the colonies and their colonizer, the patterns of trade, production and 

consumption fuelled the imperial power. Two triangles of trade supported this 

mechanism. In the first triangle, finished goods were sold to Africa, African slaves were 

sold to the New World and commodities like sugar were sold to Britain for consumption 

and import. The second triangle brought rum from New England to Africa, more slaves 

to the West Indies, where more molasses produced from the sugarcane went back to 

New England to produce more rum. Amongst all these commodities of trade, African 

slaves were treated as human cargo and as Mintz calls, a “ false commodity.” He 
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explains that slaves are humans, not objects, even if they are part of a system of 

production and consumption and are treated as such. The British consumed the products 

of the slaves and produced goods that were consumed by the slaves (Mintz 43). The 

effect of this left the slaves consumed by the wealth that they originally produced 

through their labor.  

The mass consumption of sugar from the Caribbean paved the way for the new 

capitalist world. It brought together markets that spread the British Empire across vast 

geographical borders. Ortiz relates that the slaves were “torn from another continent, as 

were the whites; but not of their own will or choice […], whereas the white man, who 

may have set out from his native land in despair, arrived in the Indies in a frenzy of 

hope, converted into master and authority” (102). The effects of the commodification of 

African slaves transformed Europe and the meaning of work and labor. Thus, Ortiz 

describes his reasoning behind the idea of transculturation: “I am of the opinion that the 

word transculturation better expresses the different phases of the process of transition 

from one culture to another because this does not consist merely in acquiring another 

culture” rather “involves the loss or uprooting of a previous culture […]” (102). The 

more Europeans and the rest of the world became dependent upon the products of the 

Caribbean and the trade triangles, the more dependent they became on the slave labor 

and the world economy that relied on it.  

Chapter Outline 

Similar to how Mintz and Ortiz acknowledge the modernity of a transnational 

economy as a new reality, James Grainger also expresses Britain’s utopian impulse for 

the Americas in his poem The Sugar-Cane. In the first chapter, I will analyze Grainger’s 
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poem as a construction of the image of the cane field as a literary tool of the dominant 

discourse. As a theoretical framework, I will use Ángel Rama’s The Lettered City, to 

show how Grainger imagined the Caribbean space through the cane field and 

established an ordered principle of hierarchy for the Western World through the literary 

discourse. I will explain how Grainger constructed an image of the Caribbean that 

essentialized this space as other to the Western world. In order for Grainger to achieve 

this, I am going to dissect how Grainger instructed a new literary discourse based on 

scientific reason in the Age of Enlightenment. Through an analysis of Grainger’s 

portrayal and treatment of African slaves, I will prove an ambivalence in Grainger’s 

writing when he attempts to offer sincere empathy toward slave practices. Ultimately, I 

will examine the ways Grainger specifically orders slave voice and identity through the 

literary discourse. 

In chapter two, I will analyze the characters Beli and the Mongoose in Junot 

Díaz’s The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao. Through close readings from scenes in 

the cane field, I contend that Beli and the Mongoose attempt to break free from the 

oppression, reversing the historical image and connection of the cane field to dominant 

discourse. I will show how Díaz uses the image of the cane field and even gives voice to 

the cane itself to demonstrate control of the discursive literary image to re-imagine the 

function of the cane field that the European lens created. Using Gayatri Spivak’s A 

Critique of Postcolonial Reason, I will show that a space free from oppression is only 

possible inside a scene of oppression. However, in this chapter, I will also analyze the 

characters of Oscar and Yunior in Díaz’s text to demonstrate Spivak’s more cynical 

take on the subaltern’s ability to actually speak and form an identity separate from the 
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dominant discourse. Spivak suggests that the subjects of the subaltern, even though they 

are connected to the ideologies of the dominant class, are in opposition to dominant 

ideology. Therefore, the subjects of the subaltern attempt to create an identity that is 

both reactionary and dependent upon the dominant class. Oscar’s demise signifies the 

return of control to the dominant discourse and a voice that can only speak in relation to 

its power and not in its own discursive space.  
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CHAPTER ONE 

POETICS OF CANE FIELD TAXONOMY: CODIFYING THE DOMINANT 

DISCOURSE IN JAMES GRAINGER’S THE SUGAR-CANE 

America was quickly conceptualized as an empty slate upon which 
Europeans would be able to inscribe their overwhelming imaginations. 

—Santiago Juan-Navarro 

The utilization of the image of sugar as a discursive instrument of colonization 

can be seen in a work first published in 1764 by James Grainger entitled, The Sugar-

Cane: A Poem. In Four Books. With Notes. Written in English, this is perhaps the 

earliest recovered writing from a European writer on the subject of the production of 

sugarcane in the Caribbean. I will analyze Grainger’s poem as a construction of the 

image of the cane field as a literary tool of the dominant discourse. As a theoretical 

framework, I will use Ángel Rama’s The Lettered City, to show how Grainger imagined 

the Caribbean space through the cane field and established an ordered principle of 

hierarchy for the Western world through literary discourse. I will show how Grainger’s 

lens created a literature and identity for the Caribbean through using the image of the 

cane field to fit the region into the model of the dominant discourse. Through an 

analysis of the poem, including historical footnotes, I contend Grainger’s poem defines 

the Caribbean through the language of the European discourse and essentializes the 

entire Caribbean as other to dominant Western ideology. 
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Ordering the Americas 

In The Lettered City, Ángel Rama discusses the evolution of the ordered city in 

the Americas as a space where a planned landscape and ideology organizes its 

inhabitants according to the framework of its imperial country’s agenda. Rama further 

describes that such a landscape is only possible in the Americas, since it is a blank slate 

that is void of competing Western ideologies shaping its existence. Thus Rama states, 

“The cities of Spanish America were the first material realization of that dream, giving 

them a central role in the advent of world capitalism” (2). The expansion of the known 

world opened up a global trade market and economy for the Western powers. Instead of 

the European nations crafting an economy within the existent borders in Europe, the 

Americas became the center for designing a landscape productive for a global economy. 

The transition into a global economy, according to Rama, created a radical change in 

which “ideal models [were] implemented with routine uniformity in accordance with 

the vastness and systematic planning of the imperial enterprise” (2). European nations 

designed the ordered cities with an imperialistic and systematic colonial intention from 

the outset. By having a rational outlined agenda, the European nations designed these 

cities to be ordered by their ideological demands congruent with a colonized space used 

for strategic power in the global economy. The ideological ordering was dependent on a 

hierarchal system that mirrored the landscape. 

To build and maintain such a society, the European powers needed to implant a 

hierarchy that would implement the ideology and order of the mother nation. However, 

before these cities could be built, Rama posits that they “had to be constructed as 

symbolic representations” and the “whole depended on the immutability of the signs 



 

	   14 

themselves” (6). The cities needed to represent the ideology of the imperial nation 

before they were constructed and therefore, maintaining such order was dependent on 

the ideology and agenda of the city to not change. Rama continues to explain that the 

cities “required a writer of some sort […] to cast their foundational acts in the form of 

imperishable signs” (6). The discourse of the written word became the ultimate tool to 

enforce a hierarchy within the city to maintain the power and immutability of the 

planned agenda. According to Rama, the power of writing acted like the architects and 

guards of ideology in that “instead of representing things already existing, signs can be 

made to represent things as yet only imagined – the already desired objects of an age 

that displayed a special fondness for utopian dreams” (8). The writers and hierarchy of 

the ordered city can draft the ideology of the imperial nation and implement that 

imagined utopian idea to promote continue colonized power and global dominance. 

Furthermore, Rama insists that “This capacity of the order of signs to configure the 

future was complemented symmetrically by an ability to erase the past” (9). By 

instilling an ordered hierarchy upon a landscape, the inhabitants were forced to align 

with the ideology of the ordered city to survive. The effect of this was the erasure of 

past ideologies and orders of power that were existent with the indigenous people.  

Once the imagined city is drafted, the writers (or letrados as Rama refers to 

them) centered the new hierarchical ideology on education and literacy. This planned 

order makes the letrados the center for improvement and conveyor of the imperial 

ideology. Rama states, “In the universe of signs, the native people could be made to 

acknowledge, with satisfactory formalism, European values that they embraced only 

tepidly and may, at many times, hardly even understood” (19). Since the city was 
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ordered upon the ideology written by the letrados according to the agenda of the 

imperial nation, the indigenous people and inhabitants had no choice but to embrace the 

values running the city even if they did not agree or understand them. With this power, 

the letrados’ words via papers, contracts or politics became a tool using “mass 

communication in an attempt to ideologize the masses with full programmatic rigor” 

(19). The letrados used the power of signs in the form of letters to spread the mass 

ideologies of the imperial power that the people needed to survive within the ordered 

caste system of the city. Once the letrados spread the ideologies, the city became 

dependent on the local inhabitants from Europe to form what Rama calls the “Creole 

elite” (20). This group would help translate the ideologies down to the rest of the 

ordered city even when it grows and the letrados at the center are farther from the 

boundaries of the city. In turn, this just creates a repetitious order of planned or 

imagined landscape and ideology to continue. 

Critical Perspectives on The Sugar-Cane 

James Grainger’s The Sugar-Cane: A Poem. In Four Books. With Notes, 

published in 1764, is both an English georgic style poem and one of the first works of 

early Caribbean literature. Originally considered a success with its first publication, 

which garnered early attention from English critics, Grainger’s work in modern times 

has just recently begun to attain scholarly attention. In 1999, the poem was included in 

Caribbeana: An Anthology of English Literature of the West Indies 1655-1677, edited 

by Thomas W. Krise. In his introduction to the poem, Krise focuses on Grainger’s 

detailed account of the process of growing sugarcane in the Caribbean and the extensive 

footnotes that depict historical and geographical categorizations of the Caribbean. 
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Grainger is noted for his ability to use the literary form to challenge contemporary 

modes of literature in the mid-eighteenth century and redefine perspectives of 

Caribbean culture through a detailed categorization of the sugar plantation in the West 

Indies. In The Poetics of Empire: A Study of James Grainger’s The Sugar-Cane, John 

Gilmore analyzes the poem as a transculturation of the poetic form that plays an 

important role in the literature of the empire and depicting global perceptions of 

plantation slavery in the Caribbean. Beccie Puneet Randhawa, in her essay entitled “The 

Inhospitable Muse: Locating Creole Identity in James Grainger’s The Sugar-Cane” 

focuses on the Grainger’s attempt to redefine the Creole culture as equal to the higher 

class in Britain through conventions of hospitality. All three of these critics focus on 

Grainger’s ability to use the literary form to challenge contemporary modes of literature 

and perspectives of Caribbean culture through a detailed categorization of the sugar 

plantation in the West Indies. 

