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Abstract 

 

 Re-Imagining Environmental Waste: An Ecocritical Reading of 

Contemporary African Women Writers  

 

Yasmina Fawaz, PhD 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2018 

 

Co-Supervisors:  Hélène Tissières and Alexandra Wettlaufer  

 

The field of ecocriticism has been growing rapidly since its beginnings in the early 

1990s. Since then, critics like Elizabeth Deloughrey and Byron Caminero-Santangelo have 

indicated the importance of considering African works and their postcolonial contexts in 

these inquiries, as well as the remaining need to engage with francophone parts of the 

continent. With a growing interest in the field of postcolonial ecocriticism galvanized by 

the increasing environmental disasters across the African continent and the globe, 

contemporary women writers Ananda Devi, Tanella Boni and Fatou Diome offer 

invaluable perspectives on the various forms of environmental waste as they consider some 

of the myriad connections between material, human and cultural elements of pollution and 

degradation. Through the study of three novels, Devi’s Eve de ses décombres (2006), 

Boni’s Les baigneurs du lac Rose (1995), and Fatou Diome’s Le ventre de l’Atlantique 

(2003), this project articulates the ways in which these African writers go beyond 

portrayals of exploitation and waste by re-imagining polluted landscapes and gesture 

instead to the continent’s potential for material and cultural renewal. 
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Introduction: Re-Imagining Environmental Waste; An Ecocritical 

Reading of Contemporary African Women Writers (Devi, Boni and 

Diome) 
 

 

“…équilibrer les énergies les plus élémentaires pour assurer 

un minimum vital à toutes les populations de la planète” 

(Liking 37) 

 

“Les différences de richesses entre Nord et Sud, ainsi qu’au sein de chaque 

société, n’ont fait qu’augmenter, renforçant en particulier les inégalités de 

sexe, de classe et d’‘éthnie’”(Falquet 9) 

 

  

Early in 2017, the newly-elected U.S president stated his intent to back out of the 

historical Paris Agreement made during the 2015 United Nations Climate Change 

Conference also referred to as COP 21. This agreement aimed to mitigate the effects of 

greenhouse gas emissions on a global scale by asking each country represented to commit 

to keep the global temperature rise below 2 degrees celcius in this century. As a major 

world economic power and polluter, the United States’ damaging decision to back out of 

the agreement received major criticism from many world governments including the 

French who spearheaded and hosted the meetings in Paris that year. France’s outrage at the 

United States’ decision was weakened a few weeks later when footage of newly elected 

President Emmanuel Macron’s speech alluded to Africa’s inability to rise to Western 

definitions of civilization, because of the continent’s natality rate. The president’s 

comments further undermined the progress that seemed underway with the COP 21. Both 

these events betray the deep-seated relationship between issues of global socio-economic 

inequality and environmentalism. At the same time, there has been a systematic failure on 
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the part of global lending entities to properly consider African values and approaches to 

the environment when devising methods for sustainable economic development for the 

continent. A possible reason for this oversight, we might posit, could be the erroneous and 

damaging assumption that Africa bears complete responsibility for the pollution and 

economic deficits it contends with, making any traditional knowledge or input appear 

obsolete when planning an economic future that aims to rival Western and capitalist 

standards of development and prosperity.  

This of course is far from true, particularly with respect to the continent’s pollution 

production, as demonstrated by Valadkhani et al.’s “A Multiplicative Environmental DEA 

Approach to Measure Efficiency Changes in the World’s Major Polluters” (2016), a study 

aimed at demonstrating how efficiently the world’s largest climate polluters managed to 

reduce their harmful emissions. Using data from the World Bank (2015) they determine 

that: 

in terms of CO2 emissions, the US, China and Russia were the largest CO2 polluters 

in 2002 and 2007, but in 2011 Russia was replaced by India. In terms of the size of 

the labour force, freshwater, energy, GDP, CO2 and nitrous oxide emissions, the 

three largest countries in 2011 were the US, China and India. (371) 

 

 thereby highlighting Africa’s absence from the list of largest world climate polluters. With 

regards to the mismanagement of plastic waste and oceanic pollution, Jenna Jambeck et 

al.’s study, “Plastic waste inputs from land into the ocean” (2015), identifies the top 20 

countries guilty of plastic waste mismanagement. Among them 5 African countries starting 

at numbers 7 through 18 with China in first place (769). Jambeck et al. nuance these 

rankings by adding that:  
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Sources of uncertainty in our estimates result from the relatively few measurements 

of waste generation, characterization, collection, and disposal, especially outside of 

urban centers. Even where data were available, methodologies were not always 

consistent, and some activities were not accounted for, such as illegal dumping (even 

in high-income countries) and ad hoc recycling or other informal waste collection 

(especially in low-income countries). In addition, we did not address international 

import and export of waste, which would affect national estimates but not global 

totals. (770) 

 

Low-income regions, including a large portion of African countries, remain the dumping 

ground for many Western and Asian corporations and entities that manage to take 

advantage of a variety of financial strains in some African nations. Indeed, financial 

incentives have encouraged certain governments and officials to disregard longterm 

environmental violations in their own countries for short term monetary gains that in turn 

aggravate an already tenuous situation.  

In his book, Disposable Cities (2005), Garth Myers focuses on waste management 

in cities across eastern Africa all the while considering its ties to sustainable development, 

political ecology and good governance across sub-saharan Africa’s urban landscapes. 

Myers argues that: 

many postcolonial states in Africa have become ‘private’ arenas for 

individuals within them to pursue their own accumulation strategies, as in 

solid waste enterprises begun within the rubric of the Sustainable Cities 

Program. The clientele that benefits from their largess give the regimes they 

serve their strongest hold on legitimacy in the context of dubious electoral 

politics (Cammack 2002).1 (10)  

 

                                                 
1 Myers is referring to Paul Cammack’s article “Neoliberalism, the World Bank and the new politics of 

development” (2002).  
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Accordingly, waste management and pollution on a larger scale has become a political 

instrument as well as an influential actor in the shaping of the environmental and cultural 

futures of African cities. Contemporary African authors like Tanella Boni, Ananda Devi 

and Fatou Diome simultaneously expose and resist Africa’s portrayal as dumping ground 

for material waste by economic super-powers and exploiting corporations. Myers explains 

that “[t]he new wave of democratization throughout much of Africa in the 1990s, coupled 

with the idea of a good governance agenda, thus becomes much more clearly visible in the 

light of the exclusionary geographies that pattern the landscape of its cities” (10). By 

revealing environmental ties to cultural identities and histories on the continent, as well as 

gesturing to the merits of considering traditional knowledge in formulating solutions to 

Africa’s environmental, social and economic challenges, Boni, Devi and Diome counter 

the marginalization of polluted spaces and their populations.  

The environment has always been pervasive in African francophone literature. We 

can trace back its importance to the oral origins of epics and initiation narratives such as 

Soundjata (1971) and Kaïdara (1968).2 Nature often appears as the site for knowledge 

where life lessons can be garnered, either through medicinal and magical properties or 

through the observation of the elements, promoting a more harmonious and balanced 

relationship to the environment. Although both these narratives appear in their written form 

in the late 196021s to early 1970s, their origins, as explained by Niane and Hampate Bâ, 

long predate their transcription. The prevalence of the environment continues into novels 

                                                 
2 Soundjata was transcribed by D.T Niane and Kaïdara by Amadou Hampaté Bâ. 
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of the twentieth and twenty-first centuries where urban and rural landscapes provide 

invaluable insight on the ecological, social and cultural challenges of the communities they 

portray. These works, and African novels at large, recognize the ways in which the 

environment experiences and resists alongside its human counterpart, the continued abuse 

and marginalization created by years of colonization and imperialist attitudes. Aimé 

Césaire’s Cahier d’un retour au pays natal (1947) provides a prime example, as it features 

volcanic and pestilential imagery that illustrates the eruptive nature of the violence suffered 

by the African and Caribbean populations due to colonization. This imagery echoes the 

revolted state of the environment that coincides with the colonized populations’ sense of 

fragmented identity in the aftermath of colonization and slavery. Such recognition on the 

part of African writers from the négritude movement to today’s post-independence, reflects 

the inter-dependent relationship between humankind and the environment which African 

cosmogonies emulate and aim to balance using symbolisms associated with various 

elements.  

Water, earth, planets, stars, plants and animals all represent properties and 

supernatural powers that, when balanced, enhance the quality of life of humans and of their 

surroundings. Furthermore, these symbols and the meanings invested in them become 

building blocks for the cultural identities of African nations whose environment is 

threatened by pollution and over-exploitation of natural resources. As reported in the UN 

online magazine AfricaRenewal, the dismissal of almost all of of the 2008 lawsuits 

launched against the Shell oil company regarding the 2004 and 2007 oil spills in the Niger 
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Delta of Nigeria is a testament to strong remaining need for environmental justice 

(“Slippery Justice” 2013). Similarly, the continued advance of the Sahara Desert along with 

persistent droughts all over the continent attest to the dire consequences of unsustainable 

resource exploitation and in turn impede the progress of development in the affected 

regions (Stringer et al. 2009).   

Francophone authors such as Boni, Devi and Diome, foreground similar ecological 

and climatic concerns like air and marine pollution, desertification, urban sanitation and 

over-fishing that academics, the media and political entities are examining with increased 

urgency. Their novels provide alternative perspectives on the meanings tied to pollution 

and waste, gesturing to possibilities of renewal and transformation that acknowledge often 

erased or overlooked potentials for growth. This is particularly true with regards to Devi 

and Boni’s writings of mud and urban pollution as well as the water symbolism that Diome 

interweaves in her narrative. Postcolonial ecocriticism and ecofeminism therefore provide 

complementary frameworks that inform my readings of Boni’s Les baigneurs du lac Rose 

(1995), Devi’s Ève de ses décombres (2006) and Diome’s Le ventre de l’Atlantique (2003) 

in the chapters to follow. As the archive of the definitions of ecocriticism provided by the 

Association for the Study of Literature and Environment3 (ASLE) indicates, the term 

ecocriticism has had many definitions that have evolved and adapted to the growing 

understanding and scope of the field.  

                                                 
3 Founded in 1992. 
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Cheryll Glotfelty and Harold Fromm compiled one of the earliest anthologies on 

the topic, The Ecocriticism Reader (1996), where they define ecocriticism as “the study of 

the relationship between literature and the physical environment” (xviii). Furthermore, they 

specify that “despite the broad scope of inquiry and disparate levels of sophistication, all 

ecological criticism shares the fundamental premise that human culture is connected to the 

physical world, affecting it and affected by it. Ecocriticism takes as its subject the 

interconnections between nature and culture, specifically the cultural artifacts of language 

and literature” (xix). Eight years after the publication of Glotfelty and Fromm’s Reader, 

Greg Garrard states in Ecocriticism, the new critical idiom (2004) that “the challenge for 

ecocritics is to keep one eye on the ways in which ‘nature’ is always in some ways 

culturally constructed, and the other on the fact that nature really exists both the object 

albeit distantly, the origin of our discourse” (10). He points out that nature and our 

understanding of it is partly subject to our cultural experiences and perceptions, making it 

valuable in the study of identity (10). Garrard’s insight also suggests that there are two 

sides to nature: one that is uniquely concerned with the scientific aspects of the ecosystem 

and therefore excludes the cultural aspects of the human experience of the environment, 

ans one that engages with its more subjective aspects (10). For example, in places such as 

the Caribbean islands, the forest holds a special significance beyond the purely 

environmental, as a locus of freedom: historically maroons (former slaves) would escape 

into the forest seeking a space where their survival and subsequent resistance would 

become possible. Thus, as deforestation occurs, not only are there ecological consequences 
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in the form of desertification, loss of a renewable source of oxygen, and soil erosion, but 

deforestation is simultaneously the destruction of a significant piece of history as well as 

an important part of the cultural identity of the population. The challenge is to recognize 

these differences all the while acknowledging their symbiotic overlap.  

Garrard details various positions within the field of ecocriticism and among them, 

ecofeminism, which he explains is wide ranging. He notes that nature and natural are terms 

that have often been associated with patriarchal constructions of the female gender such as 

fertility and virginity (23-27). Due to these constructions and their association with nature, 

colonizers and super-powers have sought and continue to seek to appropriate to themselves 

the resources that they feel rightly belong to them or that they are more qualified to possess. 

This project’s use of the terms environment and environmental instead of nature and 

natural is therefore an attempt to resist such connotations, as are the references to 

ecofeminist theory. The form of ecofeminism that is most aligned with this project and the 

novels it considers is put forward by philosopher and ecofeminist, Val Plumwood, whose 

work demonstrates that: 

merely differentiating men from women, humans from nature, or reason from 

emotion, does not itself constitute problematic anthropo- or androcentrism. Rather, 

the underlying model of mastery shared by these forms of oppression is based upon 

alienated differentiation and denied dependency: in the dominant Euro-American 

culture, humans are not only distinguished from nature, but opposed to it in ways 

that make humans radically alienated from and superior to it. (Garrard 25)   

 

As such, this project embraces the notion that the way Boni, Devi and Diome’s novels 

denounce and resist modes of oppression that would perpetrate the nature/human and 

man/woman dualisms should be examined. It further examines the Global North/South 
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dualism which appears in Garrard’s section on future perspectives as he points out 

disparities between so-called “First” and “Third World” countries, particularly as “Third 

World countries are biologically rich but economically impoverished” (64), thus touching 

on the unequal distribution of global wealth. Garrard, however, never questions the terms 

or the implications of their use, nor does he engage with the lack of representation within 

the field of ecocriticism of postcolonial scholars and literatures.  

This oversight was symptomatic of what Glotfelty and Fromm had observed, 

namely that “ecocriticism has been predominantly a white movement. It will become a 

multi-ethnic movement when stronger connections are made between environment and 

issues of social justice, and when a diversity of voices are encouraged to contribute to the 

discussion” (xxv). And indeed it has: beginning with their ground-breaking article, 

“Against Authenticity: Global Knowledges and Postcolonial Ecocriticism” (2007), Cara 

Cilano and Elizabeth DeLoughrey shed light on Ramachandra Guha’s “directive that 

western ecologists start thinking more critically about the role of imperialism in fashioning 

an understanding of the environment, and a call to engage the ways in which capitalist 

consumption in the so-called ‘First’ and ‘Third Worlds’ might be critiqued and 

reconfigured for human and environmental sustainability” (71). Following this directive, 

scholars such as Graham Huggan, Helen Tiffin, Elizabeth DeLoughrey, George Handley, 

Byron Caminero-Santangelo and Garth Myers have questioned the previously narrow—

read Western—approach to the field by turning to Caribbean and African Literatures.  
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Huggan and Tiffin’s Postcolonial Ecocriticism (2010) provides the earliest 

theoretical volume discussing the intersection between postcolonial literatures and theory 

with the field of ecocriticism. While referencing Val Plumwood’s “attack on dualistic 

thinking that continues to structure human attitudes to the environment to the masculinist, 

‘reason centered culture’ that once helped secure and sustain European imperial 

dominance” (4), they gesture on to other forms of ecological imperialism such as 

biocolonisation where “the allegedly world-saving potential of science is seconded for self-

serving western needs and political ends” (4) and environmental racism where “the 

environmentally discriminatory treatment of socially marginalized or economically 

disadvantaged peoples […reflects…] what Plumwood calls ‘hegemonic centrism’—the 

self-privileging view that she sees as underlying racism, sexism and colonialism alike” (4).  