 Krise examines the Western world’s exploitation of the West Indies and its 

effect on the formation of literature between the mid-seventeenth and late-eighteenth 

centuries. Krise observes Grainger’s ability “to maintain the high tone of the blank 

verse while also providing accurate and useful information [by using] extensive 

footnotes detailing the various uses and names of local flora and fauna” (167). Krise 

finds the information truthful and useful as a historical tracing of the beginnings of the 

Caribbean in the global setting. However, I contend that what is accurate and known to 

the modern world is only historically accurate through Grainger’s lens and the British 

audience for which he was writing. Thus, Grainger is only accurate in categorizing and 

making known to the Western world knowledge of the Caribbean through the art and 
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the lens of the imperial literary discourse. Gilmore relates not just the detailed account 

of the sugar plantation, but the Caribbean as “the basis of a prosperous trading system 

which spans the Atlantic” (31). Just as the trade system connects global economics, I 

believe it is important to note that any writing that depicts this system will also be 

highly exchanged and foundational in yielding a power of knowledge necessary for 

control of this new transatlantic economy. Grainger also senses the power that 

knowledge has in global economics and Gilmore suggests, “The Sugar-Cane can be 

seen as a far-reaching attempt to rewrite the prevailing discourse […] Grainger seems to 

seek an Imperial literature in which the Caribbean will be as much entitled to a place as 

what he is careful to refer to as Britain” (35). However, I differ with Gilmore in that it is 

not such a far- reaching attempt, but actually a methodically thought out agenda that 

challenges the prevailing discourse as an accepted truth. Grainger redefines the 

Caribbean space by systematically defining it through a blending of European accepted 

art (via the georgic poetic form) and the desire for enlightenment through reason and 

knowledge. It is Grainger’s well thought out desire to attain the role of a significant 

respected writer in Europe that makes his poem inviting through the blending of art and 

science. This is the type of hospitality that Randhawa describes when she discusses 

Grainger’s ability to redefine the negative Creole identity into an equal counterpart of 

the European elite. However, I posit that it is not just the identity of Creole equality that 

Grainger hospitably welcomes into the Western World, rather a complete literary 

discourse that substantiates the role of the Caribbean as long as it is dominated and told 

through the lens of imperial power. As Randhawa explains, “Clearly, Grainger craved 

the cultural approbation of London’s writing establishment as the ultimate validation of 
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his poetry” (68). In order to achieve this validation, Grainger discursively incorporated 

reason, knowledge and power through which the British nation and other imperial 

powers defined their control.  

Othering the Caribbean Space through Literary Discourse 

In the preface to his four-book poem, Grainger states the importance of his 

work, initially marking the Caribbean space as other to Europe. He focuses his 

argument on this consideration: “that, as the face of this country was wholly different 

from that of Europe, so whatever hand copied its appearances, […] could not fail to 

enrich poetry with many new and picturesque images” (167). Not only does Grainger 

preface a complete difference of the Caribbean to Europe with the adjective “wholly,” 

he also demonstrates the importance his work contributes to constructing the image of 

the Caribbean space within the known European literary discourse. In Book I, Grainger 

continues to essentialize the Caribbean as other when he depicts the island of St. 

Christopher: “Such, green St. Christopher, thy happy soil! / Not Grecian Tempe, where 

Arcadian Pan,” (I.60-61). Grainger represents the island of St. Christopher as a fresh 

green land, whose soil is happy with being untainted by European ideology thus far. 

This is far different from Europe, as he demonstrates that the island is part of the New 

World separate from the Greek history that evolved into the unordered European 

landscape. In the footnote to “St. Christopher” in line sixty, Grainger compares the 

island to Shakespeare’s image of England: “A precious stone set in the silver sea” 

(173). Grainger educates his reader that the Caribbean space is also treasured for its 

production of sugar and vast untainted geographical space amongst the transatlantic 

world. The quoted line refers to Shakespeare’s The Tragedy of King Richard the 
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Second, II, i, in which John of Gaunt celebrates England as ‘This other Eden, demi-

paradise’ (Gilmore 220). England becomes the other to the land of paradise, still praised 

but Eden’s “other” half. St. Christopher and the Caribbean space represent the other half 

to England’s “other” half, setting up the hierarchy of the Caribbean as a praiseworthy 

space, but lower on the ordered chain of Eden, England, and its colonies.  

Grainger introduces the geographical and political history of the cane’s arrival in 

literature in the third stanza and first of many extensive footnotes. Desiring to educate a 

vast number of people, Grainger writes, “So shall my numbers win the Public ear” 

(I.18). Grainger depicts his work as numbers that represent the quantitative observations 

he writes in reference to the image of the cane to gain approval of the European reader 

who associates social hierarchy with scientific knowledge. Understanding his audience 

and Britain’s order of power, Grainger continues, “Imperial George, the monarch of 

main, / hath given to wield the scepter of those isles, / Where first the Muse beheld the 

spiry cane,” (I.20-22). Grainger acknowledges that the British nation and its King, the 

center for imperial and colonial growth, ultimately control the islands and therefore 

brought the cane into the known world. In the footnote to the word “Cane” in line 

twenty-two, Grainger presents a page and a half historical analysis introducing to the 

reader the birth of cane. He begins by grounding the image of cane within the literary 

discourse in scientific terminology: “The botanical name of the Cane is Saccharum” 

(170). By doing so, Grainger classifies the cane in literature through the universally 

accepted scientific ordered sign. He then historically traces the cane through Arabic and 

Hebrew civilizations and confirms, “the etymology of the Arabic word […] is evidently 

derived from the Hebrew […], which signifies an intoxicating liquor” (170). Grainger 
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traces the signified letters of the cane within the footnotes to authenticate his knowledge 

and continue the process of signifying the cane through his poetic letters within the 

literary discourse. For Grainger, the cane still signifies intoxicating liquor, but also 

represents an intoxicating global control of economics and power for the Britain nation.  

Cane and Reasoning in the Age of Enlightenment 

Grainger sets his georgic style poem as a literature of reason and science that 

demands to be honored as a natural truth depicting the Caribbean. He contends that the 

precepts of the poem “are children of Truth, not of Genius; the result of Experience, not 

the production of Fancy” (167). Note Grainger’s use of capitalization in this line as he 

sets up a historic change from the Age of Enlightenment in which “Truth” with a capital 

“T” stems from rational scientific “Experience” replacing “Genius” and its connection 

to knowledge and power as a “Fancy” of Divine Right and hereditary aristocracy. 

Grainger further instructs the reader that his goal is to “stand some chance of instructing 

the Reader, which as it is the nobler end of all poetry, so should it be the principal aim 

of every writer who wishes to be thought a good man” (167). Grainger classifies the 

agenda of writing as a discourse teaching reason in order to achieve a noble level, 

similar to the previous religious ideological doctrine that teaches one to be seen in the 

eyes of religion and society as a “good man” in order to be worthy or redeemed. By 

Grainger capitalizing “Reader,” he signifies a noble importance on the role of the reader 

to acquire such knowledge through the literary discourse. As purveyor of knowledge, 

Grainger initiates the literary discourse in reference to the Caribbean and its position in 

the global world. Grainger discloses at the end of the Preface that he will be introducing 

new words with his own scientific explanations that “are not common in Europe [and] 
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some notes have been added, which, it is presumed, will not be disagreeable to those 

who have never been to the West Indies” (168). Grainger assumes the role of instructing 

a new literary discourse by expanding worldly knowledge through a language based on 

scientific reason that his audience can relate to. Grainger says that the new knowledge 

gained from reading his poem “deserves to be universally known” and he “beg leave to 

be understood as a physician, and not as a poet” (168). Grainger enlightens his reader 

through scientific knowledge that should be rationally accepted across all nations, and 

for that reason, he would rather be understood as a scientist than an artist. However, one 

cannot ignore the form of the georgic poem Grainger writes and must consider his 

contribution to the Enlightenment to be a blending of both science and art.  

Evoking Christopher Columbus, Grainger depicts himself as a scientist, writer 

and nationalist creating a new language for the Britain nation to take control of the 

Caribbean space. Grainger notes that the island of St. Christopher “was discovered by 

the great Christopher Columbus, in his second voyage, 1493, who was so pleased with 

its appearance that he honoured it with his Christian name” (173). Grainger would like 

his work to follow in the footsteps of Columbus and name the geographical aspects of 

the Caribbean for Europe. He views Columbus as the ultimate scientist of the New 

World when he writes, “Columbus, boast of science, boast of man!” (I.97). Grainger 

relates the advancement of science to the greatness of man in the New World. Grainger 

continues, “Yet, by the great, the learned, and the wise, / Long held a visionary; who, 

like thee, / Could brook their scorn” (I.98-99). Just as Columbus waited for the centers 

of power and knowledge to resolve how to use his scientific findings and 

categorizations to redistribute the control of the known world, Grainger will diligently 
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write for the British nation to not just seek inclusion in discourse, rather to create a new 

classified order of the Caribbean accepted discourse. Grainger senses the need to 

discover and introduce to Britain the impact sugar can have on the literary discourse. He 

writes, “Yet inspiration, come; the theme unsung” (I.300). The voice of sugar needs to 

be heard within the poetic song of the literary discourse and Grainger, like Columbus 

wants to “discover” it, not for Spain, but for the British nation. Grainger continues to 

discuss sugarcane’s importance to Britain in the Age of Enlightenment: 

Its vast importance to my native land, 

Whose sweet idea rushes on my mind, 

And makes me ‘mid this paradise repine; 

Urge me to pluck, from Fancy’s soaring wing; 

A plume to deck Experience’ hoary brow.  

 Attend. —The son of Time and truth declares; (I.302-307) 

Grainger realizes that the value of sugarcane in the global economy has placed the 

controlling nations of the sugar commodity in the seats of global power and domination. 

It is this idea of the sugarcane that sweetens the power-driven agendas of colonialism, 

but Grainger also sees the importance of knowledge and reason that has placed him in 

the Caribbean space. This importance urges him to replace the “Fancy” history of 

inherited hierarchy and religion with the “Experience” of reason and knowledge. 

Knowledge is the new “sweetness” that Britain desires and Grainger’s writing and 

classifying within the literary discourse ensures that the Britain nation will continue to 

resume as the leaders of knowledge and power by controlling the global economic 

trade. 
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Grainger classifies for Britain the agriculture of the Caribbean, while also 

implementing his own reasoning and description of the agriculture. The information in 

the footnotes may at times seem opinionated, but Grainger’s exactness and detailed 

encyclopedia-like references add a scientific truth to the literary discourse that further 

blends art and science. Grainger refers to “muscavado” (I.29) in one such footnote: 

“The Cane-juice being brought to the consistency of syrup, and, by subsequent coction, 

granulated, is then called muscavado (a Spanish word probably, though not found in 

Pineda) vulgarly brown Sugar; the French term it sucre brut” (171). Grainger classifies 

the naming of the term “muscavado” for the reader by first detailing its scientific 

structural development from raw sugar. He then moves from scientific reasoning and 

observation to opinion when he doubts the origin of the name to Spain. By doing this 

Grainger takes possession of the term from Spain, framing its history in reason and 

scientific observation rather than hierarchical inheritance. Once precedence for science 

and reason is set, Grainger mirrors the signification of the word for the Britain nation 

with the French term “sucre brut” to establish Britain’s possession of the term amongst 

the world powers. Grainger thus refines the signified meaning of “muscavado” 

(unrefined sugar) with scientific classification and reasoning. When detailing the locust 

tree, Grainger footnotes that it is “a lofty tree. It is of quick growth and handsome, and 

produces a not disagreeable fruit in a flat pod or legumen, about three inches long” 

(171). Framing his detail of the locust tree in scientific observation about the details of 

its growth and exact size and shape of its pods allows Grainger to also record into the 

literary discourse his opinions about its particular taste and visible beauty as scientific 

truths. Grainger’s own scientific observations are his “firmest base of power; / Rich in 
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expedients; what most adverse seem’d, / And least expected, most advanc’d thine aim.” 

(I.106-108). Through his poem, Grainger redefines the Caribbean space from a corrupt 

to a bountiful respectful place through advancing the knowledge of science to Europe.  

 This ordered reasoning beautifies the entire process for European readers, 

redefining the desire to continue the colonization of the islands and power of the Britain 

nation. Grainger describes the need for the imperial mother nation, Britain, to protect its 

colonies:  

So when a monarch rushes to war,  

To drive invasion from his frighted realm  […]  

And to each squadron, and brigade, assigns  

Their order’d station: Soon the tented field 

Brigade and squadron, whiten on the sight 

And fill spectators with an awful joy. (I.272-275) 

When Britain is needed to protect its frightened colony from an outside power, the 

colony as a whole receives direct ordered attention from the nation to bring back 

harmony. Each squadron and brigade follows the ordered agenda of its nation. The 

ordered agenda is repeated with Grainger’s mirroring repetition of “squadron, and 

brigade” and “Brigade and squadron” (I.274, 276). This functions to mirror the ordered 

nation’s agenda as a repetition that disseminates power through a hierarchical chain in 

the colony. The ordered “whiteness” of power on the site of colonization fills the people 

of the island with a joy that is not perfect. Although the slave owners and the slaves are 

happy to be protected, the image of the nation reinstates the power of the ordered 

agenda and the dependence of colonization.  
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In the same artful and repetitive way that the nation orders its colonies, the 

planter orders his crops and slaves. From experiences like these, both the nation and the 

colony learn, as Grainger suggests: 

Planter, improvement is the child of time: 

What your sires knew not, ye their offspring know: 

But hath your art receiv’d Perfection’s stamp? 