DeLoughrey and Handley’s Postcolonial Ecologies (2011) pushes Huggan and 

Tiffin’s work further by providing “the first collection of essays to engage with literatures 

from Africa, the Caribbean, South Asia, and the Pacific Islands in their postcolonial 

constructions of the environment” (34) and by refining their definition of postcolonial 

ecology as “a critical engagement with an ‘aesthetics of the earth’, which as Glissant 

explains, is also an imagining of alterity, a politics, and an impossible ‘aesthetics of chaos’ 

(Poetics 155)” (34). But it wasn’t until Byron Caminero-Satangelo and Myers contribution 

entitled Environment at the Margins (2011) that a postcolonial ecocritical volume focused 

exclusively on African literature and environment. Caminero-Santangelo and Myers 

express the urgent need for a “dialogue among different visions of African environments 
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and environmental change in Africa […because…] more than a century of imperial and 

neo-imperial attitudes and practices has resulted in intractable environmental problems as 

well as in the need for new kinds of environmental discourses” (2).  

While their volume takes important strides toward answering this need, Caminero-

Santangelo and Myers admit that this ground-breaking work’s “coverage is still 

inadequate” (13), as it leaves out a fair number of authors and regions, specifically 

francophone authors and Western Africa. In response to this want, Marie-Etienne Lassi’s 

Aspects écocritiques de l’imaginaire africain (2013) provides a collection of essays written 

in French, referencing non-American or British environmental thinkers such as Michel 

Serres and casting “un regard tout à fait novateur sur les littératures africaines, 

principalement celle de l’Afrique francophone dont le rapport à l’écologie n’avait pas 

encore été analysé avec autant de perspicacité” (13). Yet, despite the very recent influx of 

academic research and symposiums on Ecocriticism and Africa, this field of study remains 

marginalized because African francophone writers and scholars continue to be 

underrepresented in the dominant discourses on the environment in literature.4 It is in the 

interest of expanding and challenging these dominant ideas that this project looks to 

francophone Africa, particularly to Mauritius and Western Africa and the intellectual 

dialogues that can be observed from the work of its authors as they grapple with the past 

violence that continues to haunt present local and international relations through pollution, 

tourism and the exploitation of natural resources such as minerals, oceans and oil. 

                                                 
4 See Environment at the Margins by Caminero-Santangelo and Myers. 
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Furthermore, due to the still small number of postcolonial ecocritical studies that engage 

with the literature of these regions, women writers and their works remain largely under-

represented, particularly as none focus exclusively on their contributions.  

As such, this project considers the works of three francophone women authors 

written between 1990-2010, as the 1990s is a turning point in francophone literature where 

ecological and environmental problems became more conspicuously foregrounded 

alongside socio-cultural questions. The 1990s also mark the beginning of ecocriticism as a 

discipline, making this shift in francophone literature all the more salient. Focusing on 

women writers from Ivory Coast (Tanella Boni), Senegal (Fatou Diome) and Mauritius 

(Ananda Devi) highlights women’s powerful engagement with and contribution to 

environmental sustainability in Africa. This notion is supported by studies like France 

Falquet’s Ecologies: Quand les femmes comptent (2002) which offers a corpus of studies 

on the contribution of women to environmental sustainability across the globe. She 

explains that : 

Les femmes sont présentes—et même, selon les régions du monde, 

majoritaires—à tous les échelons de la filière alimentaire […] Les exemples 

les plus marquants sont l’Afrique et l’Asie […] non seulement les femmes 

produisent, mais elles transforment, amènent au marché, vendent, achètent, 

préparent à nouveau, jusqu’à la consommation finale des produits. (65-66) 

 

Building on Falquet’s claims, I argue that women are not only involved in providing food 

security but also in protecting and restoring key environments such as the Mangrove forests 

in Senegal. Furthermore, women are also instrumental to environmental sustainability 

through other means such as education and the arts. Studies like the ones presented in 



13 

 

Falquet’s work are useful, not only to understand how women are already making strides 

in protecting the planet, but also to grasp what kinds of institutional, theoretical and 

developmental actions are needed to help empower them while remaining aware that 

environmentalism is often couched in social imperatives that respond to the pressing need 

for equal access to basic necessities (197-214). Similarly, Boni, Devi and Diome convey 

through their female protagonists just how integral the environment is to the socio-cultural 

critiques they examine in their respective novels, thus highlighting the ways in which 

women across the continent are engaged on a local or international level in sustainable 

development. 

In chapter one, I uncover how Ananda Devi’s Ève de ses décombres (2006) 

provides connections between the island of Mauritius and other African countries as it 

exposes the polluted urban landscapes of a long romanticized and exoticized region. Devi’s 

incisive look at the island’s fast-paced urbanization leads me to critique the way in which 

Mauritius’ national rhetoric fails to include marginalized spaces, people and culture as they 

don’t fit the idyllic image of this jet-setters’ paradise destination. In the same way that the 

pollution and economic disparity on the island are carefully hidden from touristic 

brochures, so are the people who live within these spaces. The conflation of the novel’s 

protagonist, Eve, with the geography of the island and its decayed and wasted environments 

leads us to consider what psychological impact pollution might have on an individual’s 

understanding of their future prospects. In chapter two, I tease out elements like salt, mud 

and clay from Tanella Boni’s Les baigneurs du lac Rose (1995) and consider the symbolic 
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meanings they represent. While salt gestures toward the historical exploitation of this 

resource and its ties to colonialism, mud illustrates both the mired state left in the wake of 

colonial oppression and a unifying element that galvanizes the collective consciousness of 

those sharing polluted circumstances and environments. I therefore consider mud to be a 

link between the salted wounds of the past and the creative potential of the future that clay 

represents. The creative process and sacred rituals attributed to clay mining and artisanal 

pottery energize Boni’s narrative and highlight women’s unique role in maintaining 

balance and creating solutions to environmental issues. Thus, I argue that these symbols 

further highlight the symbiotic quality between environmental conservation and historical 

constructions and notions of cultural identity. Finally, in chapter three, my reading of Fatou 

Diome’s Le ventre de l’Atlantique bridges the fishing practices of artisanal fishermen in 

Senegal and the economic pressures that lead many to undertake long and dangerous 

journeys across the Atlantic in the hopes of securing a better future in Europe. The ocean 

and its waters hold layers of meanings which I unfold, making clear the link between 

postcolonial migration questions and the cultural significance of environmental 

sustainability.  

My choice to move anachronistically from Devi’s bleaker, 2006-narrative to Boni’s 

more tempered 1995-novel and then back to Diome’s 2003 sharper critique, gestures to the 

influence of current events at the time they wrote on their respective narrative approaches. 

Odile Cazenave and Patricia Célérier in Comtemporary Francophone Writers and the 

Burden of Commitment (2011) explain that “in the 1990s and early 2000s, the will to 
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remember, the act of remembrance, the (re)cognition of the past, and memorialization of 

its traumatic periods became themes around which to rally political energies” (9). Yet, 

Devi’s novel betrays a shift in approach where the burden of commitment is subsequent to 

the representation of truth. Her portrait of Mauritius allows her reader to push past the 

Romantic constructions of the island in order to uncover the hidden environmental and 

socio-cultural imperatives, without aiming to suggest potential solutions. Instead, her work 

points to the need for genuine empathy for the realities that seem far removed from our 

own. These realities have long been at the forefront of other African writings and literary 

representations across the continent and, in many ways, Devi falls in line with later 

postcolonial novels that “have become darker, time and location sketchier and more 

disjointed. The fictional nation-state has taken on cynically farcical quality, and authors 

have tended to focus on creating more intricately woven and layered narratives” (Cazenave 

and Célérier 7). According to Cazenave and Célérier, Boni’s novel Les baigneurs du lac 

Rose is an example of writing that “revisist[s] foundational myths to understand the 

mechanisms ruling modern African societies and gauge their potential for change” (70). It 

is the focus on this potential that drives the organization of this project’s chapters as we 

move from violence, to memory and finally to migration. In looking back toward Boni’s 

narrative, we are able to recognize a similar level of layered meaning held within the 

imagined landscapes of Devi’s representation of the suffocating and dismantling effects of 

extreme insularity. Diome’s writing of the island provides more outlets while resisting the 

impulse to glorify immigration: she anchors her protagonist in the waters of the Atlantic, 
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thus completing the reader’s journey from empathy and recognition of past and present 

trauma toward change and renewal.  

While there have been ecocritical readings of some of Devi’s other novels, Ève de 

ses décombres like Boni’s Les baigneurs du lac Rose and Diome’s Le ventre de 

l’Atlantique have never been considered for their environmental value. By addressing this 

gap, this project reinforces the veracity of the notion that environment and culture are 

interdependent. Environmental concerns therefore should not be considered separately 

from socio-economic, political and cultural matters, even when the novels in which they 

appear aren’t overtly discussing environmental issues. I raise questions of identity and 

belonging at various points throughout the project, particularly with regards to migration 

and multiculturalism and are further investigated in this project’s conclusion alongside 

concepts like créolisation and coolitude. These notions infuse a creative energy that 

enriches the connections established within each of the chapters and push our reflections 

further into larger contexts, particularly that of the role of environmental aesthetic and 

sensibility in the construction of cultural identity. Conversely, how can multiculturalism 

and migration benefit strategies for environmental conservation and sustainable 

development? Insular geographies inspire both créolisation and coolitude much like the 

novels in chapters one (Mauritius) and three (Niodior). They both share in the belief that 

cultural identity is deeply tied to the environment and are inspired by the journeys that led 

slaves and indentured laborers across the Caribbean Sea and the Indian Ocean onto the 

shores of the Caribbean and Mascarene islands. Créolisation coïncides with what Glissant 
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describes in Poétique de la Relation as “une vision écologique de la Relation” (160) 

particularly since “contre la convention d’un paysage-décor faussement légitimant, les 

œuvres apparues dans ces pays [Haïti et les Caraïbes] ont-elles conçu d’abord le paysage 

comme impliqué dans une histoire, devenant lui aussi personnage parlant” (85). Glissant’s 

novels such as La Lézarde and Mahagony examplify how landscapes are historical 

witnesses that, if deciphered properly, speak of shared experiences with their human 

inhabitants. It is with a similar understanding that this project engages with the novels of 

Boni, Devi and Diome. 

Khal Torabully’s concept of coolitude aims to showcase the transoceanic 

connections that Mauritius inherited through many diasporas. In Coolitude (2002), Marina 

Carter and Torabully take a close look at Torabully’s concept, placing it on a continuum of 

movements that have succeeded “Négritude, Antillanité, Créolité and Creolization” (195). 

While coolitude adds the Indian/Coolie element to créolisation, it also further explores the 

Indian Ocean, a site that Glissant connects to the Caribbean in his writings. Marina Carter’s 

conversation with the Mauritian poet, amongst many things, establishes the strong link 

between Torabully and Glissant’s respective concepts, highlighting the many similitudes 

regarding their positions on multiplicity of identity and rhizomatic constructions of the self. 

When speaking on culture and identity, Torabully employs primarily maritime images, 

using the sea as the site for circulation and exchange. Carter explains that “… sea voyage 

[is] an essential function in his poetry. It is to be understood as a place of destruction and 

creation of identity, which is preliminary to the ‘enracinement’ in the host country, itself 
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comprehended as a dynamic space of the diversity of perceptions and cultures” (15). The 

term enracinement is critical here as it refers back to root imagery and metaphors that are 

very present in Glissant’s work, allowing for an interesting conversation between the two 

authors’ conceptualizations of rootedness, including resisting the notion of being rooted, 

uprooting and its effect on a sense of (home)land. Torabully’s innovative contribution 

however, lies in his use of the sea and the ocean as more than an abyss of loss due to the 

slave trade but rather a fluid space of exchange: “…coral evokes fluidity and openness to 

relation. Soft in water, coral hardens when out of water, an image that conveys the complex 

continuities between the self and one’s environment” (229), therefore underscoring how 

“identity cannot be grasped nor taken out of context without running the risk of freezing or 

fossilizing it, of interpreting only one of its many facets” (230). His work, particularly his 

poetry on coolitude, uses the coral in much the same way as Glissant uses the mangrove 

tree in his novels: these important features of Caribbean and West African landscapes 

gesture to symbolic bridges across geographic and cultural distances that echo this project’s 

reading of pollution, mud, salt, clay and water. 

In Caribbean Literature and the Environment (2005) DeLoughrey et al. link 

Glissant’s theory of creolization with Postcolonial Ecocriticism, showcasing how “Glissant 

… suggests the land is a mute historical record … so that a gesture of destruction against 

land becomes an act of violence against collective memory” (Caribbean 2). The cultural 

and physical crossings experienced by individuals break the illusion of a stable and 

containable identity. This is precisely why the preservation of the environment and thereby 
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of its cultural and historical referents is a collective responsibility. Environmental issues 

have implications that go beyond health and survival, two of the primary depictions in 

popular media as to why global warming and environmental pollution is a human concern. 

It reaches further into our personal and individual lives as it informs how we define 

ourselves and our future through cultural and historical ties. The environment is a corner 

piece to our identities, moving to the same rhythm as our ever-evolving selves through 

shared experiences of exploitation and development and therefore points, above all, to the 

urgency of finding sustainable and culturally-aware solutions to these on-going 

degradations of the earth and its inhabitants. 
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Chapter 1: De-Romanticizing the Island; Pollution of the Mind and the 

“désir de repli” in Ananda Devi’s Ève de ses décombres 
 

“The defeat of imperialism and neo-colonialism and hence the liberation of natural and 

human resources and the entire productive forces of the nation, would be the beginning 

of Africa’s real progress and development.” 

-- Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o, Decolonizing the Mind (103) 

 

“The tropical island enabled the experiencing of unfamiliar processes in a heightened 

sense, both because of the symbolic role which the island was expected to perform and 

because of the fast rate of geomorphic change in the tropics. The landscapes of island 

and garden were metaphors of mind.” 

--Richard Grove, Green Imperialism (14) 

 

 

 Born in Trois Boutiques, Mauritius, Ananda Devi has written many novels inspired 

by her native island’s history and culture. Rather than focus on Mauritius’ obvious 

attributes, Devi demonstrates the depth of the small Indian Ocean nation’s riches by 

exploring difficult and even unsavory aspects of its society. Namrata Poddar’s “The islands 

within” examines Ananda Devi’s portrait of the city in her novel Ève de ses décombres 

(2006) and exposes the dystopic insularity of Mauritius’ capital, Port Louis, whose 

representation in the popular imagination is often one of economic success and 

development. Devi’s novel offers a valuable counter-image of this city that “habour[s] a 

number of different islands, the insular worlds of the various socially marginalized groups 

who often see themselves as victims of imperialism in its various avatars” (49). Instead of 

salaciously exhibiting the distress of these island communities, Poddar argues that Ève de 

ses décombres, through the “metroport [,] opens up a uniquely transnational space and […] 

in foregrounding the island’s continual vulnerability to and negotiations with the changing 
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forms of imperialism […] the port-capital in Mauritian fiction goes beyond the spacio-

temporal categories and dichotomies” (49). Devi’s novel surely highlights the potential for 

exchange and growth represented by the city of Port Louis all the while reminding the 

reader that this potential is not readily available to everyone. It allows for connections to 

the rest of the globe and to other African urban landscapes as they too are confronted with 

an ever-present imperialism.  

 Indebted, in many ways to Franz Fanon’s Peau noire, masques blancs (1952) and 

Les damnés de la terre (1961) Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o’s Decolonizing The Mind (1986) 

incisively denounces the lingering forms of imperialism in African education systems that 

kept African minds chained to a colonial system that systematically erased all trace of 

African cultural and intellectual heritage. This educational system left in its wake “a 

cultural bomb [whose purpose] is to annihilate a people’s belief in their names, in their 

languages, in their environment, in their heritage of struggle, in their unity, in their 

capacities and ultimately in themselves” (3). Devi’s young character-narrators in Ève de 

ses décombres embody the after effects of such a cultural bomb. Forty years after the 

publication of Ngũgĩ’s text, imperialism lingers, morphing as it continues to seep into the 

minds of Africa’s youth. Ève de ses décombres provides an example of layered insularity 

as Sad, Clélio, Ève and Savita, already geographically separated from Africa’s mainland, 

live on the margins of Mauritius’ symbol of economic development, the city of Port Louis. 

Isolated, trashed and rejected these youths take on the characteristics of their environment, 

the fictional district of Troumaron. Thus exploring the spread of the landscape’s pollution 
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onto the minds of its population, the novel can be read through the lens of a phenomena I 

call pollution of the mind.  

Certainly, critics such as Ritu Tiyagi and Françoise Lionnet have extensively 

written about Ananda Devi’s work shining a light on the dark subjects to which the author 

lends a voice. Tiyagi and Lionnet provide comprehensive studies of the gender violence, 

social, economic and cultural implications that permeate Devi’s writing while focusing on 

the study of her novel’s characters. However, Lionnet’s writing favored an environmental 

approach in “Conventions critiques, paysages littéraires et écocritique postcoloniale” and 

“Narration and the City: Ananda Devi’s Rue la Poudrière”. In the latter, she uses the visual 

aesthetics of Devi’s first novel, Rue la Poudrière (1988), to unveil the author’s first act of 

resistance in writing the abject and the “hidden under the blinding glare of Romantic 

exoticism” (Écritures féminines 110). An exoticism that abounds in literary representations 

of Mauritius during the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries and continues to exist in 

today’s travel blogs and brochures. Despite Tiyagi and Lionnet’s invaluable insights, 

Poddar is the only critic to provide an urban-focused study of Ève de ses décombres that 

encompasses the social critique put forward by a writer who continually brings difficult 

subjects to her readers, frequently featuring a female protagonist’s present or past 

experience of violence.5 Poddar’s approach however, centers on Port Louis’ urbanism 

rather than on Troumaron’s landscape which is the focus of this chapter. 

                                                 
5 L’arbre fouet (1997), Moi l’interdite (2000), Pagli (2001), Les Hommes qui me parlent (2011). 
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In Rue la Poudrière and in Ève de ses décombres (2006), the female characters are 

in the city. Lionnet perceptively points to the conflation of woman and city starting in 

nineteenth-century literature where a traveling man would experience the city’s charms 

through sexual encounters with local women and sex workers,6 often reducing women in 

declining urban spaces to “the idea of the fall, a loss of innocence that inexorably leads to 

ruin and perdition; novelistic closure is conveniently provided through her [the female 

protagonist’s] demise” (Écritures Féminines 92). Ève de ses décombres seems to directly 

respond to such pigeon-holing as the eponymous narrator’s name immediately creates a 

link to the biblical figure of Eve, accused of causing humankind’s fall into sin. It extends 

to the earliest environmental impulses of Dutch and Huguenot naturalists who, according 

to Richard Grove in Green Imperialism (1995), viewed knowledge of nature as a pathway 

to knowledge of God, attributing less significance to the Fall and more emphasis on 

“responsibility for human actions in nature” (151). Furthermore, Grove notes that “human 

disruption, measured by species extinctions, represented a highly symbolic incursion on 

the Edenic image of island wilderness […] Each extinction represented a step further away 

from a God-given Eden and a step towards imperfection and corruption” (151).  Much like 

the extinction of the island’s native dodo bird due to the first human settlers’ over-hunting 

of the species, Devi’s character appears to suffer, like the island of Mauritius, an extinction 

of her natural wilderness. She loses her innocence as she begins to barter sexual favors for 

school supplies and lessons, finding amidst her poverty that her body is her only means of 

                                                 
6 Baudelaire’s “La chevelure” (Les fleurs du mal), written about a visit to Mauritius is a prime example. 
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economic agency. She tells herself that she’s the one using others to accomplish her goals 

and not the other way around, but the reader understands that in the end she’s a victim of 

her circumstances. Beaten and bloodied by an alcoholic father as her mother silently 

watches in fear, blamed for causing her best friend’s murder, Ève turns inwards, further 

isolating herself in an attempt to fend off the violence that surrounds her. Reflecting on 

Ève’s numbness toward her physical and sexual abuse, Sad, Savita and Clélio concurrently 

expose the impoverished and polluted landscape surrounding them as well as the historical 

events leading to their ostracism. While colonial responsibility remains to be satisfied, it 

has left in its wake a postcolonial legacy which manifests itself through willful hyper-

consumerism at the expense of human and environmental sustainability.  

Such rampant consumerism and the expansive waste it creates are some of the 

foundations of the novel’s ruins. The décombres or ruin that permeate the text, take on 

narratological value despite their unsightly and repulsive characteristics. The decay that 

characterizes the township of Troumaron seeps into the narrator’s consciousness recreating 

the wasteland that surrounds them inside their own visions of the future. The ruins also 

point to the systematic physical and psychological wearing down of Eve’s character 

making her experience indissociable from the landscape she inhabits. Devi’s novel 

suggests a future built from or out of these ruins, something especially salient in the English 

translation’s title: Eve out of her Ruins. However, this glimmer of hope isn’t readily 

available to the reader because of the author’s care to allow her characters to fully express 

the depth of the despair and brokenness they experience in Troumaron.  
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Like other critics of Devi’s work7, Poddar takes an ecocritical approach to her 

readings as Devi places a strong emphasis on her novel’s settings, crafting landscapes that 

shape their narration and characters. “The Islands Within” sheds light on Devi’s ability in 

Ève to “explore most obsessively the insular experience of the metroport, [and] also posit 

most incisively the desire for and ability to escape through the role of literature, 

imagination and writing” (47) which is expressed through Sadiq’s character and his urge 

to express, dream and revolt through his own writing and reading of Rimbaud’s poetry. 

Poddar turns to the metroport, a term of her own invention that denotes the unique position 

occupied by Mauritius’ capital. Poddar, like Lionnet with the city, highlights the way in 

which Ève de ses décombres brings to the surface the contradictory nature of the metroport 

which harbors marginality and exile while “serving simultaneously as the island’s capital, 

administrative and economic center, the port-capital is the island’s metropolitan city par 

excellence” (40). The port and the access to the ocean as a means of mobility becomes the 

primary distinction between Lionnet’s city and Poddar’s metroport thus playing on the 

maritime and urban registers of an island like Mauritius. Therefore, Sad through his literary 

creativity is able to set sail to horizons previously out of reach due to Troumaron’s murky 

environment. 

Nevertheless, the question remains: What about Ève? Her fate is much more 

ambiguous, her state much more immobile and the novel leaves the reader unresolved, 

knowing only that Sad is by her side as they wait for the police to arrive. A study of 

                                                 
7 Amaleena Damlé and Julia Efferts in particular. 
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Troumaron’s urbanscape provides the reader with a sense of how to answer the question of 

Eve’s future fate, or rather what possibilities lie beyond the end of the novel. My reading, 

like that of Lionnet and Poddar, underscores the ways in which Devi resists and rejects the 

utopian and Romantic representations of the island. However, my interest is centered on 

the polluted urbanscape of the novel apparent through Ève and Savita’s metonymic 

relationship with trash as well as Clélio and Sad’s experiences of the pollution and rejection 

aimed toward their district. By focusing on Troumaron’s geographical and socio-economic 

relationship with the capital and to the novel’s characters, I demonstrate that the material 

and social pollution depicted in the novel contaminates its characters and its readers, 

forcing the latter to question their own contribution to the dystopic murkiness which 

surrounds the young narrators. Furthermore, I show that in doing so, Devi provokes in the 

reader a surge of empathy which is essential in order to take decisive action.  

 

Pollution of the Mind: 

Despite the Mauritian government’s best efforts to preserve the wildlife by 

fostering ecotourism8 and instituting environmental protection laws, the aftereffects of 

historical patterns of exploitation linger, affecting the Mauritian landscape and psyche. As 

                                                 
8 I find both the term and the idea of ecotourism rather problematic. The term and the idea it puts forward 

encourage a discovery, understanding and appreciation of environmentally protected or fragile spaces. 

However, in Mauritius’ case as well as many others like it, the carbon footprint created by the air travel 

necessary to access the island from most countries negates the “eco” and emphasizes the “tourism” which 

can easily deepen the exoticism that already exists around places such as Mauritius. Similarly, Rosabelle 

Boswell in “Heritage Tourism and Identity” identifies a discrepancy between the Mauritian government’s 

engagement in making heritage tourism sustainable through an emphasis on a maroon village’s natural and 

therefore primitive qualities, essentially pushing Creole identity on to the margins of the island’s 

development strategy (289-91).  
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such, Devi’s multi-narrator approach provides examples of what I describe as a pollution 

of the mind, born from imperial and colonial9 influence upon the island. The concept of 

mental pollution already exists in the field of psychology where it is most commonly 

associated with sexual behavior and violence, childhood trauma and obsessive-compulsive 

disorders.10 Following in the footsteps of Silent Spring and Our Stolen Future,11 

Demeneix’s book, Losing Our Minds (2014), is the most recent contribution from the 

psychological field that is nearest to my definition of a pollution of the mind.12 In the field 

of literature, Ngũgĩ’s Decolonizing the Mind (1986) expresses the impact of imperialism 

and its neo-colonial permutation as having “economic, political, military, cultural and 

psychological consequences for people of the world today” (2). While he considers 

language as the primary vehicle for the colonization of the mind, “pollution of the mind” 

looks at the material waste and marginalization in Troumaron that contaminate, like a 

disease, the novel’s characters and spread to its readers. Calling on these influences, I 

define pollution of the mind as the internalization of concurrent environmental pollution, 

psychological erosion and social marginalization. 

In Ève de ses décombres, pollution, in its material sense, appears repeatedly and 

seeps into the characters’ psyche, allowing for its development as a trope throughout the 

                                                 
9 Imperialism being the ideology and colonialism the implementation of said ideology. See Edward Saïd’s 

Culture and Imperialism for an in-depth discussion. 
10 See Fairbrother et al.’s “Mental pollution” and “Feelings of mental pollution” and Berman’s “Predictors 

of mental pollution”. 
11 Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring (1962) and Colburn’s Our Stolen Future (1996) introduced the general 

public to environmental pollution and its consequences on human health.  
12 Demeneix’s research focuses on the impact of chemical pollution on the incidence of behavioral 

disorders such as autism spectrum disorders, attention deficit/hyperactivity disorders and congenital 

hypothyroidism.  
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text. Ngũgĩ puts forward the idea that a writer’s relationship to their environment shapes 

the form of their writing, the aesthetics and structures they employ to narrate their 

understanding of the environment they wish to portray (78). I would further argue that the 

novel’s shape, in turn, defines the characters of the novel thus molding the reader’s 

perception of the environment in question. This becomes apparent when Savita describes 

her route home : “Moi, je n’ai qu’à passer devant le local à ordures, et je serai chez moi” 

(85). While it’s understood that her home happens to be near a garbage site, her phrasing 

plays on a second meaning that her home is not just metonymically associated with a refuse 

site but is also one and the same. The polluted space she encounters simply by walking past 

“le local à ordure” (85) followed by the conjunction “et” (85) leads to the conclusion that 

Savita equates her home to a waste site. The pollution generated by the neighborhood trash 

is therefore transfered onto the young woman’s understanding of the Home, suggesting 

that she sees the pile of refuse as a place to which she belongs.  Furthermore, her murdered 

body is eventually found in what could very well be the very same garbage site. Ève feels 

that this hateful act robbed Savita of any pride: “Il lui a interdit tout orgueil en l’entassant 

dans une poubelle. Il a décrété : tu n’es rien. Tu n’existes pas. Tu as existé pour rien. Tu 

n’as servi à rien” (100). Much like the trashing of Savita’s murdered body, the district of 

Troumaron and its inhabitants are robbed of pride; denied a present and future, they are 

confronted with a sentiment of worthlessness which is engrained in the young narrators 

echoing Ngũgĩ’s perspective on the impact of colonialism’s “cultural bomb” (3).  
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The images of Savita’s trashed living conditions aren’t entirely fictive as they are 

rooted in the realities of real wastelands in Mauritius, called campements, where the 

socially disfavored gather along with the material waste they produce. The trash in districts 

like that of Troumaron or in squatter settlements is not limited to a particular area. Instead, 

the garbage proliferates all over these living spaces as they are often poorly serviced, if 

serviced at all, by the municipal sanitation services. Despite many promising 

environmental laws and programs like the recent ban on the use of plastic bags across the 

country, Mauritius continues to struggle with a large waste production with very limited 

recycling and composting facilities nationwide. Most villages do not have access to 

recycling bins or centers and the general population is not evenly educated on how to 

separate trash. The plastic bags are only a part of the plastic trash that accumulates along 

roadsides, in rivers and waterways. In some cases, particularly in squatter communities, 

the inhabitants do not have their trash picked up due to the impassable nature of the terrain, 

lack of funds and disinterest from relevant authorities to resolve the issue. The campement 

population therefore takes to burning the trash in metal barrels or in a cleared piece of land. 

This practice is doubly unsafe as they may accidently cause fires that would damage their 

homes as well as creating fumes which are dangerous to their health.  

In the novel, Sad mentions observing small fires lit on the side of the mountain 

which separates Troumaron from Port Louis. His description suggests that these fires are 

unregulated by the authorities which are seldom mentioned in the novel, with the exception 

of Savita’s murder investigation. This minimal presence alludes not only to the state of 
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neglect in which Troumaron is left but also the laissez-faire attitude that accompanies the 

application of environmental laws in such areas. The feelings of ostracism and insulation 

expressed by the narrators are transferred onto the descriptions of the district of Troumaron 

which is represented as a useless, trashed and wasted13 space. Kenneth Harrow’s Trash 

(2013) considers the “trashy” elements of Nollywood as well as the representation of 

material trash in African films, presenting these images as valuable since they shed light 

on marginalized experiences. He explains that “the theorizing around trash moves from the 

material to the psychological, sociological and political, with regimes of trash recycling 

discarded objects from one order to another: discarded, worthless people from one 

community to another; states of exception returning the margin to new centers.” (2). 

Harrow’s concept of recycling allows for an element of mobility and value to enter the 

“trashy” discourse of Nollywood films.  

In the same way, the littered landscape of Troumaron is an example of the re-

centering or recycling efforts of the author whereby the unsightly and polluted existences 

at the margins become a new center of narration. Thus, by placing the marginalized lives 

of Troumaron’s youth at the heart of the novel, Devi effectively transforms the trashed or 

polluted circumstances of her characters by making their narratives worthy of attention.  

These narratives then shift the readers’ focus from the dominant Romantic and exotic 

discourses that surround the island of Mauritius toward a much sober reality effectively 

                                                 
13 I use the term “wasted” to mean two simultaneous things: (1) as a space used carelessly and to which 

there is no purpose, as well as (2) weak and emaciated. The second definition which normally is a human 

attribute is easily applicable both to Troumaron’s landscape as well as its inhabitants, blurring the lines that 

would separate them.  
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demonstrating how Ngũgĩ’s notion that the author’s environment shapes his writing is 

applicable to this novel’s setting and its characters.  Furthermore, it illustrates how the 

trashed environment of the characters leads to a pollution of the mind which shapes the 

reader’s notion of the island. 