Thou can’st not say. –Unprejudic’d, then learn 

Of ancient modes to doubt, and new to try: 

And if Philosophy, with Wisdom, deign 

Thee to enlighten with their useful lore: 

Fair Fame and riches will reward their toil. (I.278-285) 

With new knowledge founded on order, time will allow new ideas to develop for the 

nation to grow. The term “Planter” for Grainger signifies the owner of sugarcane 

plantations in the Caribbean, but I argue that it can also be understood as part of the 

planting of ordered ideology in the Age of Enlightenment. With this understanding of 

the term, one can associate the Planter with the Imperial nation that implements 

structured and ordered ideologies on the its colonized space as well as Grainger himself 

implanting the literary discourse, the poetics of the imperial ordered ideology. For this 

reason, improvement of knowledge through ordered reason is inherited and expanded 

through generations. Grainger writes a new literary discourse of knowledge that he 

hopes will continue further discussion, awareness and literature about the Caribbean 

space and its connection to the Britain nation. Questioning “Perfection’s stamp,” 

Grainger returns knowledge to art and questions the act of learning as a perfected art. If 
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one cannot speak from knowledge of science and reason, then one should make it their 

art to learn. As well Grainger wants society to be critical of “ancient modes” of 

“Philosphy” and “Wisdom” that predate the Age of Enlightenment. Instead the “lure” 

should be that of reason and such hard work will be the “Fame” of the enlightenment, 

fair and accessible to those who learn. Although this diminishes the hierarchy religion 

imposed previously, I posit that it sets the tone for a new hierarchy for nations to 

impose through education and literacy. Within his poem, Grainger continually adds new 

ideas and words into his poetry that challenge modes of the Old World.  

Grainger captures the rationale of Louis XIV and the French Enlightenment at 

the end of the poem and offers a valid reasoning for the codification of the Caribbean 

space for the betterment of British commerce and power. Grainger references how the 

French Enlightenment encouraged “for laurel’d arts” (IV.623) and justice as “those mild 

laws his wisdom fam’d” (IV.628). Grainger identifies this movement with the power of 

Britain when he boasts, “All hail, old father Thames!” (IV. 635). Grainger invokes the 

Thames river as the father of British commerce and the vessel of transference for the 

Age of Enlightenment. The Thames, the center of the Britain nation, is the space where 

“Delighted Commerce broods [...] / By great Columbus found [...] /  tips yon Cane-

crown’d vale” (IV.640-648). Grainger capitalizes “Commerce,” “Columbus” and 

“Cane” instilling the order of nation, codifier and commodity into the literary discourse. 

Grainger depicts:
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Which Time unfolds, the future germs bud forth 

Of mighty empires! independent realms! 

And must Britannia, Neptune’s favorite queen, 

Protect’ress of true science, freedom, arts; 

Must she, ah! must she, to her offspring crouch? (IV.658-662) 

Grainger demands that as the the empires give way to global economics, Britain must 

surge forward as the leader and trusted rationale for the protection of true science and 

art. He further posits that no other space that the British empire colonizes, such as the 

Caribbean space should ever undo the order of nation and colony. For as long as Britain 

follows reason and art of his literary discourse, Grainger insists that “[...] Wisdom [will] 

guide the helm / Wisdom that bade loud Fame, with justest praise” (IV.669-670). And 

with this wisdom that Grainger has imparted into the literary discourse, Grainger 

suggests world domination through the cultivation of the cane field to “Transport, to 

every quarter of the globe” (IV.672). Grainger concludes the fourth book of the poem 

expressing, “if the Cane ocean-isles / [...] /  From vanquish’d foes. And, see, another 

race / [...] Britain shall ever triumph o’er the main” (IV.675-680). For Grainger, the 

Caribbean space and the cane cultivated within is destined to be commodified by the 

British nation, taken from any other nation that claimed a right to the space and in the 

race for global domination supported by reason, the British nation will be triumphant. 

The Genius of Africk in the Age of Enlightenment 

In the first line of Book Four, Grainger begins with an invocation of the “Genius 

of Africk!” (IV, 1), introducing to the European reader that the inhabitants of Africa are 

not merely tools of slavery, but are a critical aspect of reaching wisdom in the Age of 
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Enlightenment. Grainger describes the Africans in their native land: “In search of gold, 

to brede their wooly locks, / Or with bright ringlets ornament thine ears, / Thine arms 

and ankles:” (IV.11-13). Grainger’s depiction of the native Africans presents an image 

of royalty and wealth. While these adornments are clearly riches in the African space, 

Grainger depicts a different sense of riches for the Africans to partake in:  

O attend my song. 

A muse that pities thy distressful state, 

Who sees, with grief, thy sons fetters bound; 

Who wishes freedom to the race of man; 

Thy nod of assenting craves: dread Genius, come! (IV.13-17) 

Instead Grainger views the riches in Africa as the people and wants them to realize their 

contribution within the Age of Enlightenment. Grainger perceives wealth as reason, 

science, global commerce and power and the Africans are an integral melody within the 

song of Enlightenment. As a writer and inventive contributor to the literary discourse, 

Grainger takes ownership of this “Genius of Africk” movement by calling it “my song.” 

He encourages not just the Africans, but also the readers of this poem to join the 

movement. Ironically, although the Africans are clad in adornments and living a free 

life, the muse Grainger invokes sees this state as distressful and pities the current space 

and condition of the Africans. The anklets of gold around the Africans generally 

thought of as beautification, are reversed according to Grainger to symbolize shackles 

of restraint. However, once the machine of slavery within the Age of Enlightenment is 

invoked, the Africans become prisoners to the global economics of slavery. The change 

to a globalized economy within the constraints of reason and science, according to 
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Grainger, bares the essence of freedom in the race for world dominance. Grainger 

relates that the Africans should resist craving the selfish riches contained within their 

own space and succumb to a higher global purpose: the true Genius of Africa.  

Although Grainger does not deny the hardship of African slaves in the 

Caribbean, his poetry attempts to offer sincere empathy for their treatment in hopes to 

redefine the brutal nature of slavery and the character of slave owners. Through 

economic reason (what is good for cane production and thus global economics and 

power), Grainger implies the necessity of slavery and at the same time stresses the 

importance of sympathy for morality within the notion of slavery. On how to acclimate 

Africans into the tedious work of slavery on the cane plantations of the Caribbean, 

Grainger instructs: 

To easy labour first inure thy slaves;  

Extremes are dangerous. With industrious search, 

Let them fit grassy provender collect 

For thy keen stomach’d herds. (IV.158-161) 

By gradually allowing the Africans to become accustomed to and accept their role in the 

global economics of sugar production, Grainger suggests not laboring them so hard at 

first because this work in a new role is obviously undesirable to the Africans. Such 

extremes are dangerous for cane production, but also for the mentality of the Africans, 

according to Grainger. In order to escape such extreme dangers, Grainger suggests 

acclimating the Africans to the Caribbean space and land by creating a connection to the 

land through diligently collecting greens for their own food. By doing this I posit that 

Grainger is instructing the reader on how the African slaves will become a part of the 



 

	   30 

land they are to labor over. Like animals herding on grassy fields, the African slaves 

(originating from different regions) become a socialized group of people who form a 

collective ordered behavior. Although Grainger seems sensitive to the plight of African 

slaves, at the same time he also likens their mindset to animals, a subhuman species.  

However, once this acclimation process is complete, Grainger’s real purpose is 

to direct the slave owner: to realize that the Genius of Africa in the global economy is 

sugar production. Grainger commands:  

—But when the earth 

Hath made her annual progress round the sun, 

What time the conch or bell resounds, they may 

All to the Cane—ground, with thy gang repair. (IV.161-164)  

Mirroring the scientific reasoning of the earth’s eventual and constant progress around 

the sun, so too Grainger reasons the sounding of the conch bell to assemble the African 

slaves to work the all-important capitalized “Cane.” For the ground of the Caribbean 

sugar plantation is likened to the sun in that the life of the African slaves revolves 

constantly around the land. The progression of the planting and harvesting seasons, 

which the African slaves will repair, is the ultimate continuation of time in the race for 

Britain’s global economic domination.  

Grainger depicts the proper growing of the cane as an ordered art that yields not 

only a commodity and global economic power for Britain, but also yields new ideas 

rooted in science that will continue the domination of the ordered discourse. As 

Grainger describes the artistry in raising the cane to its perfect green of life, he also 

depicts the art of managing the life of slaves:  
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As art transforms the savage face of things,  

And order captivates the harmonious mind;  

Let not thy Blacks irregularly hoe:  

But, aided by the line, consult the site  

  Of thy demesnes; and the beautify the whole. (I.266-270)  

Grainger addresses that the artistry of knowing the proper way to plant the cane 

transforms the savage aspects of the slave labor. The order, for Grainger, not only 

creates a harmonious feeling for the planter, but that feeling also extends to slave work. 

By not letting the slaves irregularly hoe, the planter uses the same strict order of 

agricultural farming science to help the slaves follow the line. Grainger beautifies the 

image of each slave raising their hoe in unison, repetitively driving the ordered agenda 

of the plantation master and the agenda of the imperial mother nation’s need for 

economic growth.  

In an effort to humanize the slaves, Grainger reasons with the European reader 

by comparing the work conditions of slavery to that of European miners: 

 Nor, Negroe, at thy destiny repine, 

Tho’ doom’d to toil from dawn to setting sun. 

How far more pleasant is thy rural task, 

Than theirs who sweat, sequestered from the day,  

In dark tartarean caves, sunk far beneath 

The earth’s dark surface, where sulphureous flames,  

Oft from their vapoury prisons bursting wild,



 

	   32 

To dire explosion give the cavern’d deep, 

And in dread ruin all its inmates whelm? (IV.165-173) 

Grainger asserts that the European reader should not feel discontent with the toil of the 

slave even though he describes the unrelenting work of the slave as an unending 

doomed sense of identity. He reasons that it is far better to be doomed to work in the 

open air of the Caribbean than to never see the light of the day in the European caves of 

the coal mines. These mines, Grainger depicts as far worse, relating it to a hellish 

atmosphere beneath the surface of the earth. The coalmines are a dark space where 

gaseous flames consume the miners’ state of imprisonment. Amidst this atmosphere, 

Grainger suggests that in “dread ruin” the miners are completely overwhelmed by their 

situation. In addition, Grainger also compares the slavery in the Caribbean to the 

“Amerindians forced to work in the mines of South America. The ‘proud insulting 

tyrants’ are the Spanish; once again, the superiority of British rule is implied” (Gilmore 

294). Grainger suggests:  

How more happy ye, than those poor slaves, 

Who, whilom, under native, gracious chiefs, 

Incas and emperors, long time enjoy’d 

Mild government, with every sweet of life, 

In blissful climates? See them dragg’d in chains 

By proud insulting tyrants, to the mines 

Which once they called their own and now despis’d! (IV.183-189) 

Grainger thus argues the case that slavery in the Caribbean is more just than the 

treatment of “Amerindian” (Incan) miners in the very profitable Spanish mines of South 
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America and establishes a sense of superiority over Britain’s competing power (Spain). 

With these distinctions, he can now suggest the proper moral and ethical treatment of 

slaves in the Caribbean for British success. He thus adds to the literary discourse a 

suggestive order for maintaining slaves with reason. Grainger writes, “With these 

compar’d, ye sons of Afric, say / How far more happy is your lot? (IV.199-200). Of 

course by no means is Grainger directly asking the African slaves to answer this 

question, since his readers are primarily European. However, Grainger accomplishes 

writing into the discourse the mindset of the African slaves in the Caribbean. By setting 

up the example of real-life work conditions in Europe and by elevating a British sense 

of superiority over the Spaniards, Grainger’s readers can judge that slave life in the 

Caribbean is just (negating at the same time the actual feelings and resentment in the 

mindset of the African slaves). Happiness then is not subjective to the slaves 

themselves; rather it is controlled and ordered by the European/British lens. Thus, 

Grainger equates the happiness of the African slaves to the continuation of their health 

controlled by the plantation slave owner. In dealing with the ailments of the African 

slaves, Grainger contends:  

[…] Bland health,  

Of ardent eye, and limb robust, attends  

Your custom’d labour; and, should sickness seize, 

With what solicitude are ye not nurs’d! — 

Ye Negroes, then, your pleasing task pursue; 

And, by your toil, deserve your master’s care. (IV.200-205) 
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Grainger depicts a “custom’d” slave labor that is systematically architected and ordered 

through European dominant reason. Again, Grainger speaks directly to the slave in 

order for his European reader to be able to answer for the slave with purported moral 

reasoning based on the discourse that Grainger has implemented. From the 

European/British lens, the African slave feels protected with attentive care and concern 

from the slave owner. The task of slave labor is written as a pleasurable task, even 

though Grainger earlier described the continual doom associated with slavery. However, 

the task is actually pleasing the dominant order of global economics, which the Genius 

of Africa within Grainger’s song for science and reason in the Age of the Enlightenment 

promotes. The concern and care from the plantation owner is also structured and 

ordered according to Grainger, dependent upon the result of the hard work of the 

African slaves. Although Grainger romanticizes slave labor for the European/British 

lens, the last line of the stanza also shows complete disregard for care if the African 

slaves do not toil.  

This ambivalence in Grainger’s writing reveals the artificial nature of some of 

his sincerity and sensitivity for slave practices in the Caribbean space. At the same time 

it allows Grainger to dictate an order within the sugar plantations for the 

European/British lens with some sense of ethical reason and understanding of the 

African slaves mindset. Grainger prepares the reader and future plantation owner that 

“When your blacks are novel to the hoe; / Study their humours (IV.206-207)”. Grainger 

dictates how to get into the minds of the slaves in order to work them the best. He 

continues, “Some, soft-soothing words; / Some, presents; and some, menaces subdue;” 

(IV.207-208). For every occasion, Grainger writes into the discourse the necessary 
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remedy to understand and control the architecture of the sugar plantation. When the 

slaves are overworked and the environment is not conducive to cane production, 

Grainger suggests to “Let them find shelter in their cane-thatch’d huts / [...] / with 

double nutriment reward their pains” (IV.417-420). Even the slave’s space of refuge is 

linked to the cane. Grainger orders all identity of the African slaves through the cane. 

Advocating that planters avoid under-feeding the slaves, Grainger remarks, “But 

would’st thou see thy negroe-train encrease, / Free from disorders; and thine acres clad / 

With groves of sugar; […]” (IV.431-433). The growth of the slaves mirrors the growth 

of the cane further linking the slave identity to cane. Grainger reasons this direct 

ordered control with the line, “Yet, planter, let humanity prevail” (IV.211). By stating 

this, Grainger connects ordered slavery and a pre-designed Caribbean space with an 

ideology of reason and humanity to supplement the British nation on the verge of global 

dominance.  

For Grainger, the way to gain acceptance of this ideology of reason is through 

knowledge. He writes, “Ye to whom Learning opes her amplest page! / […] / Ah pity, 

then, these uninstructed swains” (IV.226-229). If the reader learns the order of the 

Caribbean space, specifically the sugar plantation, through Grainger’s work, then there 

is a moral and practical acceptance to teach the slaves their new way of life. Grainger 

writes the ordered architecture of the Caribbean:
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Then laws, Opression’s scourge, fair Virtue’s prop,  

Offspring to Wisdom! Should impartial reign, 

To knit the whole in well-accorded strife: 

Servants, not slaves; of choice, and not compell’d;  

The Blacks should cultivate the Cane-land isles. (IV.239-243) 

The laws of the ordered architecture of the Caribbean space (a space that profits from 

the use of slavery) are part of the “Virtue” of this new Age of Enlightenment in which 

knowledge gives birth to “Wisdom.” With this knowledge and the sensitivity toward 

slavery that Grainger implements into the European/British lens, the slaves are servants 

in the mind of their just masters who choose knowledge as their reasoning toward virtue 

and wisdom. It is imperative then that the genius of Africa, as Grainger implies, is the 

tool of knowledge in the chain that leads to wisdom and it is the slaves’ responsibility to 

fulfill their purpose and cultivate the sugar plantations for the progression of commerce. 

Thus, Grainger refers to commerce as the “Parent of wealth!” in which the Africans 

slaves are children in the system that will give birth to power, knowledge and wisdom 

in the global economy (IV.337). In order for Grainger to write into the literary discourse 

an ordered system that promotes power through commerce, an “industry of unremitting 

nerve” (IV.339), he demands Britain to: 

Plunge to the center, and thro’ Nature’s wiles,   

(led on by skill of penetrative soul)   

Her following close, her secret treasures find, 

To pour them plenteous on the laughing world. (IV.341-344) 
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By getting to the center of what is known, Grainger suggests Britain must mediate 

through the tricks of nature by drawing from fine distinctions of knowledge. This is the 

skill of the Age of Enlightenment: to use the written and known knowledge of the world 

to gain wisdom and power. Once this is achieved, Grainger predicts that the “treasures” 

and the goal of his song, a powerful British nation, will be found. And the other nations 

that discredit Britain’s role in global economics will be silenced from their laughing.  

Ordered Slave Voice and Identity  

Issues of voice and identity amongst the African slaves in the Caribbean space 

are also specifically ordered through the European/British lens in Grainger’s work. 

Thus, Grainger’s work ends with the mitigated, provisional ways that a slave voice can 

begin to be heard in the poem, even if it is always pushed back down by the ordering 

power of colonial discourse. Grainger dictates the power that slave owners should have 

over the indigenous identity and voice of the slaves. Toward the end of the long four-

book poem, Grainger introduces a description of indigenous customs of the African 

slaves: “On festal days; or when their work is all done; / Permit thy slaves to lead the 

choral dance, / To the wild banshaw’s melancholy sound” (IV, 582-584). Grainger 

depicts when it is permissible for the slaves to not just sing and dance, but to actually 

“lead” their own indigenous chorus. However, Grainger describes this voice with the 

Banshaw (banjo), which he describes as a “rude” instrument in a footnote, reinstating a 

wild and sad state of slave identity to the European/British lens. Through the literary 

discourse, Grainger justifies the need for such ordered justification of expression of 

slave voice and at the same time diminishes its value with ambivalence as he refers to 

the choral scene as “aukwardly harmonious” (IV, 586). However, Grainger specifically 
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references slave rebellion and the necessity for control over freedom of voice that the 

planter must be aware of: 

But let not the drum their mirth inspire; 

Nor vinous spirits: else, to madness fir’d, 

(What will not bacchanalian frenzy dare?) 

Fell acts of blood, and vengeance they pursue. (IV.602-605) 

While allowing the slaves to dance and sing, the planter must control the consumption 

of alcohol in fear that the slaves might desire to relinquish their subservient position. 

Grainger relates the danger to a bacchanalian frenzy so that the European reader can 

grasp the imagery of such a scene. However, the outcome is not one of debauchery, 

rather Grainger insists that a bloody vengeance will occur. Grainger’s use of the term 

“vengeance” is particularly interesting, in that he admits on some level, a possible 

retribution exacted for a wrong (slavery), while at the same time, he justifies the 

continuance of slavery for the greater good of global economics and power. Addressing 

slave marriage, Grainger writes, “Compel by threats, or win by soothing arts, / Thy 

slaves to wed their fellow slaves at home; / So shall they not their vigorous prime 

destroy” (IV.606-608). Even marriage is a mitigated, provisional process that Grainger 

shows ambivalence to. Whether by threat or what Grainger refers to as art, the planter is 

in direct control of the physical space occupied by the slaves in determining a match for 

marriage, marrying the slaves to the cane field at every moment of life. The reasoning 

behind such control is to ensure the youth and vigor of the slave population for 

continued sugar production. Grainger compares “To every Negroe, as the candle-weed,” 

and in a footnote he classifies the candle-weed as a plant that “grows wild everywhere,” 
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which the European reader assimilates to the African slave as well (IV.613). Grainger 

orders the fate of the African slave identity mirroring the cultivation of the cane field 

and a promise of Western dominance.  

Thus, Grainger creates a language for the discourse of the New World 

dependent upon knowledge and reason to reach wisdom and riches. In his attempt to 

bring recognition to the beauty of the Caribbean islands, Grainger classifies the 

knowledge of the Caribbean for the Britain nation, but also reinstates the ordered 

hierarchy of imperial power and global economics. His desire to foster reason in the 

Age of Enlightenment further signified and codified hierarchical divisions that 

supported the imperial nation state agendas. In his book Archival Reflections, Santiago 

Juan-Navarro adamantly reminds literary critics, “In fact, we should not forget that 

historically speaking, Western utopian discourse is structured and rationalized at the 

moment America is discovered” (270). Grainger’s epic poem serves as a piece of 

literary discourse that invites the European reader to discover the Caribbean space 

ordered through utopian ideal and reason. Juan-Navarro continues that “America has 

provided the two basic ingredients necessary to utopia for both Europeans and 

Americans alike: space and time, a territory in which to establish it, and a history with 

both a past to recover and a future upon which to easily project oneself” (270). I posit 

that for Grainger, an American idealism concurrent with the idea of invention breeds a 

drastically new scope of utopia in which imagination to create a literary discourse takes 

precedence. Juan-Navarro reflects that “During the Enlightenment, thinkers like 

Voltaire considered the discovery as a ‘new creation,’ and in the nineteenth century, 

Tocqueville, and Hegel would describe the Americas as future-oriented continents” 
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(270). Imagination and the hope to invent a new modern way of life and thinking evolve 

as an enticing and necessary reaction to the downfalls of seventeenth and eighteenth 

century European society. In spite of this, Juan-Navarro reminds us that “as Aínsa 

points out, the price for this youthful exuberance would be paid with ignorance” (270). 

Following this logic, there is ambivalence in Grainger’s cynicism for inherited Fate and 

Wisdom through religion, since he helped usher in a more universal hierarchy of 

inheriting Fate and Wisdom through scientific knowledge. As the canon of Early 

Caribbean Literature continues to be analyzed and the beginning point is challenged, 

Grainger’s work signifies that an ordered relationship of literature and discourse 

connecting both sides of the Atlantic is a foundational aspect of the growth and 

interconnected understanding of the Caribbean space. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

THE BRIEF WONDROUS LIFE OF OSCAR WAO: SUGAR WHISPERS OF THE 

OPPRESSED DOMINATED BY DISCOURSE 

From the perspective of the postmodernist novel, fiction tells us that 
which history silences; both for ideological reasons and because of its 
limitations. 