Ève de ses décombres is therefore a social and environmental narrative. The 

depiction of human dejection in the novel serves to highlight the underrepresented 

ecological crisis that litters its text. By doing so, it exacerbates the social challenges it puts 

forward thus demonstrating an inextricable relationship between human, social and 

environmental elements. To borrow Ngũgĩ’s logic once more, Imperialism in its colonial 

and neo-colonial stages colors “how we view ourselves, our environment even” (88). The 

reverse can therefore be said to be true. Our environment and our-selves are shaped by the 

winds of imperialism which promotes a monological, top-down approach to reason and 

development. Resisting such an approach, Val Plumwood imagines in Environmental 

Culture (2001) a scenario where the world facing dire ecological crisis puts into place an 

extreme ecological version of Plato’s utopia,14 the “EcoRepublic” (62). In this imagined 

society, Plumwood follows through the consequences of pure rationalism as a means to 

resolve the consequences of a global capitalist economy that has rendered nature and 

therefore human existence precarious. Thus, the EcoRepublic births a militaristic order to 

assure that rationality, understood as the absence of emotion, is the only means to decision-

making. This lack of emotion, and compassion, leads to a decaying world “occupied by 

                                                 
14 See Plato’s The Republic. 
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diseased, forgotten people” (63) called the Badlands.15 The people who occupy these 

decomposing lands are similar to the ones living in Troumaron. They aren’t altogether 

unaware of the problems they face “but are too disabled by their situation, their material, 

educative and spiritual deprivation” (63).  Similarly to the Badland’s population described 

in Plumwood’s EcoRepublic, the people of Troumaron are paralyzed by their polluted 

conditions, robbing them of their humanity and turning them into mindless machines.16 

Similarly, the western reader is in danger of succumbing to the same emotion-deprived 

paralysis, as he or she is often confronted with the scientific and logical facts of 

environmental deterioration. In many ways, Devi’s novel infuses humanity back into a 

Badland’s narrative, connecting the scientific reality of environmental degradation and the 

reality of young people like Savita, Eve, Sad and Clélio. The un-collected trash in 

underprivileged communities like theirs, transforms the population’s living space into a 

dumping ground metonymically rendering their environment a refuse site as well as 

endangering their health and safety.  

Devi’s novel aims to ignite in her reader the emotion and compassion that would 

save the people of Troumaron from the extremes of the Badlands, but also save the reader 

form becoming an unfeeling cog in the machine that contributes to the creation of the 

                                                 
15 Plumwood doesn’t make clear to which Badlands she refers to, allowing the reader to read it as the broad 

category of Badlands similar to the ones found in the Western United States, or to the Australian Mallee to 

which she makes reference in her essay “Shadow Places and Politics of Dwelling” (2008). In her 

commentary of this article, Emily Potter in “Postcolonial Atmospheres: Recalling Our Shadow Places” 

(2015) relates that “Plumwood’s account suggests that these shadow places are the externalities of the 

capitalist process” (80), bearing once more a striking similarity to the portrait Devi paints of Troumaron.  
16 Eve proclaims to resist this phenomenon : “ Le quartier ne m’a pas volé l’âme comme aux autres robots 

qui l’habitent” (21). 
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Badlands across the world. It is with this aim in mind that the portrait of Troumaron 

becomes a crucial element of the novel. Sad, one of the narrators, evokes a disquieting 

image of his home: “Je suis dans un lieu gris. Ou plutôt jaunâtre, qui mérite bien son nom : 

Troumaron. Troumaron, c’est une sorte d’entonnoir ; le dernier goulet où viennent se 

déverser les eaux usées de tout un pays. Ici, on recase les réfugiés des cyclones, ceux qui, 

deux ou cinq ans ou dix ou vingt ans après, ont toujours les orteils à l’eau et les yeux pâles 

de pluie” (13). The colors he uses to describe his town are muted and remind the reader of 

dead leaves and human waste. He thinks that the colors contribute to the characterization 

of Troumaron as the name literally means a brown hole. Following this translation, the 

name of the town can be separated into two parts invested with symbolism that contribute 

further to the novel’s environmental and social conflation.  

Trou has a first degree meaning that alludes to a hole and can be construed in terms 

of emptiness as well as an expulsion site. It gestures to an emptiness embodied by all of 

the novel’s characters but most notably by Ève as she displays an unnerving lack of self-

preservation.17 Highlighting her physical abuse throughout the text, she welcomes the 

desiring looks and advances of those who would take advantage of her, trading sex for her 

school supplies and tutoring lessons while trying to convince herself that she is in fact “the 

predator” (22) and not the victim. Sad pushes the imagery of a dirty pit further by adding 

that it seems as though all of the used waters of the country was funneled down to his part 

of the island.  

                                                 
17 Yet another instance where the biblical reference to Eve is highlighted. 
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The image it evokes isn’t purely aesthetic but rather draws on the sobering reality 

that exists in Mauritius, especially during the summer months when the island is likely to 

experience heavy torrential rains. The trash accumulated daily clogs the drains causing 

severe flooding across the country. The frequent downpours have become a significant 

problem across the nation as the country is better prepared for cyclones. During torrential 

rains, the population receives meteorological alerts via the news outlets, meaning one must 

have access to a radio or television in order to receive the weather warnings. The alerts 

alone cannot prevent squatter settlements from being swept away or homes close to 

mountains and bridges to be flooded. During these inundations, the news is filled with 

testimonies of many in the affected areas that have lost mattresses, fridges, food and sofas 

due to water damage. These necessities along with television sets and other small luxuries 

are often bought on credit leaving the affected parties with debts and ruined homes. In this 

way, the town is a hole collecting unwanted waste from society in the form of its 

undesirable, miss-assimilated population. Furthermore, we find that Troumaron is also 

littered with a collection of material waste, adding to its repulsiveness.  

 The suffix -maron refers to the color brown, the color of mud and physical waste. 

Ève imagines the island as being built on a swamp and Sad describes the town as constantly 

wet, thus the image of mud is strongly associated to the district’s portrait. Moreover, by 

alluding to the color of human waste the name of town touches on a fundamental aspect of 

the novel which is centered on material, physical and emotional waste. It seems as though, 

much like the dirty waters funneled down into the sewer that is Troumaron, the refugees 
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are sucked into the dark pit of the district and never manage to climb back out. This is also 

true geographically as Sad places his neighborhood: “Entre la ville et la pierre, nos 

immeubles, nos gravats, nos ordures. L’eczéma des peintures et le goudron sous nos pieds. 

Un terrain de jeu pour enfants est devenu un parcours de combattant, avec ses aiguilles, ses 

tessons de bouteilles, ses couleuvres d’attente” (14). He explains that Troumaron and those 

who live there are essentially enclosed between the capital and the mountain’s stone, 

amongst buildings, rubble and trash. The playground, a space associated with the innocence 

of young children, is compared to a battle field as it is covered with dangerous sharp objects 

that allude to alcohol and drug use in this setting.  

The contrast between the innocence of young children and the dangers of substance 

abuse echoes the contrast in place between Troumaron and the postcard-worthy-paradise-

island image of Mauritius. It also alludes to the direct relationship between social and 

environmental justice. In Different Shades of Green (2014), Byron Caminero-Santangelo 

establishes the ways in which a novel that seemingly foregrounds anthropocentric issues 

such as employment loss, health threats, cultural loss and decrease in quality of life as a 

result of environmental change or, as in the case of Ève, pollution can also be the subject 

of environment-centered criticism whereby the reader’s environmental sensibility and 

conscience of the underlying colonial roots of these conditions are heightened (28-9). 

Caminero-Santangelo understands environmental justice then to be less of a class-driven, 

geographically-limited approach to the “environmentalism of the poor” which generally 

concerns itself with “struggles of injustice within countries of the Global South and entailed 
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by unequal global patterns of distribution” (30).  Sad’s use of eczema as a metaphor, 

highlights the contagious nature of this polluted environment by which he and the 

neighborhood children are enclosed. Their social dejection is a reflection of their polluted 

surroundings, which in turn, is a result of historical and cultural patterns of exploitation by 

several successive colonial enterprises.  

Sad’s eczema metaphor, by which he personifies the environment through the use 

of disease, not only gestures to the health concerns generated by this environmental justice 

imperative, but also provides the means for a prise de conscience on the reader’s part, 

holding up a mirror to the social and geographical shunning that leads the novel’s narrators 

to struggle with a positive self-image or outlook for the future. Sad explains that “[N]otre 

quartier, lui, n’a pas changé. C’est le dernier retranchement. Ici, on se construit une identité 

par défaut : celle des non-appartenants. On nous appelle bann Troumaron… comme s’il 

s’agissait d’une nouvelle communauté dans cette île qui en a déjà tellement” (17). Sad 

perceives his community’s ostracized status to be directly linked to its lack of urban 

development, contrasting his living situation with the urban boom in Mauritius’ capital, 

Port Louis. His perspective points to the city’s influence on the feelings of un-belonging 

which characterize Troumaron and its inhabitants. The reader must also confront the 

invisible status of the Creole identity within Mauritius’ multiethnic population due to the 

general undermining of the island’s slave history in tourism and education18. Rosabelle 

                                                 
18 There have been recent efforts to codify Kreol Maurcien so that it can be taught in schools and have a 

more important presence in the cultural landscape of the country. This is not a unilaterally supported notion 

and many Mauritians still fail to understand the value in promoting this aspect of Creole culture. 
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Boswell in “Heritage Tourism and Indentity” explains that touristic villages such as 

Chamarel and Trou Chenille are geographically isolated from the rest of the island due to 

their ties to marronnage. Both villages are situated on difficult to access terrain near the 

Black River Gorges forests and mountains, as well as the Morne Brabant where maroon 

slaves would escape and eventually settle giving birth to Creole culture. 

 According to Boswell, both these heritage tourism sites fail to promote the rich and 

complex fabric of Creole culture on the island. Instead, they are made to promote the 

primitive natural bounty of Chamarel’s village and population also known as the “Valley 

of the Blacks” (288-291) or the Morne’s tales of black liberation while neglecting the 

history of musical and story-telling traditions upon which the island’s Sega music and 

dance is based. Consequently, Boswell remarks that “blackness has not so much been 

‘packaged’ as it has been obliterated, with recreational and eco-tourism development 

increasingly concealing the presence of black Creoles” (293). The township of Troumaron 

therefore brings together in the composition of its name (-trou plus –maron) elements from 

these sites of memory of a poorly represented part of Mauritius’ unique culture and history. 

In many ways, Troumaron becomes both a place of refuge for those discarded or refused 

by the national rhetoric of economic success. This refused state is doubly meaningful when 

considered the French term refus which denotes a rejection, denial and trashing of a 

community and space which does not fit into the established national framework for 

development. Troumaron’s trou is therefore not only a collection site of material and 

human wastes, but a place of gathering and refuge for the marooned subaltern. It is where 
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the island’s outcasts gather along with the country’s material waste, forming a community 

with its own set of rules, much like the maroon slaves who fled, resisted, and lived outside 

the bounds of, colonial law.  

 

Troumaron, cité of refuse and refuge:  

The cité is a term commonly used in French to refer to a group of low-income 

housing buildings that are architecturally homogenous. Neighborhoods like Troumaron, 

though fictitious, allude both to the French cités characterized by dull-colored high-rise 

apartment buildings or the small concrete government-subsidized houses that dot the 

Mauritian countryside. More interesting is the historical use of the term, dating back to 

antiquity where it described a self-ruled political community. It progressed from being 

governed by those of noble birth, to becoming the home of the “dépendants, qui n'accèdent 

jamais à la dignité politique, ou les esclaves : étrangers domiciliés (métèques), qui ne sont 

pas associés à la vie publique” (Encyclopédie Larousse). The cité therefore went from being 

the seat of power to the living quarters of society’s politically marginalized. In many ways 

this definition fits the portrait of the district of Troumaron where the novel’s young 

narrators are socially and politically marginalized as the country’s means of economic 

revenue moved away from the sugar cane plantations and mills. The novel’s slippage 

between center and periphery plays out on several fronts. Firstly, through the biblical 

reference to Eve’s exile from paradise (the centre) and into the outside world (periphery). 

It also plays out through Troumaron’s relationship with Port Louis, and even within the 
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novel’s description of the capital city. Port Louis, a cité by the standards of Antiquity—

that is to say, a seat of political can economic power—is undermined by the pollution it 

generates.  

Eve’s multiple narrators provide non-linear accounts of life in Troumaron and of 

its experienced landscape. Each point of view serves to complete the puzzled portrait of 

life on the margins of the geographical symbol for economic success, the city of Port Louis. 

This is mostly embodied in Mauritius by the capital’s luxurious waterfront, modern city 

center and high-rises. It also boasts a large population living in close quarters, multitudes 

of errand dogs and massive traffic jams. While the various narrators rarely express 

themselves directly on the topic of ecological waste and pollution, there are brief instances 

when they pointedly comment on the degradation and danger their environment faces. The 

brevity of these passages, often embedded within seemingly banal setting descriptions, act 

as sharp incisions in the already fractured and fragmented narrative. A salient example of 

such an environmentally conscious reflection can be found as Clélio rides his motorcycle 

through the heavy traffic of Mauritius’ capital voicing his disgust with the material excess 

and senseless pollution that Port Louis has come to represent in the name of development.  

In this passage, he encounters the black exhaust fumes coming from buses (39) all 

the while alluding to poor air quality most likely due to the amount of traffic but also to the 

type of fuel used. Cheaper fuel often means a less environmentally friendly formula, 
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however cleaner fuel sources are not available or economically viable to all19. Clélio’s 

commentary not only draws our attention to the type of fuel used but also to the kind of 

vehicles that surround him: “J’égratigne au passage un énorme tout-terrain avec un pare-

chocs à écraser les buffles inexistants, conduit par une toute petite femme perchée derrière 

un volant plus grand qu’elle. Elle m’a vu passer une clé sur la peinture… la dame dans son 

monstre arctique qui a le cœur tendre et qui ne peut même pas m’insulter” (39). His remarks 

on the bus fumes and the SUV gesture to several environmental considerations regarding 

transportation: firstly, the use of public transportation rather than personal vehicles; 

secondly, the use of fuel efficient and environmentally responsible vehicles. While the 

more environmentally responsible public transportation is available across the island, the 

fuel it consumes is a health and ecological hazard. Clélio also mocks the presence of a large 

SUV originally designed for difficult terrain, in a city setting. Moreover, its sheer size 

compared to the smaller streets of the island point to the lack of consideration for 

Mauritius’ finite space and narrow road-systems. His description of the grotesque nature 

of this vehicle also gestures to the number of road-kill and wildlife decimation taken place 

because of such vehicles, as well as the threat posed to wild animals in general through 

unlicensed hunting and exotic pet trafficking to name a few causes. Clélio describes the 

SUV as an “arctic monster” referring not only to the excess that it embodies in terms of its 

monster-like appearance amidst a congested city-center, but also in terms of the excessive 

                                                 
19 See Harry Lynch’s 2012 documentary “Switch” where Dr. Scott Tinker, prominent geologist, explores 

the various alternative energy sources various countries have at hand and some of the reasons behind our 

global unwillingness and inability to implement them on a larger scale.   
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use of air conditioning and the massive energy consumption it represents. On a small scale, 

the SUV’s energy consumption and its polluting emissions are a cause for concern. Not 

only have certain older versions of Freon refrigerants been proven to be harmful to human 

health, they also emit ozone depleting substances (ODS) like chlorofluorocarbon gases 

(CFC) which would be commonly used in car air-conditioner refrigerants prior to the 

Montreal Protocol Treaty. Subsequently, the Multilateral Fund for the implementation of 

the Montreal Protocol was established in order to financially assist emerging countries like 

Mauritius to be able to comply with its regulations. The island was approved in 2005 for 

funds to commence an ODS  Terminal Phase-out Management Plan in order to “assist the 

Government of Mauritius to completely phase out its CFC consumption by 2007” 

(Multilateral Fund Project Proposal: Mauritius, 3).  