—Santiago Juan-Navarro 

The dominant discourse produced by Western colonization of the Caribbean has 

created a framework for the colonized other. It is within the fields of sugarcane and its 

negative historical impact that the Western control of discourse continues to silence the 

other. Even when writers begin to seize control of an authentic Caribbean voice and 

build a new historiography, independent of Western colonial discourse, it is still voiced 

within the framework that Western society created. There are two sides to the image of 

the sugarcane that will be analyzed: its role in silencing and finding a voice. There is a 

history of silencing associated with the sugarcane, yet Caribbean authors seek a 

potential to use the image to create a voice. Therefore, in a struggle to represent the 

other as separate from the dominant discourse, the writer remains subject to its 

dominant ideologies. In Junot Díaz’s The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao, he 

attempts to show a sense of liberation from the dominant discourse through the 

characters of Beli and her son Oscar. Their voices and the depiction of their voices 

serve as a context for understanding the image of sugarcane in the novel. A major scene 

in both of their attempts to create a sense of identity outside of oppression occurs in the 
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cane fields, the dominant framework of Western power. Díaz is one of a number of 

Caribbean and US/Latino writers (including Garcia, Vilar, Danticat and Acevedo) who 

belong to this “sugar discourse” and while I am focusing on The Brief Wondrous Life of 

Oscar Wao in this chapter, the broader points are applicable to these other texts. Using 

Gayatri Spivak’s A Critique of Postcolonial Reason as a framework, this chapter will 

argue that even across gender lines and generational differences represented by Beli and 

Oscar, any attempt to create a space outside of colonial oppression only exists within 

the framework of oppression and while the speech acts of the two characters transcend 

themselves individually, they only instill the homogenous relation of the other to the 

dominant discourse.  

Sweetening the Critics 

Junot Díaz’s first novel, The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao, published in 

2007 and winner of several prestigious awards including the Pulitzer Prize for Fiction in 

2008, has still yet to receive much scholarly criticism to match his worldwide acclaim 

and acceptance as one of the most important writers of the modern era. Several critics, 

including Anne Garland Mahler and Monica Hanna, published an analysis of this work 

in 2010. Mahler focuses on colonial power structures that through a negative past of 

slavery and history of dictatorship, use the written word to maintain relations of colonial 

power. Mahler examines issues of violent silencing and the relationship between writing 

and the hegemonic power as a resistance to oppression. Similarly, Hanna discusses the 

reconstruction of a history violently repressed in silence. She analyzes multiple 

narrative modes and genres in the novel; they construct a resistant history that acts as an 

alternative to traditional history. From this small but telling view of scholarly criticism, 
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several trends are developing that continue the postcolonial discussion of oppression, 

voice (silencing and the power to speak), and the formation of identity in connection to 

diaspora writing, while including alternative genres such as magical realism and 

multiplicity of narrative form.  

In her article, “The Writer as Superhero: Fighting the Colonial Curse in Junot 

Díaz’s The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao,” Mahler argues that the written word 

does not repress historical violence, but exposes it in order to contest the space of 

colonial power that resides in the oppressors’ use of the written word. She views Díaz’s 

use of the “generational curse of the fukú as a metaphor for the perpetuation of colonial 

power structures” (119). Díaz creates a curse called the fukú, mixing the curse word 

“fuck you” with a Dominican heritage that torments generations of Dominicans and 

mirrors the continual state of oppression (colonial and dictatorial) in the island’s 

history. The continual presence of the fukú in Dominican history from the colonial era 

to the present, “suggests that the Dominican Republic has never truly been liberated 

from the tyranny of colonial rule” (121). I contend that by positioning Beli and Oscar’s 

moments of death and rebirth in the cane field, Díaz reestablishes this lack of liberation 

from colonial rule and dependence on the site of tyranny. The violence of the fukú curse 

in relation to colonial oppression, according to Mahler, is not repressed; rather, Díaz 

openly writes of the curse as a resistance to colonial oppression. This distinction that 

Mahler makes about Díaz’s openness to use the fukú curse to attack the power structure 

of colonialism parallels my argument that Díaz openly uses the negative historical 

image of the cane field to reclaim a voice resistant to oppressive power structures. Díaz 

gives the characters Beli and Oscar a voice and identity that challenge the dominant 
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discourse of colonial oppression by not shying away from including the tools of the 

oppressor, whether it is the fukú curse or the image of the cane field. For Mahler, Díaz 

uses “this seemingly simplistic political framework to advance a more complex 

discussion of the relationship between writing and hegemonic power” (122). To contest 

the silencing of the Dominican oppressed, Mahler views Díaz’s use of language as a 

contested space of power in which Díaz uses the colonial language of the fukú to speak 

in order to fracture hegemonic stability. However, unlike the cane field, fukú is 

something Díaz has made up. Mahler does not examine the same connection when the 

cane field gains a voice/speaking role in which Oscar and Beli listen and react to 

deconstruct the authority of their oppressors. Mahler further posits that Díaz “proposes 

a contestatory form of writing that manifests its resistance through the unflinching 

exposition of how it reproduces the very structures of power it seeks to criticize” (135). 

By creating a voice outside the mechanisms of colonial oppression, Díaz reinvents a 

postcolonial sensibility towards the nature of the dominant language and discourse that 

has historically been constructed. That is why it is especially important to also look into 

the use of the image of sugarcane during these moments of reinvention. Mahler does 

begin to cite the importance of voice in the cane field when she asserts, “By speaking 

into the cane fields, the setting of the violent history of slavery, Oscar writes his 

judgment onto one of history’s blankest pages of impunity” (132). I agree with Mahler 

that through Oscar’s attempts at writing, Oscar curses the power of the imperial 

language. However, it is also noteworthy to examine why Díaz consistently sets these 

moments of realization and anticolonial writing that reconstruct previous normative 

perspectives of history in the cane field.  
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Hanna continues this conversation about historical reconstruction in Junot 

Díaz’s work by affirming that the restoration of history is cyclical in this reliving of the 

negative history like in Mahler’s discussion of the curse of the fukú. Hanna notices that 

the narrator Yunior “often explicitly rejects the possibility of recovering an original, 

whole story because so much of the history he wishes to recover has been violently 

suppressed and shrouded in silence” (498). She contends that Yunior’s historiographic 

account of the Dominican Republic exposes silences and denials that forged the nation 

through oppressive violence. Hanna further addresses the role of silencing in the 

Dominican Republic: “The other violent event to which Beli never alludes around her 

children is that of a nearly fatal beating in the cane fields at the hands of the government 

officials” (505). I posit that in order to rewrite the gaps of history caused by oppression, 

Díaz needs his characters to return to the site of oppression. Hanna “argue[s] that the 

novel strives for a ‘resistance history’ which acts as an alternative to traditional histories 

of the Dominican Republic by invoking a multiplicity of narrative modes and genres” 

(500). Hanna acknowledges definite power structures in the retelling of history and a 

refusal of forgetting oppressive violence. According to Hanna, with the inclusion of 

magic realism and a multiplicity of narrative modes and genres, Díaz allows his 

narrator, Yunior, to reassemble a resistant history as an alternative to the national power 

structure, thereby resisting conformity. Hanna insists that “Yunior’s story explicitly 

explores the need to criticize accepted histories, to reconceptualize history, and to break 

the cycle of tyranny by reinserting memory against historical forgetting” (505). Like 

Mahler, Hanna notices the trend of using the dominant language of oppression to reform 

an identity that was previously silenced by negating history and thus creating a 
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fragmented historiography of the Dominican Republic. I agree with both Mahler and 

Hanna that Díaz uses the dominant language in his writing to position his characters as 

a reaction to the silences and gaps created by colonial oppression. However, this 

reaction only happens when Díaz’s characters deconstruct the power within the cane 

field and the silences created by the horror of remembering its negative past. Invoking 

Gayatri Spivak’s postcolonial theory on the subaltern, I argue the idea of a space free 

from oppression is only possible inside a scene of oppression. This is made clear by the 

actions and words of Beli and Oscar when they are in the scene of oppression: the cane 

field.  

Sweet Notes of the Oppressed 

Through deconstruction, Gayatri Spivak analyzes how the other constructs truth 

in the midst of a dominant discourse that has subjugated the other and any sense of 

identity that does not fit into the agenda of that dominant discourse. She examines “the 

possibility that the intellectual is complicit in the persistent constitution of the Other as 

the Self’s shadow […]” (2114). Scholarly critics, in an attempt to give the other a voice, 

acknowledge and examine this space through the binary relationship dependent on the 

dominant discourse. When a text is analyzed in this manner, Spivak contends that the 

other does not gain a voice; rather, the critic just perpetuates the same silencing that the 

dominant discourse creates. In an attempt to represent the oppressed, Spivak articulates 

that critics, even if trying to minimize the effect of the dominant discourse, still 

articulate the voice of the other through the framework of dominant discourse. In The 

Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao, the narrator plays the role of the critic in Spivak’s 



 

	   47 

formulation. Yunior attempts to show how Beli and Oscar gain a voice, but returns both 

characters to the site of oppression and framework of the dominant discourse.  

Spivak relates her concern about the critics to the very epistemic violence that 

silenced the other in the first place. She notes that such violence “was the remotely 

orchestrated, far-flung, and heterogeneous project to constitute the colonial subject is 

Other” (2115). Across the continent, Western ideology forcibly intervened and grouped 

all the oppressed colonists under the dominant structure of beliefs that trapped the 

colonized into the space of the other. She acknowledges that postcolonial studies are 

attempting to find that space in which the colonized can have a voice separate from the 

framework of the dominant discourse. Spivak refers to the position or space the 

oppressed occupy as the subaltern and wants critics to consider “the margins (one can 

just as well say the silent, silenced center) of the circuit marked out by this epistemic 

violence […]” (2116). Within this subaltern space, Spivak questions whether the 

subaltern can speak or have a voice independent of the dominant discourse, knowing 

that there is no escaping the historical implication at the center of the epistemic 

violence. She further contends that “One must nevertheless insist that the colonized 

subaltern subject is irretrievably heterogeneous” (2111). By this, Spivak means that 

subaltern subjects, even though they are connected to the ideologies of the dominant 

class, are in opposition to dominant ideology. Therefore, subaltern subjects attempt to 

create an identity that is both reactionary and dependent upon the dominant class. Even 

if the colonized space that the subaltern exists within is connected to the dominant 

discourse, critics want to find a voice or expression of identity that is independent of it 

and not subordinate in relation to the power of the dominant discourse. However, within 
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the relation of the oppressed and the dominant discourse, these expressions of identity 

are silently excluded, and Spivak considers the term subaltern to represent “the sheer 

heterogeneity of decolonized space” (2125). Instead of the essentialist view of the 

subaltern that links the oppressed to a single identity, Spivak wants the critic to take 

heterogeneity into consideration, but still desire to search within what is unheard from 

the oppression of a single identity and hear the whisper of what is excluded. From this 

process of analyzing however, a new discourse will evolve and an expression of identity 

from what is excluded will result in more silences that are still inevitably connected to 

the framework of the dominant discourse. In The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao, 

the relationship between the cane field and voice are symbolically intertwined with 

ambivalence: the cane field represents a space of recuperating voice, but also losing 

voice.  

Ode to the Cane Field: How Sweet It is to Be Voiced through You…or Is It? 

(In Two Parts) 

Junot Díaz’s highly acclaimed The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao is set in 

New Jersey and the Dominican Republic. The novel traces Beli and her children from 

the Dominican Republic to New Jersey and back to the Dominican Republic. The 

different geographical settings place the novel in the diaspora genre and depict the 

struggles of returning to a Caribbean homeland in search of reestablishing historical 

realities and identities of the past and present. Beli’s Aunt, La Inca, raises her in the 

Dominican Republic after Beli’s placement in several abusive foster homes. La Inca 

always reminds Beli that her parents were a doctor and a nurse so that she would have a 

positive sense of her true heritage. By doing this, La Inca attempts to accurately inscribe 



 

	   49 

the power of her birthright and identity, both of which will be challenged in Beli’s life. 