While the Montreal Protocol for the Multilateral Fund have made great strides in 

significantly phasing out the use of harmful substances; the continued progress of global 

warming points to the continued threat posed by the use of non-renewable energy sources 

like fossil fuels in air-conditioning homes and office buildings around the world20. While 

Clélio decries the economic waste that the SUV represents, especially in the face of his 

family’s history and current living conditions, he is a participant in and victim of the 

pollution of the city as a motorcycle rider. Similarly, emerging countries in Africa often 

find themselves in a difficult position when it comes to environmental policies, especially 

                                                 
20 For more on the environmental implications of air-conditioning in Mauritius, see M.K Elahee’s “Energy 

Management and Air-conditioning in Buildings in Mauritius” (2014). 
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when it comes to reducing fossil fuel consumption. In order to compete with larger 

economies in the free market, these countries must cut costs where they can all the while 

remaining vigilant of the aftereffects of more affordable energy sources. Clélio’s reflection 

on Port-Louis’ exponential development is coupled with an emptiness which echoes Sad’s 

description of Troumaron’s brown-hole aspect: “Port-Louis vole quelque chose en moi. 

Trop de gens, trop de voitures, trop de buildings, trop de verre fumé, trop de nouveaux 

riches, trop de poussière, trop de chaleur, trop de chiens errants, trop de rats” (39). Clélio 

perceives the economic boom of the town as a personal danger. By being near it, he feels 

a loss of self. The luxury it offers seems overwhelming as the overabundance it offers 

becomes almost suffocating and imprisoning. Using an anaphore in his description of the 

urban setting, Clélio mirrors the polluted air and landscape. Thus Devi deliberately pollutes 

the text of the novel with language that gestures to air pollution, climate change and the 

humans and animals that share this excess of waste. Clélio’s liminal position in the above 

passages reflects his role as participant in, victim and critic of the pollution of Port Louis. 

This is further highlighted when overwhelmed by the excess of Port Louis, Clélio states: 

“Je poursuis ma course circulaire. Je me mords la queue” (39) thus underscoring the never-

ending cycle of social and environmental waste in which he is trapped. In doing so, the 

above passage gives the reader a rather realistic portrait of the delicate position Clélio and 

his co-narrators occupy. It also sparks awareness of the damage caused by an economic 

system in which the young characters cannot help but participate.  
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As demonstrated in the earlier passages, pollution and the images of decay 

throughout the text, emerge as a trope for the relationship between the destruction and 

neglect of a place and the sense of loss and hopelessness of its inhabitants: just as the town 

has physically, socially and financially eroded, its population experiences marginalization 

from the city and the economic development it represents. Unsightliness, however, is not 

only reserved for descriptions of Troumaron. The capital is often described in terms of its 

ugliness as we have already seen with Sad, Clélio and Eve’s narratives. Port Louis’ 

urbanization has disfigured her in the eyes of the protagonists and tourism has made her 

inaccessible to locals without the means to pay to enjoy the luxuries the city and seaside 

resorts have to offer: "La mer, du côté de l’hôtel de luxe, brille de feux voilés. De notre 

côté, elle a un air d’huile et une odeur d’aisselle” (Eve, 107). In this passage, the view of 

the ocean is not as alluring as the one reserved for hotel guests, its brilliance veiled by the 

luxurious hotels that litter the shore, playing further on the trope of sewage and waste that 

accompanies descriptions of Troumaron.  

Poddar remarks that the nearby sea reminds the characters of their immobility and 

inability to escape their circumstances (46). It is an example of the reaches of the pollution 

of the mind which blocks the young narrator’s future horizons. She also notes that Clélio’s 

observation on Port Louis pollution “reiterates the series of urban excesses that the 

metroport embodies, imprisoning him in an insular, inescapable world” (45). These 

feelings are not entirely unfamiliar to the modern city-dweller who can easily recall feeling 

trapped inside their car in a traffic jam several miles long on their way to or from work. 
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Perhaps, this shared experience of pollution is a means for remote readers to connect with 

the realities expressed in the novel. It certainly points to a shared environmental concern 

born from the excesses promoted by imperialist attitudes toward natural resources. 

Development and environmental consciousness have always been in relation to one 

another, not only in recent history but also in Mauritius’ colonial past.  

 

A Haunting Loss: 

Richard Grove’s Green Imperialism uncovers Mauritius’ crucial and complex role 

in the development of modern-day European environmentalism. The island was not only 

the object of the Paradise on earth search that prevailed in Europe until the nineteenth-

century, it was also an economic, political and environmental locus for the seventeenth and 

eighteenth-century Dutch and French colonial projects in the West and East Indies. Both 

empires espoused a variety of environmental conservationism championed by the Dutch, 

Marteen Huydercoper van Marseveen whose efforts to institutionalize “the role of medical 

expertise and the place of natural history in the colony” (137) was decades ahead of his 

French and British counterparts. By consistently dispatching botanists and environmental 

conservationists like his nephew Simon Van der Steel and Henreick Reede Van Marseveen 

decively stirred the Dutch colonies toward a greater awareness and “a new [European] 

sensibility to the processes of environmental change and the dynamics of their human 

causation over time” (140). The administrative advances made by the Dutch empire were 

however insufficient to compensate for the enormous devastation caused by their initial 
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rampant deforestation and implantation of foreign, predatory animal species to the endemic 

fauna of Mauritius.     

During the subsequent French occupation, “Mauritius started to acquire a 

disproportionate significance in the history of European colonial Environmental policy” 

(145). The island became the focus of the French spice-growing enterprise which left 

Mauritius’ environment at the mercy of European commercial whims but “the interaction 

was not one-sided. Before the end of the eighteenth century, Mauritius had come to occupy 

a central and innovative place across the whole field of new thinking in French philosophy, 

botanical science and literature […] Mauritius was also the location of more active 

investment and political intention as a straightforward plantation and slave economy” 

(172). It’s important to underscore that because Mauritius had no indigenous human 

population, its ecosystem was the agent of influence upon French thinking, making the 

island’s landscape as much a victim of colonial exploitation and violence than the humans 

and animals transplanted on its shores for the purpose of growing European economies. 

Through the Dutch and French occupation, Mauritius’ native flora and fauna was 

irrevocably altered, and humans were introduced to its ecosystem. Despite these various 

changes, the island was still able to stand out in its ability to inspire and persevere through 

countless botanical experiments. Indeed, soon after the abolition of slavery and the 

departure of the French, the British would use Mauritius as the site of its “great experiment” 

(“Aapravasi Ghat”): indentured labor as the island was exceptionally suited to experimental 

social and environmental changes. The British economic experiment, like that of the Dutch 
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and French revealed itself to be a success and Mauritius was the model they replicated in 

other colonies. In the same way, the tale of Troumaron originates from these various 

colonial experiments and therefore resonates beyond the geographical confines of the 

island that inspired its creation.       

 Much like the colonial exploitation that contributed to the present socio-

environmental crisis which Devi addresses in her portrait of Troumaron, the characters also 

have events in their past which help the reader understand how they came to be on the 

margins of society. Besides the various ethnic and religious communities of Mauritius, 

there are communities formed because of natural disasters such as cyclones which often 

occur in this region21 as demonstrated earlier in Sad’s depiction of the district. Clélio’s 

family came to Troumaron as one of those refugees. The novel begins by introducing Clélio 

as a juvenile delinquent taking pleasure in wreaking havoc. Progressively, it reveals that 

Clélio’s bad-boy attitude stems from his troubled home environment and is a façade that 

hides a very sensitive young musician. Faced with his parents’ hopelessness when they lost 

their home during a cyclone, Clélio finds himself waiting for his brother would send him a 

plane ticket to France that will never come. From the underlying references to the island’s 

historical context to the novel’s fictive township, the thematic of loss haunts the portrait of 

Troumaron in the same way that it haunts Mauritius’ colonial history. A compelling 

example is found in Sad and Clélio’s multiple references to the old factory which was once 

                                                 
21 These have been less frequent in the last decade and an increase of tropical storms which lead to 

floodings has been noticed. Climate changes such as these are not uncommon. 
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Troumaron’s economic nexus and is now hollowed out like an old ship’s hull. Sad’s use of 

terms such as “coque” and “entrailles” (14) to describe the innards of what is left of the 

factory suggest that the juxtaposition of images of the empty factory and that of a ship’s 

hold is a strategic choice. By placing a naval term, coque, alongside an anatomical one, 

entrailles, Devi is evoking Mauritius’ history of slavery, indentured workers and 

colonialism. From the boat voyages in the belly of ships to the physically and 

psychologically wearing hard labor, Devi plays on all layers of Mauritius’ colonial history 

weaving together the past and the present. 

In Coolitude, Mauritian poet and thinker Khal Torabully reflects on several 

occasions upon Devi’s writing and its contribution to understanding the dynamic nature of 

Mauritian literature and identity. For him: 

A dialectics of History, linked to the fabric of a society based on plantocracy, drives 

the plots of Devi’s novels. Her characters cannot master their own fate, which is 

inextricably linked to the dominance of sugar cane production or to the pursuit of 

economic wealth among rural communities … The characters explore the 

emptiness of meaning of their own existence… The sufferings of Devi’s characters 

find their cause in the traumatic past, censored, buried in those women, which 

weighs so much on their current existence, because it has not been fully expressed 

and debated. (180) 

 

Devi explains to Khal Torabully during an interview that she considers the history of her 

native island in several of her works as well as the wounds that it engendered: “Je pense à 

l’enfermement qui vient de l’esclavage et des coolies. Nous avons ici deux espèces de 

déchirures différentes qui se rejoignent mais qui ne sont pas résolues par les Mauriciens. 

L’esclavage a été déshumanisant, alors que pour les coolies, la dignité a été moins mise à 

mal. Ce n’est pas une blessure que l’engagé oublie facilement. Je pense à la blessure avec 
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la terre, à ce déracinement … Ces deux déchirures sont très ancrées, et la souffrance de 

mes personnages vient de là” (“l’île intérieure” 61). This tearing at the very fabric of 

Mauritian identity is powerfully felt at heritage sites such as Le Morne Brabant and 

Aapravasi Ghat in Mauritius. The latter is the world’s first site that welcomed the 

indentured labor diaspora. The inhuman conditions in which the workers were kept and the 

labor demands placed upon them are thickly veiled by the modern museum underneath the 

original structure. However, there is a large amount of information at the disposal of the 

visitors, mostly western tourists, should they want to learn more about this “great 

experiment”.  

Le Morne Brabant, on the other hand, has no available literature on site to 

accompany one’s visit, this despite the important role this landmark played in the history 

of the island. Aptly known as “The Maroon Republic” (Seetah 237), the Morne is a 

difficultly preserved natural monument to the runaway slaves on the island who were so 

traumatized by the punishment reserved for those caught by the masters that they chose to 

jump off the mountain to their deaths rather than believe that slavery had truly been 

abolished22. This important witness of Mauritius history is maintained by a few grounds 

keepers who double as tour guides, most of which learn the details of the site’s history 

without formal training. Its grounds are protected by heritage laws which the wealthy 

descendants of colons have repeatedly tried to turn into a tourist attraction by building a 

                                                 
22 See Allen 1983 1999, 2001, 2008; Alpers 2001, 2003; Peerthum 2001, 2006 for more detailed 

information on slavery and marronage in Mauritius.  



49 

 

system of cable-cars which would require major construction work in an otherwise human-

free zone23. What is clear from Boswell’s “Heritage Tourism and Identity” is that the 

“intangible heritage” (293) which Le Morne village represents for Creole identity is 

profoundly tied to the increasingly threatened and scarce natural environment and 

memorial site. Potential developers favor tourism and economic development disregarding 

the social and financial marginalization it would create as well as the irreversible 

destruction of a natural environment that stands as witness to the island’s rich history. 

Much like Le Morne village, Troumaron’s “population feel like ‘aliens’ in their own land” 

(293). 

The vestiges of this historical baggage, namely the insulation, dehumanization and 

ignominy generated by the colonial enterprise, coupled with the thriving economic status 

it carried for those in positions of power are embodied in the trash left behind by the factory 

workers of Troumaron. It demonstrates in a visceral way that the aftermath of neo-colonial 

expenditure results in material pollution, social devastation and psychological affliction. 

Following an almost archeological investigation like the one employed by Krish Seetah in 

“Objects past, objects present” where materials found at Le Morne cemetery provides 

“insight into socially marginalized groups” (233), Devi uses trash as a means to explore 

the lives of Troumaron. According to Sad, all that is left in and of the factory is the trash 

from the women whose very bodies were altered, or rather branded, by the work they did. 

                                                 
23 See Boswell’s Le Malaise Créole (2006) for more details on the series of debates since 1998 that are 

centered around the protection or tourist development of Le Morne. 
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His opinion is seconded by Clélio’s account where he also takes stock of the abandoned 

factory: “L’usine sent la graisse, les déchets pourris, les sandales éponges abandonnées, les 

corps gaspillés” (69). Here, humans --women-- and objects decompose in the wake of a 

failed or abandoned effort at economic development. This powerful image relegates the 

human body to a commodity that is expandable, or trash-able, when it ceases to be 

profitable. The use of the verb gaspiller is rather significant as it places the waste of 

material resources and of human lives on the same plane. Clélio’s list of wasted materials 

left in the wake of the abandoned factory begins on a larger scale, that of the factory itself 

and its structure, and progressively becomes more personal in nature with abandoned 

sandals and burned pictures. The fate of the structure is therefore linked to that of the bodies 

that it housed as both are ultimately reduced to trash. But the trash survives and testifies to 

the loss that led to its creation. Citing Lynn Meskell, Seetah highlights the importance not 

only to connect objects to people but also to understand that the “notion of webs of 

interaction around things” (235). This is particularly interesting in the light of the notion 

that the novel can shape its reader. The trash left behind in the empty factory and Sad’s 

subsequent observations indicate that the material waste which pollutes the novel’s 

environment can be salvaged as a witness of the events and the lives that were erased when 

the factory was closed down. In the same way, the novel itself makes use of this trash and 

presents it to the reader so as to communicate their testimony beyond its pages thus creating 

a web of interaction around the Mauritian landscape, real or imagined, that extends to the 

reader’s location. 
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The “désir de repli”: 

The repurposing of trash is not a simple act to perform, yet it serves a crucial 

didactic purpose. Harrow offers insight into the power dynamics that governs trash when 

he explains: “Dirt interests us because its exclusion renders it, or reduces it to 

“inappropriate elements” (l’impropre) to be rejected from the proper system, the proper 

locations … so the dirt that is situated outside the ordered site of proper relations must exist 

outside of, but be present to, the order from which it has been expelled, thus sustaining 

their difference.” (Harrow 61) In the novel, the inappropriate elements are the narrators of 

Troumaron who because of their youth have the potential and the time to change their 

propensity for what Torabully calls the désir de repli. He explains, “Coolitude clearly states 

that the ‘désir de repli’ (desire to recoil) is a reaction to exclusion, but also the expression 

of fear of becoming engaged in the process of Otherness” (194). In other words, the désir 

de repli becomes a means to sustain the difference between l’impropre embodied by 

Troumaron and the national economic development represented by Port Louis and from 

which the novel’s narrators are expelled. Recoiling from the sting of rejection and sustained 

abuse, Ève shuns any productive relationship with others in order to protect herself from 

the outside world’s continued violence.    

Instead, she closes herself up to the outside world, giving in to her désir de repli, 

and imagines a new ailleurs where she might find comfort: 

Je voudrais une terre inconnue, et la mer qui la lèche tout au bout […] et moi assise 

sous le filao, ne faisant et ne disant rien. Parfois je monte sur les plus hautes 
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branches du filao et je regarde au loin. Au loin, il n’y a rien. Que la mer, et encore 

la mer. Le mouvement incessant, au son très doux, de la mer. La terre semble 

bercée. Une lune s’éveille. Je me recroqueville au bas du filao et je m’endors. Peut-

être que je ne me réveille pas. (60-61)  

 

In this passage, Ève imagines a refuge that is unknown and perhaps inhabited by humans 

much like Mauritius was before the Dutch came to its shores. The sea is an important 

feature of this refuge, particularly in light of her recurring silence and immobility. It 

highlights a deep connection with her current geographical location and its influence upon 

her imagination.  The maternal, womb-like quality the sea offers refuge to the young 

woman’s crippled circumstances. By inventing a new place of comfort, Ève seeks to bring 

these past traumas (both historical and personal) the peace they deserve. Eve’s desire to 

find a new and arguably better place is also reminiscent of the coolies who during colonial 

times, sought to escape the harsh realities of India and crossed the sea to find new 

opportunities in Mauritius24. Thus, Torabully looks to the oceanic possibilities of 

migration, cultural crossings and connections as a foundation for Coolitude.  

This concept of open contact with the other is in stark contrast with the désir de 

repli exhibited by Ève who, in the last lines of the above passage, alludes to a desire of 

dying in her sleep. In her dream, she embodies immobility and isolation as she finds herself 

entangled in Troumaron’s oppressive atmosphere of decay. Ève’s portrayal of 

Troumaron’s landscape betrays her fatalist and insular stance: “Ce quartier est un marécage 

au pied de la montagne. On l’a comblé pour construire ces blocs, mais ils n’ont pas comblé 

                                                 
24 Nathacha Appanah-Mouriquand also known as Natasha Appanah’s Les Rochers Poudre d’Or is a novel 

that focuses on this particular part of Mauritius’ history. 
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l’odeur du goémon ni l’incertitude du sol où ne poussent que les cadavres de ronces et de 

rêves.” (29) Troumaron is compared to a swamp at the foot of the mountain where, in an 

attempt to fill it, cement blocks or buildings were placed. It is no coincidence that the 

township is located at the foot of the montagne des signaux, a mountain covered in satellite 

dishes and antennas which lights up at night and toward which ships are directed in order 

to reach Port Louis’ harbor. By definition, this mountain signifies open communication 

toward to ocean which is filled with opportunities and upon which movement is ever 

present. Eve, however, paints a dark, stagnant and putrid image as she feels that the efforts 

to render the land of Troumaron habitable could not stifle the natural indigenous landscape 

littered with the dead dreams of its population.  

In her description, the land appears to be possessed by a fatality that predates and 

permeates through Troumaron. This notion no doubt refers to the violence history of 

colonial and imperial exploitation that extended from the land itself to the implanted slave 

and indentured labor population25. Eve’s description of the landscape as having agency 

despite human efforts to suppress its natural swampy state is born of her imagination and 

combined with a keen observation of the geographical features of the island. Grove indeed 

explains that the island’s rainforest, which still substantial in the late seventeenth century, 

provided invaluable hydrological qualities as “its powers of water retention […] was later 

to become the focus of French interest” (149). During the eighteenth century, through the 

                                                 
25 Devi’s novel Soupir provides more insight to the archipelago’s difficult weather pattern focusing on 

Rodrigues Island, an autonomous Mascarene island that is part of the Republic of Mauritius.  
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careful studies of French intellectual Pierre Poivre, Mauritius’ ecological balance revealed 

itself to be much more fragile than initial cursory observations of the island’s lush 

vegetation indicated to the first settlers (188).  

Drawing from Mauritius’ landscape, Eve’s character is portrayed as an isolated 

figure, just as marginalized as her home district and as fragile as her island’s ecology. Her 

detachment and silence seem to be masking a brooding violence: “Le silence d’Ève, c’est 

celui qui gronde tout au fond du volcan” (63). In this passage, Ève is likened to a volcano 

silently boiling with the possibility of a devastating eruption. Sad fears such an eruption at 

the end of the novel as he realizes the impact of Savita’s murder both on Ève and on 

Troumaron as a whole: “Je ne veux pas faire partie de ceux qui réveilleront le volcan. Cette 

île est née d’un volcan. Une éruption, cela suffit” (143). Sad’s statement links Eve’s 

personal grief for Savita’s death with their district’s turmoil as a result of her murder. It 

also associates the volcanic nature of the island to Eve’s character, thus alluding to the 

creative and redeeming potential of Eve’s looming, yet unrealized, revolt. In many ways, 

Eve’s “eruption” might be necessary in order to break free of the social conditions that Sad 

and Clélio observe and lament. This narrative feature is reminiscent of Aimé Césaire’s 

Cahier d’un retour au pays natal (1939/47) where the volcano is also a powerful symbol. 

Like Césaire and Martinique, Devi’s novel was inspired by her native island.  The 

historical and political context from which the Cahier emerged, however, was slightly 

different from the one portrayed in Devi’s novel. In his introduction of the text, Abiola 

Irele explains that while both novel’s and islands share a French colonial history, Césaire’s 
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seminal poem is deeply rooted in négritude and the “violent rejection by a colonial subject 

of French political and cultural domination” (Césaire xvii) which was in force at the time 

of the Cahier’s first publication in 1939. Césaire’s use of the volcano is also different from 

the one that appears in the description of Eve’s character. In the Cahier, the volcano not 

only gestures to a pronounced geographical feature of Martinique’s landscape but also 

provides a means of expressing a violence captured and purged through the narrative tone 

of the text. In “Pustules, Spirals, Volcanoes” Jean Khalfa and Jérôme Game conceptualize 

the volcano as a representation of poetry itself: “in its exploration of radical alienation, 

poetry was already revolutionary […] hence the recurrent image of poetry as a volcano, in 

which all sufferings have fused […] Poetry is this literally eminent vantage point of 

consciousness never given in advance, but, rather, born through a resistance, a demand, a 

summoning” (43). Khalfa and Game insightfully explore the form and the content of the 

poem, identifying the volcano as a symbol of accumulated violence as well as method of 

expression, consciousness and resistance inspired by Martinique’s physical and political 

landscape.  

In contrast, Devi’s volcano in Ève is located within the eponymous character and 

represents an unfulfilled reaction to the violence performed onto her. In Eve’s case, the 

inner volcano is folding upon itself through the character’s silence. Interestingly the 

differences in volcanic eruption within the two texts are similar to the geological 

differences between Mauritius and Martinique’s volcanoes. While Martinique’s Mount 

Pelée is semi-active with a well-documented history of eruptions in the early twentieth 
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century, Mauritius’ Trou aux Cerfs has been dormant since the island’s creation. The 

parallel between Mauritius’ silent volcano and Eve’s character is more than simple 

coincidence and reinforces the image of the character collapsing upon her-self in an effort 

to self-protect while Césaire’s poem erupts with revolutionary force. Moreover, for 

Césaire, the violent tone of the text and the volcano’s eruption is a means to achieve 

national renewal or rebirth. Abiola Irele in Cahier d’un retour au pays natal (2000) notes 

that “the reference to volcanic action; the earthquake, formidable manifestation of 

elemental life, provokes a violent reordering of nature and is thus a regular image of 

revolution in Césaire’s poetry” (135). In Devi’s novel however, the volcano engulfs and 

destroys the young woman whose anger is repressed and then exorcised through the murder 

of her professor. 

The volcano in Ève de ses décombres highlights the texts relationships beyond the 

island of Mauritius, inscribing what can be considered an insular territory into a larger 

literary and geographical context. It also allows for a more complex reading of the character 

that, despite having avenged Savita’s murder and in turn avenged her own abusive past26, 

is still immobile, undetermined and lost: “Je reste debout là, en sachant pas ce que je dois 

faire” (153).  Her crime is known only to Sad who, upon finding her outside the teacher’s 

house confides: “J’aime une fille dont on a piétiné le corps” (67) and then, “Je regarde les 

                                                 
26 Ève explains that as she pulled the trigger on her teacher, she imagined all of her abusers: “il a rassemblé 

tous les autres derrière ses yeux fermés” (153). In other words, in shooting the professor, Ève not only kills 

Savita’s murderer but symbolically, kills all the boys and men who have victimized her. Furthermore, the 

non-descript “tous les autres” alludes to the larger category of male abusers against which she directs her 

“mépris” (152). 
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dégâts sur son corps. Elle a été sculptée comme une roche basaltique” (155), he not only 

notes the physical and psychic damage that Ève has endured (she has a limp) but he 

describes them in terms of volcanic sediment. Once more Ève is linked to a volcano, and 

the reader might expect a Césaire-like rebirth where Ève’s damaged basaltic rock of a body 

is now presented not only in terms of its destructive capacity but also its potential. As Sad 

presents her as a being sculpted from volcanic rock, one anticipates that the violence of an 

eruption, necessary in order to create the hardened lava, also gestures to a survival of said 

violence as well as an inner resilience and strength in its aftermath. In other words, the 

reader expects Ève to finally rise from her ruins like a Phoenix. This expectation is 

frustrated as despite her volcanic potential and her violent outburst against her best friend’s 

killer, Ève is left questioning: “quelle est la suite de l’histoire? […] Moi je ne sais pas” 

(153). One small change occurs in this final scene, rather than emulating the same désir de 

repli as seen above, she turns to Sad for comfort and for the first time ever takes him into 

her arms (155). 

 Despite this small window of hope for the ruined state of Eve’s story, Devi 

frustrates any clear attempt to find satisfaction in the mirror she holds up to Mauritius and 

to similar societies economically driven to exclude communities such as Troumaron. 

Torabully explains that the impact of Mauritius’ coolie history in the literature of the 

country and stresses that “the Indian descendants desire to participate in the elaboration of 

meanings, of reinterpretations of the world around them, through aesthetics, artistic 

projects and productions… They cannot ignore the major social and cultural issues” 
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(Coolitude 191). Devi falls within this disquieted group of writers, unable to overlook 

contemporary challenges such as the ones considered by Françoise Lionnet in a chapter 

entitled “Hunger Artists in the Global Economy: Lindsey Collen’s There is a Tide”. 

Lionnet notes that Mauritius’ daily consumption habits and balance of payments are 

affected by the transformation of world markets. Its marketplaces become the site for 

selling low quality garments at cut-rate prices. This is due to the Export Processing Zone 

(EPZ) factories manned by a largely female workforce (Écriture Féminines 114-115).  

In Clélio’s account, the reader discovers that the almost exclusively female 

Mauritian factory workers were progressively replaced by Chinese ones, said to be “faster 

and [to] complain less”27 (70) about the working conditions a facet mirrored all over Africa. 

His memory of this shift in the factory workforce introduces a direct link in the novel to 

global economics. In fact, Clélio’s father was quite outspoken on the topic : “Mon père a 

dit qu’entre les géants américains et chinois, notre pays était une fourmi qu’on ne 

remarquait même pas quand on marchait dessus […] C’est pas de l’injustice, c’est la 

logique économique” (70). Local labor being phased out for cheaper or otherwise more 

accommodating workers is presented in the novel as being a part of the town’s socio-

economic demise. Following Clélio’s father’s words, the efforts to incorporate the district 

of Troumaron in the country’s economic advancement and its subsequent failure seems to 

be prophetic of the fate of the country’s endeavors to compete in the global market. He 

views Troumaron’s and country’s exploitation as a logical rather than unjust action from 

                                                 
27 My own translation. 
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those who control the global market. Experiencing a pollution of the mind, he has accepted 

the historical and cultural patterns of exploitation as inevitable. Similarly, Ève remains 

captive to her immobilizing circumstances in spite of her momentary outburst against her 

professor. Perhaps because it was Savita’s death she was mostly fighting for rather than on 

behalf of herself, but Ève remains unsure of how the story of her life will unfold leaving 

the reader in limbo. 

 

The heart of development: 

This unresolved state in which the novel ends is a reflection of the characters and 

the district of Troumaron’s in-betweeness. As much as Troumaron is caught in-between 

the “ordures [and] gravats” (14), between the sounds of economic development and the 

deafening silence of unfulfilled dreams, Eve’s geographic conflation with the island is a 

tactical choice on Devi’s part as it strengthens the symbolism at work in the novel. Ève 

describes her body as “une escale” (20) for those around her. The word escale, meaning 

stopover, is commonly used with regards to travel. Ève’s description of her body as a 

connection between places reinforces the idea that her character is in some ways a symbolic 

stand-in for Mauritius. Much like Ève, Mauritius uses its geography as a means to fuel the 

economic development it seeks through tourism. It is therefore possible to conjecture that 

Ève’s internal conflict is a reflection of Mauritius’ national identity.  Ève claims that in her 

bartering of her body she’s buying her future (21) essentially transforming her body as a 
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site for “tourism”. In much the same way, Mauritius is attractive as a touristic site due to 

its “edenic” landscape and to its unique multi-cultural population.  

The heightened exoticism that surrounds the island is propagated through the tourist 

industry which capitalizes in the advertisement of a paradise-like environment reminiscent 

of the Garden of Eden. Untouched and available for the pleasure of those willing and able 

to pay the price, it also promises Eve, a mythical and highly exotic woman to complete the 

alluring picture. The novel’s title and the name of its main character therefore not only 

allude to this construction but systematically undermine the illusion that it offers and 

introduces reader and critic to the postcolonial reality of a “paradise” island like Mauritius. 

During an interview Devi confides that her writing uses reality as a starting point as well 

as being influenced by various religious philosophies such as Hinduism which she 

describes as “une philosophie qui s’interroge sur l’homme, sa place, ses fonctions, son 

devenir…Cela me sert de tremplin pour poser d’autres questions” (60). Ève de ses 

Décombres functions as the spring board for formulating the difficult questions that 

surround Ève and the other young narrators of Troumaron. The novel’s setting provides a 

space to articulate the hidden reality that Devi and Torabully wish to unveil. For Torabully, 

“what is important is not the geography, but one’s attitude to it” (Coolitude 208). Ève 

places the reader in an uncomfortable position, confronting him or her with the effets 

pervers of the rampant consumerism to which we are all exposed. The novel’s critique goes 

beyond geographical borders and points to a global social and environmental 
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responsibility. As Marina Carter puts it “in coolitude, the lieu, therefore, is not seen as a 

prison, but rather as a creative axis” (208).  

In many ways Devi’s choice to look at the city of Port-Louis in its capitalist glory 

juxtaposed with the district of Troumaron’s decaying portrait, challenges the exotic 

fantasies that surround the island of Mauritius. Shattering the paradise-like portraits of the 

island, Devi’s exploration of the psyche of the youth of Troumaron demonstrates resistance 

to hegemonic constructions that justify destroying ecosystems and landscapes for 

economic profit. This supports Torabully’s answer to Marina Carter’s question on the 

importance of representing the geographical space in its entirety: “when you reject part of 

your history, you reflect you have not come to terms with it, and this is the source of many 

tensions, complexes, and even, of self-denial. The egalitarian approach of a complex 

identity is floundered here, as the place also contributes to frame your attitude to identity, 

because it has its own culture, memory, identity, even if they have still to be reinterpreted 

or furthered into new configurations” (Coolitude 204). 