As a teenager, the dark skinned Beli has a relationship with a man called Gangster and 

is impregnated by him. Unknown to Beli, the Gangster is married to one of Trujillo’s 

sisters. Trujillo, the feared dictator of the Dominican Republic is also mentioned as 

being responsible for the death of Beli’s father. The oppressive power structure of 

hierarchy is mirrored through the generations. Beli, her father, and her son, Oscar, are 

all oppressed directly by the dominant regime of the Trujillo government or indirectly 

through a history of negating past atrocities. The Gangster’s wife sends two officers to 

seize Beli and force her to have an abortion. Beli resists with the help of some of her 

friends from a restaurant that she works in. However, once in the safety of La Inca’s 

home, Beli is tricked (believing that the two officers waiting outside La Inca’s house are 

the Gangster) into leaving the house and is taken into the sugarcane fields. It is here 

where she is brutally beaten almost until death and later seeks safety in America. The 

power structure of colonial oppression of the past and the continued oppression of the 

Trujillo regime are repeatedly associated with trickery and a return to the cane field 

through the generations of Beli’s family. 

Part One: Beli’s Song 

Yunior, Oscar’s friend and one time “novio” of his sister Lola, sets the 

atmosphere of exclusion from reality interspersed with hope. Yunior disclaims, “Can 

you believe it? Like everybody in this damn story, she [Beli] underestimated the depth 

of the shit she was in” (Díaz 142). Yunior speaks to the reader in disbelief that the 

oppressed characters in the novel cannot realize the severity of their situation. After Beli 

escapes from the first attempt of being forced to have an abortion, “she still held out 
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that he [the Gangster] would make everything better that his gruff voice would soothe 

her heart and stop the animal fear gnawing her guts” (143). Her animal fear connects 

Beli to the subaltern, animalized in comparison to the dominant class, which the 

Gangster, associated with Trujillo, belongs to. Yet Beli still waits for the “gruff” voice 

of the dominant class, reliant on the power of the dominant class’s “voice” to raise her 

out of the subaltern position. Beli “needed to see her Gangster, needed him to explain 

what was happening” (143). Beli needs the language and reasoning of the dominant 

class to explain a version of reality that she can accept. Applying Spivak to the novel, 

this domination by the Gangster in connection with Trujillo is “not to describe ‘the way 

things really were’ […] rather, to continue the account of how one explanation and 

narrative of reality was established as the normative one” (2115). Yunior’s depiction of 

Beli’s unending belief that the man who oppresses her will also save her is a view of 

reality that seems uneasy for the reader to handle. However, this construction of reality 

must be taken into consideration as a normative one since both Beli and Oscar’s 

underestimation of oppression supports the establishment of a dominant reality.  

The choices Beli makes in relation to the power that oppresses her, consequently 

brings her back to the framework of the dominant discourse in the cane field. Tricked 

into coming out of La Inca’s house, Beli is captured by Trujillo’s cops and driven in the 

direction of colonization. Yunior remarks, “They drove east” to the cane fields (Díaz 

145). The same direction that the Western powers first moved to colonize trade routes 

in Asia and later went west to get to the east, accidentally stumbling upon the 

Caribbean, is the direction that Beli is taken to return her to the fields of historical 

oppression. As the movement of the car goes further east, further into oppression, 
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Yunior describes the change of scenery: “one second you were deep in the twentieth 

century (well the twentieth century of the Third World) and the next you would find 

yourself plunged 180 years into the rolling fields of cane” (146). Yunior connects the 

feeling of the cane fields in the present with the negative historical setting of the past as 

a portal that can transfer the oppression of the past to the present in a moment. In 

analyzing this, Yunior describes that “The transition between these states was some 

real-time machine-type shit” (146). The commodification of the sugar trade and the 

transference of oppression is a mechanization of present reality.  

As a sign of strength against the brutality inflicted by oppressive power 

structures, Beli would not voice her placement within that structure as dominated. As 

the car came closer to the cane field, Beli “cried out each time they struck her but she 

did not cry, entiendes?” (146). Beli cries out in reaction to her oppressors, but by 

holding in her tears, she does not show control over her emotional state. She voices her 

cry and Yunior asks directly to the reader, “entiendes,” which translates in English to 

“you understand?” to relate this to a Caribbean reader. Only a Caribbean reader of the 

same homogenous group could truly understand and relate to the historical significance 

of why Beli cried out, but did not physically show her tears. Through years of emotional 

pain related to oppression, Beli and the subaltern class have hidden reactions to 

dominance, such as crying, as a resolute symbol of strength during historical and 

present atrocities. Yunior continues, “There was such fear […] but [Beli] held a note 

sustained indefinitely. Such fear, yet she refused to show it” (146). Even though she 

refused to show the fear, the reader, especially the Caribbean reader, hears the voice of 

fear that is unheard, a note of historical oppression that transfers from the past into the 
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present. Yunior is still shocked by Beli’s unexpected indifference to the torture she is 

receiving. Finally, before actually being thrown into the cane field, the dominant 

discourse setting, Beli quietly tells herself, “‘You’ll be OK’, she whispered through a 

broken mouth. ‘You’ll live’” (146). Through her whisper, the subaltern is given hope 

through Díaz’s underlining agenda that they too will overcome the oppression of the 

dominant discourse. Looking through the lens of Spivak, this is the subtle unheard 

whisper I suggest the critics should concern themselves with.  

 Once in the cane field, Beli is silenced through physical oppression and at the 

same time tries to find a space for a voice independent of the dominant discourse, but is 

still only heard through its framework. Beli’s captors “parked the car on the end of the 

road and marched her into the cane” (147). The seeming end of the road for Beli’s 

present life is connected with her entrance into the negative history of the cane field. 

Beli is marched into the cane, reminiscent of the Africans being marched into slavery to 

work the cane.1 At the same time this march can be seen as Beli acknowledging her 

own strength and the soldier she is becoming. From within the framework of the cane 

field, a voice is heard; however, it is of the cane and not Beli. Beli and her captors 

“walked until the cane was roaring so loud around them it sounded as if they were in the 

middle of a storm” (147). The sound of the cane brings the negative past alive in the 

present, and the cane’s subaltern presence is definitely heard. Here Beli represents the 

subaltern’s inability to speak, which is contrasted with the “speech” of the cane whose 

                                                
1 Díaz is not the only recent Caribbean novelist to represent the image of sugarcane this way. In 

Cristina García’s novel Dreaming in Cuban, Celia’s relationship with the sugarcane brings to cognition 
the tormented evil of Cuba’s past. The history of the sugar movement, maintained by slaves, is exposed 
with Celia’s return to the cane fields. Just as the delivered bodies of slavery were sold to work the cane, 
Celia “consigns her body” to work in the fields and the stalks are “occluding her vision” (Garcia 44). The 
only way one knows of or has seen the cane farmed is to be a slave to it, blinded by all the injustices that 
have created the foundation for profit. 
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voice rages in resistance to the return of the oppressed subject in the cane field. At this 

moment, Beli listens to the sounds of the cane and begins to connect her past with the 

oppressive Gangster and the future of her expected son. Beli “Could think only about 

her poor little boy, and that was the sole reason she started to weep” (147). Again, the 

reader hears, through Yunior’s narration, Beli’s cry. In the midst of the cane field, 

thinking about the future, the next generation allows for a voice to be heard. Beli’s 

weeping counts as speech, even though she does not specifically say any words because 

it conveys the signified idea that she will survive. While this voice does survive and is 

now heard as a cry for help and salvation, Yunior expresses, “How she survived I’ll 

never know. They beat her like she was a slave” (147). Stuck in the subaltern, the cane 

field returns Beli to a state of slavery and the voice that is heard represents that power 

relationship. Yunior directs the beating back to language for the reader and remarks, 

“All that can be said is that it was the end of language, the end of hope. It was the sort 

of beating that breaks people, breaks them utterly” (147). Language and voice is 

connected to the dominant discourse and therefore can never truly be independent of it. 

At this moment, there is no hope then for a voice not controlled by the discourse. The 

language of the text portraying this beating breaks the emergence of identity and utterly 

breaks a connection to an independent voice. It is within the cane field and the dominant 

ideology that traps the voice of the subaltern “that [Beli] would dwell forever, alone, 

black, fea, scratching at the dust with a stick, pretending that the scribble was letters, 

words, names” (148). No matter how much she ascends, Beli will always remain black
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and ugly to the dominant discourse.2 Beli tries to voice herself in a pretend world, but 

the tools she is given, attached to the dominant discourse, do not allow her to truly voice 

words or claim an independent space in the world.  

 In a reference to the miracle of Beli’s survival and “true believers,” the reader is 

offered a different view of the effects of the dominant discourse. A miracle from the 

past, reinventing the power of her ancestors, all Beli “had to do was once again realize 

that she had been tricked, once again she had been played […] by her own dumb needs, 

to ignite it” (148). A voice can be created from this connection to the dominant 

discourse through the realization of the trick of oppression. Always being connected to 

the framework of the dominant discourse brings about the anger and courage to break 

free from it and truly voice something independent from it. The voice is independent 

because that strength now occupies a space outside of the dominant discourse and 

cannot be shared by it. In no way can that strength be reversed back into domination at 

this moment. Therefore, the voice exists purely outside of the framework of oppression. 

However, a homogenous agenda is expressed when Yunior tells the reader, “So did our 

Beli resolve out of her anger her own survival” (148). The use of the word “our” in “our 

Beli” establishes a possessive belonging of the subaltern in which Beli represents the 

hope and anger that could lead to courage. If Beli could resolve her own survival, so can 

the rest of the Caribbean by feeling possession of “our” Beli. Spivak views that “When 

                                                
2 In Dreaming in Cuban, the fields Celia harvests are full of rats, “hollowing the sweetest stalks” 

like the slave owners profiting the sweet earnings of the tortured souls (Cristina Garcia 44). No matter 
how sweet the prosperity the sugarcane yields, the historically devastating control of slavery sours the 
temptation of cultivation. However, this does not keep Celia from working the sugarcane field and the 
“sun browns her skin” uniting her further with the atrocities of the past (44). Similarly, in The Ladies’ 
Gallery by Irene Vilar the metanarrative, in Irene’s voice, depicts Puerto Rico as “not good enough” 
because the sugar produced “ends up not being white enough, not refined enough” as other countries in 
the Caribbean (Vilar 91). Even the color of the sugar refers to the idea that white people rule the land, and 
the slaves, darker in color, are inferior as well. 
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a line of communication is established between a member of subaltern groups and the 

circuits of citizenship […] the subaltern has been inserted into the long road to 

hegemony” (2125). Even if Beli finally speaks in a space separate from the dominant 

discourse for a moment, in the future, this agenda will only relate to all of the subaltern 

and on this scale, the subaltern will return to the framework of the dominant discourse. 

Yunior then depicts Beli as “A broken girl, atop broken stalks of cane” (Díaz 148). Her 

courage and anger breaks the reliance and connection to the dominant discourse, but she 

must also be broken by this discourse to do it or she must allow herself to be broken. To 

realize the trick of dependence creates voice and in this way, Beli is atop the discourse 

of the cane field. She exists outside the space of the dominant discourse, in a position 

higher than the subaltern.  