By focalizing on the underrepresented aspect of Mauritius, Devi does not fulfill 

Torabully’s vision of complexity. She does however provide an important component to 

painting a more complex portrait of her home island. In the novel, Ève links the state of 

the modern world as it is portrayed in the media to the realities experienced at her doorstep: 

“Les ordures martèlent la route comme de la grenaille. Les ornières semblent creusées par 

des tirs mortier. A la télé, on entend parler de guerre. Mais ici, j’ai l’impression de vivre 

un état de siège. Nous sommes en guerre, oui, contre nous-mêmes et contre ces organismes 
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qui croissent, parasitaires, sur nos flancs” (78). Trash and pollution appears to be attacking 

the population and Ève relays feelings of violence that comes from her abusive and polluted 

environment. Her discourse touches on both the socio-economic difficulties of her milieu 

but also on the relationship that humans have with the planet. The destruction of forests, 

mining and draining of resources as well as the various effects of pollution on climate 

patterns and our air quality are a few examples of the way in which humans, through 

environmental abuse and neglect, are essentially warring with themselves. Her statement 

also alludes to the conflicts and violence that occur in order to obtain or control these 

resources and to which Harrow gestures in Trash. Ève muses that: “Le monde aussi fait la 

guerre à tout ce qui titube, à tout ce qui ne marche pas du pas de conquérant” (79). As she 

continuously points out her limping and unsteady gait, Ève qualifies as one of those upon 

whom the world wages war.  
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Chapter 2:  Enchanted Ecology; Reading Mud, Salt and Clay in Tanella 

Boni’s Les baigneurs du lac Rose 
 

« Mais le sang qui coule dans nos veines n’a pas de frontière car il indique le chemin de 

la vie. Il conduit au seuil de la mort. »  

--Les baigneurs du lac Rose (144) 

 

« L’art était, en fait, une religion, une participation aux forces de la vie, une façon d’être 

présent au monde visible et invisible. » 

--Hampaté Bâ (“En Afrique” 16) 

 

 

A poet, novelist, essayist and philosopher from Côte d’Ivoire, Tanella Boni has 

written about a number of topics including the role of women in African societies and 

environmental issues. As a writer invested in shedding light on the African continent’s rich 

contributions to a diverse and globalized world, she expressed the depth of her personal 

concern for environmental protection during her keynote lecture at the 2010 ALA 

conference where she discussed the duty felt by African writers to address environmental 

issues. In her speech, she reminded her audience of pollution’s world-wide impact, 

outlining the ways in which pollution and social inequality are linked. Much like the 

portrait that Devi paints of Troumaron, Boni recognizes that pollution is not only composed 

of discarded material waste but also of discarded, and even wasted, communities and 

individuals. When Boni defines slums as “places on the outskirts of cities inhabited by the 

marginalized and poorest people, and probably where the unwanted or the scraps of 

development which have failed in African countries are found” (“Polluting the World” 26), 

she gestures to the underlying failure on the part of the dominant economies who profit 
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from the plundering of natural resources thus exacerbating the economic divide that 

separates them from the poor.  

In his introduction to Aspects Écocritiques de l’Imaginaire Africain (2013), 

Etienne-Marie Lassi reflects on the danger that lies behind the false assumption that 

emerging nations are so consumed by their daily survival that they are incapable of 

ecological activism and can only complain of the way foreign entities plunder their natural 

resources leaving pollution in their wake (2). African figures such as Wangari Maathai in 

Kenya and Ken Saro Wiwa in Nigeria are irrefutable examples of the mendacity of these 

assumptions. Lassi explains that such suppositions hide another bias : “que les sociétés 

précoloniales étaient dépourvues de toute conscience écologique” (2). Indeed, writers such 

as Djibril Tamsir Niane and Amadou Hampaté Bâ have transcribed epic tales from the oral 

tradition that make clear the vital role played by nature in cultural notions for human 

fulfillment28. In her speech to the ALA and in her novel, Boni gestures to a failure of the 

dominant reasoning driving our current concepts of development which Val Plumwood 

also criticizes in Environmental Culture (2001). Plumwood develops the concept of 

environmental culture as a means to resolve the nature/culture, nature/reason dualisms (4) 

that govern today’s dominant understanding of reason and rationality. She warns her reader 

“not to mistake rationalism for Reason” (4) whereby rationalism is the evolved form of 

reason as it bends to human/nature, man/woman dualisms that equate the Other (woman 

and nature) as divorced from neutral rationalism and reason while elevating men as the 

                                                 
28 See Soundjata ou l’épopée Mandingue (1960) and Kaïdara (1968). 
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preferred vessels unaffected by emotion. Plumwood reminds her reader that affect and 

personal experience are vital to mutual understanding and that compassion is necessary to 

achieve ethical relationships. Plumwood’s position therefore underscores my previous 

claims regarding the importance of establishing an affective connection between the reader 

and the plight of the novel’s characters in Ève de ses décombres.  

It is because of a similar sense of failure on society’s part that Boni urges her ALA 

audience to turn to a new definition of development which, I argue, can be construed as an 

offshoot of establishing an environmental culture particularly since “contemporary 

problems such as pollution go beyond individual responsibility and may, to some extent, 

be blamed on social changes that we can only think of with regards to this all-inclusive 

term of ‘development’” (“Polluting the World” 28). As such, my reading of Boni’s Les 

baigneurs du lac Rose (1995) foregrounds a social, historical and environmental critique 

that begins in the rural and urban landscapes of the novel and extends to the global 

economic powers that maintain their positions of wealth by stepping on emerging 

economies, thus perpetuating a historical legacy of exploitation. Contrasting with Devi’s 

approach to voicing social neglect and erasure in slums like Troumaron through a stark 

portrait of contemporary Mauritius, Boni’s novel strives to provide a more tempered 

critique. This difference in tone between the two novels underscores the rapid global 

environmental degradation that has disproportionately affected the African continent over 

the eleven years that separate Devi’s Ève de ses décombres (2006) and Boni’s Les 

baigneurs du lac Rose thus explaining Devi’s bleaker narrative. It is also due to the author’s 



66 

 

use of oral tradition in the narrative, both through the theme of Samori Touré’s legend29 

which continues to be passed on orally today, but also through the landscapes painted by 

the narrator to remind the reader of historical trauma and gesture toward renewed potential. 

Samori Touré is a historical figure that has inspired many oral legends surrounding his 

trade and empire-building exploits in the 19th century due to his remarkable ability to 

galvanize through great force and skill disparate ethnic groups and unite for a while a large 

portion of Western Africa. Little is known about the man besides the battles he waged 

against those who tried to resist him including British and French imperial forces. The 

mystery surrounding his persona has been and continues to be a source of inspiration for 

many politicians and for Boni’s protagonist, Lénie. 

Les baigneurs du lac Rose is a hybrid narrative composed of a third-person 

narrative, journal entries, and letters that describe the love story between a journalist named 

                                                 
29 Brockman’s An African Biographical Dictionary (2006) qualifies Samori’s kingdom as “powerful” (449) 

and his military campaign to expand his territories as “brutal” (449). As a young man, he quickly became a 

war chief who would enslave those who refused to join his armies (450). Despite his ruthlessness, Samori 

has remained the source of many heroic legends that laud his incredible military feats, his merchant 

abilities as well as his resilience in resisting French and British colonial forces. This is in part because 

“besides religion, Samori’s policy for advancement within the army based on merit rather than ethnicity 

provided a powerful force for national unity” (450). The stories that continue to circulate in and around the 

West African regions he conquered (modern-day Mali, Northern Côte d’Ivoire, Sierra-Leone, and Guinea) 

are a testament the lasting impact his presence has on the cultural identity of the region’s populations. 

Samori’s influence was not only cultural, economic or political but, as the entry on Samori in the New 

Encyclopedia of Africa (2008) suggests, it was also environmental: “[…] at a time of significant economic, 

political, and cultural change in the far western African savannas […] he had started his major state-

building enterprise, which was to transform the southern parts of these grassy woodlands” (Middleton and 

Miller 69-70). There is no mention of Samori’s active role in transforming the landscape he conquered 

beside uniting their populations under Islam and his rule. There is, however, mention of his army’s regimen 

final years afflicted by “famine” (Middleton and Miller 71) which must have been in part caused by 

environmental factors considering Brockman’s Dictionary entry that reveals Samori’s armies “spent half 

the year in farming and half in military training” (450) suggesting that his men, given the right conditions, 

would have been capable of growing food to sustain their troops.  
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Lénie and a mysterious man named Yété, as well as the telling and re-imagining of Samori 

Touré’s life-story. The latter becomes the fil conducteur of the novel as it drives Lénie’s 

many travels to uncover untold anecdotes of the conqueror’s life. This pursuit leads her to 

Yété, the love of her life and father of her child, as well as to the political activist brothers 

Fred and César Ogun who become modern-day doubles of the famed conqueror and 

political symbol, Samori. Soon after their encounter, Yété leaves Lénie, unaware of her 

pregnant state, and exiles himself on the shores of the eponymous lac Rose where he paints 

and keeps track of Lénie’s unwavering investigation of the life of Samori. Her unshakable 

passion for the historical figure leads her to discover the whereabouts of her long-lost lover 

who, in Lénie’s eyes, takes on qualities that liken him to their mutually cherished Samori. 

While scholars such as Odile Cazenave, Patricia Célérier, Rodah Sechele-Nthapeleang and 

Katharina Städtler focus their readings on the myth of Samori, the various relationships 

between the novel’s characters and the narrative strategies employed in the text to explore 

historical and social aspects of the African continent, my reading will primarily focus on 

the various landscapes of the novel in order to uncover the concurrent ecological 

consciousness imbedded within the social and historical elements of the novel. I will 

consider three landscapes in particular: Lake Marabadiassa where Lénie and Yété first met, 

the Mangoro clay mines and Lake Retba. Boni’s narrative approach as she sets key diegetic 
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scenes in these sceneries, illustrates the environmental consciousness of the novel as well 

as the oral traditions30 that enrich and inform it.  

In these scenes, Boni’s reader travels back and forth through Lénie’s memories 

which take place in re-imagined locations throughout Ivory Coast, Senegal and Paris. 

Cazenave and Célérier attribute this in part to the novel’s “thematic interweaving [which] 

operates in relation to the imaginary pantheon’ referred to in the title of the first chapter 

and sets the tone for the general demystification of the myth at the core of this book” (72). 

This of course is because without a specific place to which tie a foundational myth31, the 

origin-story fails its intended goal, which is, according to Edouard Glissant, to assimilate 

or annihilate the Other through a reductive and generalizing narrative that erases alterity 

and therefore prevents a true encounter with the Other (Poétique de la Relation 62). The 

three landscapes I focus on are particularly imbued with cultural and historical significance 

that underscore the interconnectedness of humans with their environment. The lakes appear 

as framing devices which cradle within their narrative spaces the personal histories of the 

novel’s characters and the ever-present memory of the concurrent exploitation of people 

and environment. It also points to a unique and fragile ecosystem already in need of 

                                                 
30 The novel’s narrative often returns on the legend of Samori and on Lénie and Yété’s various re-

imagining of his life’s exploits. For an in-depth look at the oral tradition surrounding Samori’s Touré, see 

Jan Jansen’s “A critical note on ‘The Epic of Samori Touré” (2002).  
31 Cazenave and Célérier explain that according to the Oxford American Dictionary, “generally understood, 

a myth is a traditional story concerning the early history of a people and typically involving supernatural 

beings or phenomena” (69). They then continue to say that “the myth is not truth and can be a 

misrepresentation of it” (69). It is therefore plausible that Boni’s rewriting of Samori’s story through Lénie 

is an attempt to correct some misrepresentation of the truth.  
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protection at the time when Boni wrote Les baigneurs du lac Rose.32 As the novel moves 

from one landscape to another, exploring the history and memories they hold, three 

predominant elements emerge: salt, mud and clay. They are salient features of the 

narrative’s landscapes, therefore becoming useful organizing principles for this chapter.  

Salt symbolizes the historical connectedness of environmental and human trauma 

and exploitation. Tracing back the history of salt in the region not only exposes a fragile 

ecological balance but also highlights the underlying pitfalls of imperialist reasonings that 

led to colonialism and today’s global economic and social disparity. While describing the 

challenges of such economic inequality, Boni’s use of mud plays on several registers that 

invest it with cultural and historical value. Mud becomes narratively valuable as it 

expresses a variety of struggles, such as poverty and sickness, born from a legacy of 

exploitation from the West while gesturing to a measure of hope for the future. While the 

Merriam-Webster dictionary defines mud as a “slimy, sticky mixture of solid material with 

a liquid and especially water; especially soft wet earth”, the Larousse dictionary adds in its 

literary definition that mud can signify “[un] état d’abjection, de déchéance ou de profonde 

misère” thereby highlighting the negative connotation of degradation associated with the 

word. Interestingly however, the Merriam-Webster definition while acknowledging that 

mud most commonly is composed of earth and water, also allows for the mixing of other 

elements to form mud. Clay stands in contrast to mud as it is more closely associated with 

                                                 
32 Cazenave and Célérier note that “the book was written in the mid-1990s, as intolerance, racism, and 

violence were growing in Ivory Coast, and Boni engaged in a process of making sense of the situation 

through the means of literary fiction” (74). 
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the creation of objects and artifacts. The Oxford dictionary defines clay as “a stiff, sticky 

fine-grained earth that can be molded when wet, and is dried and baked to make bricks, 

pottery and ceramics”. It also adds a literary definition which indicates that clay can also 

be understood as “the substance of the human body”, alluding once more to a creative 

process as illustrated in the Bible with the forming of Adam and Eve. It is clear from the 

various definitions above that mud and clay aren’t just natural composites but rather, have 

become invested with meaning so that mud is more closely associated with sullying while 

clay with creation. This is particularly useful for my reading of Boni’s novel as I understand 

mud and clay to be related through their composition of a solid (static) and liquid (fluid) 

element, forming a malleable mixture that has culturally been invested with differing 

meanings.  

Nonetheless, the fact remains that not all mud can be clay. So, while some mud, 

like clay, can be used to demonstrate a deep understanding of the power of nature as well 

as the knowledge that is required to transform these elements into sacred objects and art, 

mud can sometimes be devoid of creative power but still play an essential role in 

understanding the social, economic and ecological landscape of a region. Serpil 

Oppermann defines ecological postmodernism’s main objective as “re-enchanting nature” 

(23)33 in reaction to the dis-enchantment of the world and of nature. This term, borrowed 

from Max Weber’s critique of modernism, was the foundation for ecological 

postmodernists to define the re-positioning of humans as indissociable from nature 

                                                 
33 “From Ecological Postmodernism to Material Ecocriticism” in Material Ecocriticism (2014). 
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particularly in light of cultural rationalization. Leaning on Val Plumwood’s definition of 

environmental culture this chapter points to the historical and cultural implications 

underscored by these frameworks both locally and universally with regards to Tanella 

Boni’s novel, Les baigneurs du lac Rose.  

My reading is further informed by the foregrounding of traditional teachings and 

practices present in African culture and history that promote a balanced construction of the 

future, echoeing Hampaté Bâ’s discussion of a “savoir-vivre rituel” (“La tradition vivante” 

209). This philosophy is born from a deep respect for the live entity called Nature and 

acknowledges that any act that would alter its original state should be accompanied by a 

set of rituals destined to preserve the balance between natural elements so as to avoid any 

negative consequences for humankind (“La tradition vivante” 209-10). Undoubtedly 

familiar with Hampaté Bâ’s work, Boni’s writings reflect what she calls “ecologic 

balance”, a method that aims to use “imagination to build the world anew. [Where …] the 

word ‘sustainable’ has to be reckoned with, not to qualify development, but possibly at a 

local level as a reasonable way of life […] without rejecting however, technical tools nor 

scientific and medical knowledge” (“Polluting the World” 33). In keeping with these 

notions Les baigneurs du lac Rose, for example, features the initiation rituals and sacred 

knowledge dominant in Hampaté Bâ’s novels34 and essays35, especially in her portrayal of 

the Mangoro women’s artisanal relationship with clay. 

                                                 
34 See Kaïdara (1968) in particular. 
35 In this chapter, I consider “En Afrique” (1976) and “La tradition vivante” (1980) 
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 These rituals and artisanal practices are anchored in traditional knowledge that is 

predominantly passed on orally and that inspires many African novels as they engage with 

topics such as cultural identity and the relationship between tradition and progress. 