The other subjects of the subaltern must speak through the voice of the dominant 

Beli. Although Beli has “Pain everywhere,” she and the rest of the homogenized culture 

are “but alive. Alive” (148). The dominant discourse that perpetuates the pain is 

secondary to being alive. It is always present, but for the moment, it does not have 

power over the subaltern space. Yunior tells the reader, “Beyond the Source Wall few 

have ventured,” beyond the framework of the dominant discourse, “No matter what the 

truth,” no matter what side of the retelling or readdressing of history, the narrator wants 

the reader to remember one thing (149). Yunior explains, “Dominicans are Caribbean 

and therefore have an extraordinary tolerance for extreme phenomena. How else could 

we have survived what we have survived?” (149). Again the narrator homogenizes all 

Dominicans with the word “we” and the rest of the Caribbean to take the strength of 

Beli and the ancestors of the negative past who survived in the cane field throughout the 
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islands. For if all Dominicans are Caribbean and all the Caribbean share a negative 

history of oppression through the site of the cane field, then Beli’s struggle is also the 

struggle of the whole Caribbean. The encouragement of strength comes to Beli through 

the mythic power of the mongoose that tells her “You have to rise” for “the ones who 

await [...] you have to follow” (149). Beli and the Caribbean must rise up against the 

dominant discourse and follow their own strength in creating a space for the next 

generation that awaits the challenge to follow in the footsteps of strength. Just as the 

mongoose, “rivered into the cane” Beli and the next generations must return to the cane, 

even if they have “no idea which way was out” of the dominant discourse (149). Yunior 

continues to address the “our” Caribbean identity: “As some of you know, cane fields 

are no fucking joke, and even the cleverest of adults can get mazed in their endlessness, 

only to reappear months later as a cameo of bones” (149). The narrator is addressing the 

entire Caribbean, which would know the historical atrocities of the cane and get mazed, 

tricked, and lost in the present dominant discourse, only to surface later as bones, with 

no life or identity.3 The mongoose speaks to Beli again, “In an accent she could not 

place: maybe Venezuelan, maybe Columbian” (150). The mythic power and strength 

speaks a homogenous Caribbean language as well, different from the Dominican tongue 

of Beli, yet understood. Upon hearing the voice and encouragement of strength in the 

cane field, Beli “clung unsteadily to the cane” as she began to walk, which Yunior 

                                                
3 Irene Vilar’s memoir The Ladies’ Gallery portrays the people of Puerto Rico as being “co-

opted by the American dream” (Vilar 91). The history of the land dictates that the people have been 
tricked and used, believing that they too share a part in this American dream. The fear of complete 
separation from the American dream stems from a historic moment in which Irene recalls a time when 
“sugar production was paralyzed” and efforts for better sugar moved to Louisiana (Vilar 91). Puerto Rico 
is left feeling crossed between the demands of the Americas and the desires of a nation. This control of 
the New World left Puerto Rico unknowing of its future and unable to live for the present, always fearing 
the events of the past.  
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describes as “Precarious progress, because if she fell, she would never walk again” 

(Díaz 150). Beli and the Caribbean must cling to the negative history of the cane field 

that connects them all, which is an unsteady task because if sunk into the horrors of 

oppression, Beli and the Caribbean might never break free completely from the control 

of the dominant discourse.  

The mongoose, an animal taken from its homeland to work in the cane field, 

similar to slaves, becomes a voice that symbolizes the movement from victim to victor 

for Beli. The mongoose’s eyes appear to Beli as she is making her way through the cane 

and she hears it say in Spanish, “Yo me llamo sueno de la madrugada,” which translates 

to “I call myself the dream of the dawn” (150). The mongoose speaks of the dream of a 

new day, a new sun and a new life separate from oppression. However, in response to 

this, the “cane,” the framework of the dominant discourse, “didn’t want her to leave, of 

course; it slashed at her palms […] and its sweet stench clogged her throat” (150). To 

hold on to the dominant position, the discourse that the sugarcane represents takes 

physical action against Beli, similar to the treatment of slaves who worked the fields in 

the past. The physical sweetness of the sugar, another trick of the discourse, attempts to 

silence her voice.4 However, Beli’s “promised future” and “promised children,” the next 

generation that her deconstruction of the dominant and subaltern relationship might 

bring fruition to, gives Beli the strength to keep moving away from the space occupied 

                                                
4 In Chantel Acevedo’s novel Love and Ghost Letters, Josefina notices that the children “sucked 

on sugarcane all day” and the continual impact of the raw sugarcane is so destructive that “their teeth 
were brown like coffee grinds and rotted” (Acevedo 31). Just as the sugarcane sucks away the lives of 
many slaves and the children of the past, the sugarcane attempts to rot away the future generation of 
Cuba. Josefina cannot release the image of the effects the raw sugarcane has on the children, as their 
future and their “teeth moldered away” disappearing into the past, “as if children were old men and 
women” (Acevedo 31). The rotting and moldering of their teeth from the sugarcane leaves them as 
voiceless as the older generation, robbing their youth and present identity. 
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by the dominant discourse (150). At the last moment, “she stretched her uninjured arm 

out and what greeted her was not cane but the open world of life” (150). Where the 

dominant discourse closed off the world to Beli, it also left her a vehicle, an uninjured 

arm to reach out for a world separate from the dominant discourse.5 Reaching the road 

away from the cane field, musicians hiding in a truck see her and cannot tell if she is 

human or what race she is. However, “silenced by the lead singer,” the dominant voice 

of the group announces Beli’s rebirth to the rest of the musicians: “It’s a girl!” (Díaz 

151). Now that they know she is a human girl, the musicians question what has 

happened to her and even what race she is because the beating in the cane, the site of 

oppression, has tricked even the onlooker. The group lost their voice of reason, and 

Yunior describes the “Silence” [in the truck] until “the lead singer lit a match and held it 

in the air and in that splinter of light,” the musicians saw Beli and decided to save her. 

Through silencing, one can see the light, and through the dominant discourse, this 

silencing occurs, which allows one to be saved and break free from the discourse and be 

reborn. However, I contend that any attempt to remain outside of the dominant 

discourse, created through Beli’s resistance and strength to find a voice, must be 

transferred to the next generation to create a genuine space apart from the dominant 

discourse.  

                                                
5 With the hopes of physically seeing an independence only the Americas can deliver, in The 

Ladies Gallery, Irene notices this persistence when she discovers “the whole crowd…came pushing 
through the canefield” to get a glimpse of her grandmother, the mother of the genuine utopian nation 
(Vilar 167). The collective whole pushing through a negative past to attain an indication of the promise of 
a new world is a uniquely American utopian thought. The sugarcane represents everyone’s need as the 
roads “cut through the cane linking town after town” (Vilar 20). Vilar takes full authority to bring back 
these ideas within her writing to reach out to every Caribbean town and encompass all its inhabitants. 
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Part Two: Oscar’s Song 

Oscar, Beli’s son, returns to the cane fields, to voice his position and space 

outside of the dominant discourse. Oscar’s long search for male Dominican identity and 

sexual prowess with the female gender in America brings him back to the Dominican 

Republic, where he finally consummates a relationship with a woman. Unfortunately, 

like his mother, Oscar’s girlfriend is in another relationship with a government official. 

Yunior relates to the reader, “Where did they take him? Where else. The cane fields. 

How’s that for eternal return?” (296). Always in life, the subaltern will return to the 

dominant discourse of oppression to try and speak or rise up against it. The creation of a 

free voice, as in the example of his mother, must happen within the framework of the 

site of the dominant discourse. Two cops, a reflection of his mother’s tragedy, drove 

Oscar to the cane field to punish him for dating their boss’s girlfriend. Not yet at the 

cane, “On the ride there Oscar tried to find his voice but couldn’t” (297). Not until he 

arrives into the setting of the dominant discourse can Oscar begin to speak. Similar to 

his mother, Oscar cries out loud on the ride to the cane field. However, instead of being 

a voice of strength separating him from the dominant discourse, it is a reversal back to 

the infancy of oppression. Once at the cane field, “Their flashlight newly activated, they 

walked him into the cane” (298). The light of the dominant discourse is regaining its 

position that it lost a generation ago with Beli, and instead of being marched into the 

cane, the cops simply walk Oscar in, signifying a relaxed sense of control of power. 

This is a reversal of Beli’s progress made in the cane because no longer does the 

oppressive class fear any kind of uprising from the subaltern. Therefore, instead of 
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marching the subaltern into the cane, like with Beli, under strict control, the cops 

merely walk Oscar into the cane, fearing no opposition. 

For Oscar in the cane field, “never had he heard anything so loud and alien […] 

And yet this world seemed strangely familiar to him; he had the overwhelming feeling 

that he’d been in this very place, a long time ago” (298). Several generations removed 

from the negative history of the cane field, the sound of the cane field, of oppression, is 

the opposite of silence, and this setting, though alien, seems familiar, as if he is 

connected to the negative historic past of his Caribbean identity. In an attempt to escape 

from his oppressors, Oscar “tried to drag himself into the cane, but they pulled him 

back!” (299). Oscar sought refuge in the cane, possibly a place where he could find 

strength like his mother, but his oppressors took his strength and courage back from 

him. The return to the cane field reestablishes the control of the oppressor in a position 

of power. Reversing the moment of Beli’s arrival of voice in the cane field, “there was 

nothing he could do, nothing at all, to stop it” (299). There is no way to stop the power 

of the site of the dominant discourse, the continual silencing through generations of 

oppressed. The cane field, the framework of the dominant discourse, continues to beat 

down the oppressed. Oscar escapes the beating barely alive, and for his mother and La 

Inca, “if they noticed the similarities between Past and Present they did not speak of it” 

(301). By not speaking about the similarities of the oppressive setting, Beli and La Inca 

silence the connection of the present with the past discourse that conceived it. While 

recovering from his beating in the cane field, Oscar “Dreamed again and again of the 

cane, the terrible cane, except now it wasn’t him at the receiving end of the beating, but 

his sister, his mother, heard them shrieking, begging for them to stop […], but instead 
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of racing toward the voices, he ran away” (306). In his dreams, Oscar does not blame 

himself or the captain who gave orders for his beating; rather he blames the “terrible” 

cane. The cane field, the symbol of the control by the dominant discourse, is the terrible 

agent that Oscar fears. Instead of Oscar dreaming of himself, he replaces himself with 

his sister and mother, making them both victims of the cane. If Oscar’s father were 

present in his life, he would probably imagine him there too. By doing this, Díaz 

represents all members of the family, homogenized into one group that is beaten down 

and controlled through fear by the dominant discourse. Instead of fighting against the 

discourse, the diasporic generation represented by this family unit, with qualities that 

connect to a normative reality of Caribbean Americans, runs away from the fear and 

remains controlled by the discourse. In another dream, Oscar returns himself to the cane 

field, and he “summoned all the courage he ever had, would ever have, and forced 

himself to do the one thing he did not want to do, that he could not bear to do. He 

listened” (307). Oscar listened to the cries that came from out of the cane. He listened to 

the loud alien noise that was overwhelming when he was in the cane, but seemed so 

familiar to him. He listened to the connections to the past that his mother and La Inca 

did not want to speak of. He listened to the cries. The whispers of the past that at one 

time gave his mother a voice and strength, gave the colonized a voice. By Oscar 

listening to all this, he gives a dream-like opportunity for a voice to the past once 

silenced by the dominant discourse represented by the cane field.6 

                                                
6 In The Ladies’ Gallery, forever contemplating present existence, Mirna finds salvation within 

the cane fields. Her daughter, Irene, notices Mirna’s need for the cane field and how upon her return she 
acquires a sense of home and country. Irene “knew that things weren’t going well with her” and realizes 
that every time her mother returns from the cane, she is rejuvenated and brought back to life from 
whatever she contemplates (Vilar 141). This is the power of the cane field. It does not cultivate absolute 
resolution for Mirna; rather, it eases the moment and allows the present to persist. Mirna welcomes the 
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In a section entitled “Final Voyage,” reminiscent of a slave ship’s voyage 

signifying the final departure from a native land and entrance into colonial oppression, 

Oscar also returns to the Dominican Republic and its oppressive trappings. A worried 

relative asks him what he is doing here, and Oscar responds, “It’s the Ancient 

Powers…They won’t leave me alone” (315). The past, whether negative discourse or 

positive spiritual desire to break out of the subaltern space, is connected to him forever. 

With the same worry, “His abuela tried to exert her power, tried to use the Voice, but he 

was no longer the boy she’d known. Something had changed about him. He had gotten 

some power of his own” (319). Voice equals power in discourse, and by reconnecting 

with the past and the cane, by listening to the screams, Oscar now has power; he now 

has his own voice to be tested for strength in the framework of the dominant discourse. 

Oscar begins writing his own book, adding a voice to the new discourse of Caribbean 

American authors. By listening to the different perspectives of his culture, Oscar is able 

to build an authentic historiographical Caribbean voice that can exist outside of the 

dominant discursive literary space. Oscar’s actions and attempts to reunite with the girl 

who had gotten him beaten nearly to death in the cane field brought him back there 

again. On his second trip to the cane field, “Oscar didn’t cry when they drove him back 

to the canefields,” similar to his mother’s experience, “and the cane had grown well and 

thick and in places you could hear the stalks clack-clack-clacking against each other

                                                                                                                                          
cane’s advice and “she’d go into the canefield and mingle with the stalks of sugarcane” and converse her 
contemplations to clarification (Vilar 141). Mirna moves freely amongst the cane, where her opinions are 
welcome and understood, which is something her present tends to control.  
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like triffids and you could hear kriyol voices lost in the night” (320).7 If Beli stood 

broken atop broken cane, breaking the discourse of the past, the cane and the power of 

the oppressive discourse has grown back full and thick. Oscar could hear the 

homogenized colonized voice lost to the discourse, and this voice gives him courage. 

However, the courage does not give him enough strength to rebel, and “The smell of the 

ripening cane was unforgettable” (320). The same smell that choked up Beli’s throat 

and voice in the cane field is no longer a gap or silence to Oscar. Oscar now feels a 

connection of silences that groups generations of Caribbean people who cannot forget 

the negative reality of the past.  

After fantasizing about the mongoose rescuing himself too, Oscar realizes that 

this was just a “final fantasy” and he sends his telepathic goodbyes, knowing that his 

demise would come in the terrible cane, and that the place of the dominant discourse 

will silence him forever (320). Again, the cops “walked him into the cane and then 

turned him around. He tried to stand bravely” (321). Oscar turns from a coward state to 

an attempt of bravery, but the violence of oppression wins out. It controls the roles of 

power and fear over Oscar and the oppression of the Caribbean. At one moment in the 

cane field the cops “looked at Oscar and he looked at them and then he started to speak. 

The words coming out like they belonged to someone else, his Spanish good for once. 

He told them that what they were doing was wrong, that they were going to take a great 

love out of the world” (321). Oscar speaks for all of the colonized Caribbean with the 

                                                
7 In Dreaming in Cuban, while continuing her dedication to El Lider and his cause for a future 

free from such negativity, Celia hears the sounds of the field “around her and the sugar cane hums” 
reminiscent of the slave songs that must have filled the fog of the workers in the blindness of the cane 
(Garcia 44). From such a tormented darkness, these precious melodies containing a mist of hope and 
salvation sing the remembrances of a time not to be forgotten and a sweetness yet to come. The sugarcane 
resurfaces the past to the present and depicts the history that is forever embedded within the soul of Celia 
and the historiography of her beloved country’s existence. 
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power of speech that he did not have before. With the knowledge of the Caribbean 

speaking world (listening to the suffering that the cane speaks), he can speak now for it. 

Oscar suggests that the dominant discourse is doing something wrong and they are 

taking away a love from this world, but what is the love? The love he has with his lover 

gives Oscar the opportunity to reevaluate the normalized reality of the oppressor and to 

write a book with an independent voice and identity. Beyond Oscar himself, his love 

represents the power to speak for a people. His love is that of the Caribbean, a love 

separating from oppression to create a new life. The power of love he might have in his 

words and his future books would create a space outside of the discourse’s control.  

However, Oscar and this love are silenced in the cane field. Oscar, speaking of 

his love says, “how much they had risked and how they’d started to dream the same 

dreams and say the same words” (321). Oscar’s discussion of risk and love connects to 

the entire colonized subaltern group from the Caribbean and generations thereafter that 

share a voice, a dream and words. Oscar continues, “Because anything you can dream 

(he put his hand up) you can be” (322). Similar to Beli reaching out her hand and arm 

for a new brighter world, Oscar reaches his hand out to explain this love, dream and 

voice. Before he fully explains the strength and voice of the next generation needed to 

break from the constraints of the dominant discourse, Oscar is tricked in its framework, 

in the cane. The cops ask Oscar how to say “fuego” in English, and “Fire, he blurted 

out, unable to help himself” (322). Unable to break from the dominant discourse, Oscar 

speaks within it, tricked by the cane, the terrible cane, the maze of the dominant 

framework, which results in his demise. His demise signifies the return of control to the 

dominant discourse and a voice that can only speak in relation to its power and not in its 
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own discursive space. Yunior dreams of Oscar’s unfinished, never published book, and  

“Oscar’s hands are seamless and the book’s pages are blank,” a voice yet to be written 

or with nothing to say. Like Oscar’s unfinished book, Yunior also wishes he would have 

voiced his love, “words that could have saved us _ _ _” (327). The words are blank and 

voiceless and cannot be saved because the discourse cannot let the subaltern truly speak. 

Even when the reader can fill in the blanks, imagine what must be said, the sweet sugar 

of the dominant discourse silences. 

 In spite of this, the reader is left with imagination and hope for the future. The 

active reader ponders, “Does Yunior finish Oscar’s book and publish it? Did I just 

finish reading Yunior’s version of Oscar’s unfinished book?” According to Santiago 

Juan-Navarro in his book Archival Reflections, the idea of an American utopia surges 

through every metafictional postmodern American work. In Díaz’s work, a utopian 

ideal is not framed openly in the traditional structures of the literature, but rather as an 

underlying, almost hidden message directed toward the audience through the use of 

Yunior’s metanarrative. Juan-Navarro depicts the intentions of the writer as a “cultural 

project of resistance” that captures the “vision of the Americas as a utopian space” 

(269). In order to revise the historical views that have skewed the Americas, Díaz 

presents a challenge to the audience to resist the implications of the past and create a 

true vision of utopia. Juan-Navarro contends that this allows the writer to accept the 

“role of a political and cultural leader” that can present a “pedagogical and political 

culture as an alternative” to previous overriding thought (269-270). Díaz’s subversive 

approach through the metanarrative of Yunior and the historiographic footnotes extends 

transformative thought to the audience and unknowingly exposes a valid reasoning 
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within the mind of the reader to resist falsely learned ideologies and desire the need for 

the utopian form. Once this connection of desire is cultivated within the conscious of 

the active reader, Díaz reveals the existence of a utopian ideology that drives not only 

the work, but also a uniquely American frame of mind.  
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CONCLUSION 

These texts do not attempt to erase the past but rather to reinvent it 
within an alternative discourse that could serve as an instrument in the 
bringing about of cultural utopias. 

—Santiago Juan-Navarro 

 In this thesis, I researched the cultural implication of sugarcane production and 

commodification through the works of James Grainger and Junot Díaz. Although 

several noted sociologists and historians have offered substantial works on sugarcane in 

the Caribbean and its effects on a globalized economy, my thesis contributes to this 

field as a literary history of sugarcane discourse. By choosing Grainger and Díaz’s 

works, I was able to trace a timeline of literary discourse stemming from perhaps the 

first recognized Caribbean literature to have an impact on shaping the European lens for 

the Caribbean space to a modern US/Latino writer whose novel and short stories have 

attained considerable attention within the Latino canon. Similar to Grainger and Díaz, 

with this thesis, I am hoping to not erase the past contributions of the field, but rather 

posit how alternative discourses have emerged “in the bringing about of cultural 

utopias” as Juan-Navarro claims (275). My thesis shows how Grainger entered the 

literary discourse with stylistic homage to the Georgic form, while creating an 

encyclopedic literary reference of the Caribbean space and alternative utopian discourse 

for the Western world to consume and regurgitate. As well, I offer a reading of how 

Díaz resists oppressive discourse at the site of the cane field through Yunior’s portrayal 

of Beli and Oscar as a vehicle to generate hope for a utopian space. In both works, a
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voice and identity is created that constructs and challenges the dominant discourse 

perpetuated by American colonization. 

 What began as a timid introspection into the recurrence of images in US/Latino 

and Caribbean literature, led me to notice the repetition and employment of the image 

of sugarcane and the cane field. Upon this finding, I immersed myself into the historical 

and sociological research that has garnered attention within the sugarcane field. After 

reading acclaimed works by Sidney Mintz and Fernando Ortiz, I was able to more 

accurately approach my research dealing with the global modernization of economics 

and culture dependent upon the sugar trade. In my introduction chapter, I highlighted 

connections between Mintz and Oritz to convey the impact of the sugar trade on modern 

cultural discourse and the utopian impulse. After gaining an understanding of the 

historical and social implications of sugar production, commodification and trade, I 

began to question the relationship between real and desired spaces in US/Latino and 

Caribbean literature in connection with the ordered history of literary discourse.  

 During a seminar class on early Caribbean Literature, I was asked to question 

the starting point of the Caribbean literary canon. While renowned Caribbean critics and 

authors such as George Lamming mark the beginning of the canon in the mid-twentieth 

century with the revival of an authentic Caribbean identity, this seminar course 

challenged me to apply theoretical criteria offered by such critics to earlier works 

published either in the Caribbean or set in the Caribbean space. As such, James 

Grainger’s epic poem on the production of sugarcane, written in the mid-eighteenth 

century, and dated well before the considered starting point of the Caribbean literary 

canon, became a valued topic of discussion. As a literary piece written by a European 
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writer who lived in the Caribbean, primarily discussing the image of sugarcane, this 

work substantially added to the direction of my research. Not only was this one of the 

earliest publications of literature to come out of the Caribbean, it also served as a point 

of departure for my analysis in tracing the literary history of the image of sugarcane. As 

observed in my chapter on The Sugar-Cane: A Poem. In Four Books. With Notes, 

Grainger illustrates how the image of the sugarcane became not only a literary tool for 

the Georgic style poem to promote science and reason in the Age of Enlightenment, but 

also, and more importantly I argue, it became a literary tool of oppression for the 

dominant discourse.  

 Once I established the formation of oppressive literary discourse through 

Grainger’s poem, I revisited my initial inquiry about the repetition of the image of 

sugarcane in more modern US/Latino and Caribbean works. At the outset of organizing 

the chapters of this thesis, I wanted to make sure that I would discuss not just a 

particular region in the Caribbean space, whether it be Cuban, Dominican, Puerto Rican 

or any other single island. I needed to justify that this timeline of oppressive discourse 

was not singularly located, rather it inhabited the whole of the Caribbean and affected 

the diasporic identity of the Americas. Therefore, after much scrutiny and reevaluation 

of the chapter structure of this thesis, I decided to focus on Díaz’s The Brief Wondrous 

Life of Oscar Wao due to its considerable reference not only to the image of the 

sugarcane and the cane field, but its profundity to reinvent history and project a utopian 

ideal. I resolved to footnote other modern US/Latino and Caribbean writers that mirror 

Díaz’s enthusiasm for rewriting the gaps of history and discourse through the image of 

the sugarcane. Ultimately, I found that the modern Caribbean writers I footnoted, as 
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well as Díaz, invoke the image of the sugarcane and establish an identity through 

literature that challenges the Caribbean identity initiated by Grainger’s discursive 

European lens.  

 With this research, I hope to spark further interest surrounding the implication of 

sugarcane and cultural discourse within the Caribbean space and as Paul Gilroy 

suggests, a rhizomorphic association to the shared historiography that traverses the 

boundaries of the Atlantic. I look forward to discussing and writing more about a 

transnational identity and intercultural perspective that complicates nation building 

agendas within Caribbean literature. For each of the writers I have examined represent 

an alternative space between local and global interpretations of modernity that contest 

varying national ideologies. Such writers exist with an undoubted ambivalence inside 

and outside of the borders of multiple national identities, while maintaining a sense of 

authenticity to reconstruct the intercultural entities that link the world together.  
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