Mohamadou Kane’s Roman africain et traditions (1982) explores the evolution of the 

representation of tradition in various seminal francophone African novels. Kane’s critique 

ultimately points to the way African authors approach the tension between nature and the 

city, tradition and modernism differently. He explains that “la tradition ne se borne pas, en 

effet à la conservation ni à la transmission des acquis antérieurs : elle intègre au cours de 

l’histoire, des existants nouveaux en les adaptant à des existants anciens” (24). Similarly, 

Les baigneurs portrays sites of traditional and artisanal knowledge like Lake Retba and the 

clay mines as more than Romantic shrines to tradition. Instead, Boni exposes through them 

the environmental, and therefore cultural, threat they face as resources are unsustainably 

exploited from these sites. Such representation gestures to the way rural and urban 

environments share in their ecological fragility. From the muddy urban streets, where 

economic tension fuels the political unrest Lénie observes, the pollution and contamination 

of Lake Kossou (Lake Marabadiassa) to the shrunken shores of Lake Retba; Boni’s 

narratological moves highlight how the environmental erosion of these sites not only 

threatens their respective ecosystems, but also the personal and cultural histories tied to 

them. Indeed, Létie and Yété first meet and fall in love at Lake Marabadiassa and are 

reunited on the shores of Lake Retba thus tying these sites to Lénie and Yété’s love story, 

and by extension to Samori’s life and legend. 
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Boni’s nuanced portrayal of these key landscapes places her among the ranks of 

authors who, according to Kane, propose a renewed vision of tradition36. He explains that 

to these authors, “la tradition ne leur inspire ni passéisme, ni romantisme. Le progrès ne 

les aveugle pas. Ils proposent une forme d’action qui doit conduire à un monde nouveau 

tenant compte des composantes de la vie africaine actuelle, la tradition, et le progrès” (478-

9). Certainly, Boni negotiates with subtlety and strength the interstices of urban and 

pastoral landscapes simultaneously drawing the reader’s attention to the beauty, 

knowledge, threat and devastation held at the margins of developing37 African cities and 

their populations. Like the authors mentioned by Kane38 and the ideas put forward in Boni’s 

ALA speech, Les baigneurs offers an environmental perspective that encompasses 

traditional knowledge without rejecting modern technologies or denying real global 

economic pressures. 

 

Salted wounds:  

 

Featured in the title of the novel, Les baigneurs du lac Rose, is Senegal’s Lake 

Retba, also called lac Rose. Lake Retba represents an environmental wonder. It boasts a 

                                                 
36 Kane’s work was published long before Boni’s novel and his ciritique considers novels published no later 

than 1978. 
37 I draw emphasis here as I’m knowingly using a problematic term. If, as Boni suggests, the definition of 

the term development as it is used now used is flawed, then the concept of a developing nation that uses 

development in its current definition as measurement is also flawed. I nevertheless use this term to 

represent the existing drive on the part of many important African cities to conform to the present visions 

and definition of development based on the economic models of Western superpowers.   
38 Kane cites Mongo Beti’s Mission terminée (1957) and Ousman Sembène’s O Pays, mon beau Peuple 

(1957) as examples of this effort to write a renewed approach to tradition (479-80). 
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naturally high salt content that rivals the Dead Sea’s, while varieties of micro-algae as well 

as multiple, rare, non-harmful bacteria give the lake its unique coloring. Spanning 4 km2 

in 1995 when Boni wrote this novel, the lake had already lost a large amount of its surface 

area as well as its biodiversity due to the droughts and overexploitation of its salt39. As a 

result, fishing was abandoned in favor of salt harvesting as the natural pools within the 

lake’s basin dried up40. The lake’s remaining exploitable resource lies therefore in its high 

salinity which has led to an exponentially growing commercialization of its salt by artisanal 

harvesters targeting an ever-growing tourist market.  

Although Lake Retba is located on the Senegalese coast, one of the major recipients 

of its salt exports41 is the Ivory Coast.  Moreover, many of the lake’s salt harvesters come 

from Senegal, Mali and Ivory Coast which are also regions marked by Samori Touré’s 

historical exploits. The coupling of Samori Touré’s legendary accomplishments in West 

Africa with the economic opportunity that the lake’s salt represents for individuals in the 

region, reveals the interconnected nature of the environmental, historical and cultural 

elements brought forward in Les baigneurs. It also highlights a relationship that spans 

beyond the formal geographic borders of West African countries like Senegal, Mali and 

Ivory Coast. 

                                                 
39 The lake’s surface area was dramatically reduced from 15 km2 in the fifteenth century to a mere 4Km2 in 

1976 (“Le Lac Rose”).  
40 Witnesses remember fishing in these pools until around 1941 (“Le Lac Rose: une curiosité naturelle du 

Sénégal”). 
41 See Yasukawa’s article “Senegal’s ‘Dead Sea’: Salt harvesting in the strawberry-pink lake”. 



75 

 

Les baigneurs du lac Rose builds upon this geographical fluidity through the 

depiction of landscapes that creatively incorporate elements from several neighboring 

countries or regions. The novel’s temporal and geographical conflations intentionally blur 

the frontiers between West African countries to underscore shared environmental concerns 

and potential for resolution. For example, the geographical proximity of the Senegal River 

salt basins to the western-most parts of the Sahara, near la langue de Barbarie42 and north 

of Lake Retba, highlights the existing link between the novel’s imagined space and West 

Africa’s environmental histories. It effectively draws the reader’s attention to the arbitrary 

geographical borders imposed upon the African continent by European colonial powers as 

well as the cultural and historical connections that pre-date these geo-political carvings. In 

this way, it forces the reader to abandon preconceived notions that separate these 

geographical locations and immerse into this alternate conceptualization of the world that 

is driven by an environmental sensibility that bridges regional differences. While Boni does 

not directly discuss the history or economy of salt, she none the less enriches our reading 

through its veiled presence in the novel. 

                                                 
42 A geographic space located in Senegal and referenced in the novel through Lénie’s mention of a sacred 

hill in Northern Ivory Coast called “la colline de Barbarie” (56) provides an example of the author bridging 

together regions through Lénie’s narration of Samori’s untold exploit. There, Samori and his fighter would 

have decimated an entire village she tells us thus naming the hill after the barbarian violence that took place 

(56). While this hill does not readily appear on modern maps of Ivory Coast, its name appears off the coast 

of Senegal. La langue de Barbarie is a national park and a once upon a time peninsula that separated the 

Senegal River from the Atlantic. Following an environmental disaster caused by preemptive counter-

flooding measures in 2003, a man-made breach unexpectedly widened and separated the peninsula from the 

main-land. 
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Salt, and its trade, were important economic assets for Saharan merchants, even 

contributing to establishing class and labor in some cases43. During Samori’s life-time, in 

the late nineteenth century, slave and salt trades were widely practiced, sometimes 

concurrently. In “Salts of the Western Sahara”, Ann McDougall investigates several myths 

and mysteries surrounding accounts during this period, one of which relates a peculiar 

practice whereby slaves were purchased with a slab of salt the size of their foot (239). 

McDougall explains that at the time, desert rock-salt was a common currency for the 

purchase of slaves and while the practice might not have been carried out literally, it did 

point to “both the importance of salt and the real prices being paid for slaves at particular 

times, most probably during the later nineteenth-century” (240). Humans and salt were 

commodified and became part of the territorial dispute between the colonial empire and 

Samori’s forces, relegating the surrounding land to mere collateral damage. Similarly, in 

2005, Lake Retba’s surface area was down to 3 km2 and was placed on the list as a potential 

UNESCO World Heritage site where it remains to this day. It is a prime example of a 

complex and fragile ecological system that is rapidly collapsing.  In 2013, a petition was 

started to establish the lake as a protected natural reserve due to increased tourist activity 

which not only destroys the surrounding vegetation but scares away the native fauna, 

displacing birds, jackals and monkeys and leaving them vulnerable to road accidents44. 

                                                 
43 See Salt of the Desert Sun by Paul Lovejoy. 
44 See “Pour une réseve naturelle”. 
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Drawing from history, Les baigneurs du lac Rose features several passages that 

describe the destructive impact that Samori’s conquest had on the landscape and 

foreshadows the cultural impact of ecological threats like those faced by Lake Retba today. 

For example, when Lénie discloses to Caesar untold portions of the conqueror’s personal 

story, which she calls “la petite histoire du Conquérant” (74), she likens Samori’s 

destruction to that of the “envahisseurs” (58) who shared his drive for domination. The 

narrator explains Lénie’s narrative process as though she were walking down a path where 

every natural element encountered held a piece of the collective memory of past events: 

“[Lénie] retrouva le chemin sinueux de la parole conserve par les eaux du fleuve, le vent 

de la savane, les herbes et le gravier, fidèles compagnons des femmes et des hommes qui 

pratiquent les chemins des villages. Lénie emprunta donc le sentier de la parole de deuil 

gravée au pied de la terre meurtrie” (51). She draws from the environment as if it were a 

living memory of the untold stories she has spent her career uncovering. In doing so, she 

remarks that the object of her obsession and admiration was not without fault. In fact, he 

inflicted upon the land and its people much pain and desolation making him rather like the 

invaders he famously resisted against:  

Le vent avait disparu et les arbres avaient cessé de respirer. Depuis l’annonce de 

l’arrivée de Samori, le vert de leurs feuilles s’était intensifié […] la sécheresse 

ravageait la savane arborée, les criquets par centaines, par milliers se nourrissaient 

des feuilles servant à la préparation de sauces […] Samori et les sofas avaient 

décimé, un dimanche matin, tout un people dans la force de l’âge. Et la colline 

sacrée, imposante et majestueuse fut nommée Barbarie […] Samori avait bâti son 

empire, continua-t-elle, en piétinant ses semblables […] en donnant du fil à retordre 

aux Français, lesquels étaient, à quelques variantes près, sur les mêmes longueurs 

d’ondes que lui […] Chef de guerre chef du sabre et du fusil […] il fixait et déroulait 

son empire en forêt et en savane comme une carte sans limites. L’imagination des 
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envahisseurs et le génie du fils autochtone rencontraient donc le même désir de 

conquête. (53-58) 

 

These invaders were, of course, the French colonial troupes who battled Samori for the 

possession of the land and ultimately, its natural human and environmental resources, one 

of which was salt. Due to its economic value, McDougall explains in “Perfecting the ‘fertile 

seed’” that salt became the subject of contention as the French sought to outmatch the local 

production on the market with their scientific knowledge and technique. Her investigation 

into the colonial efforts of the Compagnie du Sel Agloméré pour Exportation (C.S.A) to 

assert itself onto the Saharan salt market in Soudan uncovers that despite their best efforts, 

the C.S.A “never quite reached the standard of ‘perfection’ needed to equal, let alone 

supplant, Saharan salts […] The story of the C.S.A therefore, is the story of […] an 

individual failure […] revealing of a collective illusion of what capitalism could 

accomplish in West Africa” (54). In this study, McDougall reveals the ineffective nature 

of colonialism as it sought to supplant local product and methods with its self-proclaimed 

‘superior’ knowledge and techniques. As a result, the colonial businessmen who 

spearheaded the C.S.A misread the needs and wants of the local populations with regards 

to salt, trusting that their industrial advances would improve upon what they considered to 

be an inferior product. Instead of the triumph and economic boon they had predicted, the 

C.S.A failed in its capitalist venture as it underestimated the well-established desert trade 

that supplied the region (57).  

Beside the failure to understand the strength and know-how of their competitors, 

the French were severely impeded by the difficult terrain which made long distance 
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transportation of their perishable goods nearly impossible. Without the proper 

understanding of the geographical conditions, they were unable to thrive. Faced with 

repeated failures, they entrusted all their hopes in the development of “the ultimate weapon 

envisaged to assist French entrepreneurs and merchants in the West African marketplace 

[which] was the railroad” (67). This trust was ultimately misplaced as the railroad proved 

itself to be a costly enterprise leading the C.S.A to disappear from colonial records. Their 

unsuccessful experiment betrays, first and foremost, a failure to understand the local 

customs and its environment which stems from a monological approach to development. 

Prizing their own techniques over the pre-existing local practices, the colonial 

entrepreneurs didn’t take advantage of, or value, the indigenous know-how and product. 

The novel’s prologue reflects Boni’s counter-narrative to the exploitative 

imperialist impulses described by McDougall, particularly where the narrator describes 

Lénie and Yété’s reunion on the shores of lake Retba, a lake “fréquenté par les étrangers” 

(13). These strangers are tourists in numbers so large that the narrator describes them as a 

colony of ants “fourmillant dans les eaux roses et salées” (12). Rather than dwell on the 

potentially negative connotations of this image, Boni stresses the hope-filled potential these 

waters hold both for the novel’s characters and perhaps for the reader’s outlook on the 

future. Indeed, the narrator goes on to describe the very same tourist-addled shores as 

“l’oasis de survie, semblable au sel gemme du desert” (13). The narrator succinctly and 

powerfully drives at the relationship between the lake’s salted waters and the Saharan 

desert salt trade in a way that suggests a reprieve from the historical patterns of 
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exploitations. Choosing to set the lover’s oasis on the shores of lake Retba, Boni’s Les 

baigneurs du lac Rose resists a fatalist outcome to the multiple examples of colonial and 

capitalist pressures faced by African nations. 

Moreover, rather than simply pitting Africa against the West, Boni highlights the 

problem of domination and imperialism in both Samori and the invaders’ (58) actions 

through Lénie’s voice: “Samori avait bâti son empire, continua-t-elle, en piétinant ses 

semblables […] en donnant du fil à retordre aux Français, lesquels étaient, à quelques 

variantes près, sur les mêmes longueurs d’ondes que lui […] L’imagination des 

envahisseurs et le génie du fils autochtone rencontraient donc le même désir de conquête” 

(58). This passage gestures to the need for a dialogical (to borrow Plumwood’s term) or 

even multi-logical45 framework that allows for all parties involved in the process of 

development to combine knowledge and gather strength through mutual listening and 

sharing of ideas and techniques. This includes taking the environment’s limitations into 

consideration, viewing its contribution and well-being as important as that of the 

populations it supports.  

Similarly to Boni’s approach to Samori and the invaders, Plumwood encourages 

her reader not to vilify Reason but rather understand the undertrappings that have led to 

rationality as a tool for subjugation (5). She goes on to explain how “concepts of rationality 

have been corrupted by systems of power into hegemonic forms that establish, naturalise 

and reinforce privilege. Rationalists dualisms especially justify elite forms of power […] 

                                                 
45 My term. 
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Dualistic reason/nature polarisation naturalizes radical inequality […] In the historical 

rationalist imaginay, women and other ‘lesser beings’ are the Other of reason” (17-19). Of 

those lesser beings, Plumwood goes on to enumerate examples such as “the slave, the 

animal, and the barbarian” (19). To this I would add, the landscape, the inanimate and 

animate elements of nature whose agency or historical contribution has also been erased 

by virtue of the dominant dualistic conception of Reason. It is therefore no wonder Les 

baigneurs du lac Rose rejects an idealized picture of a past checkered by multiple abuses 

in the name of conquest and possession. Rather than dwell on the wounds of the past 

evoked by salt, Les baigneurs sets Lake Retba’s shores as the place where Lénie and Yété 

are reunited. This hope-filled conclusion also serves as a starting point for the novel making 

the Lake Retba scene into a framing device. This narratological move can be construed as 

a mirror for the environmental imperatives highlighted by Boni’s use of the Lake. Indeed, 

sites of ecological fragility still hold within them powerful social and personal histories 

that are worth protecting. They can also be the site for renewal, turning violent and 

exploitative pasts into hopeful and thriving futures.  

For this reason, Boni highlights the cultural significance of the novel’s landscapes 

by infusing them with multi-layered meanings that tie back to the myth of Samori. As Lénie 

and Yété discuss their enthusiasm toward the notorious hero, Boni’s writing brings forth 

the salience of the natural environment in composing the charm that has drawn the two 

characters to love and admire him: “[…] ils reconstituaient le puzzle, de la figure du 

Conquérant et confiaient leurs joies et leurs peines, celle de tout un Continent, aux eaux 
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des fleuves et des lacs, au soleil leur complice quotidien, à la pluie leur amie intermittente, 

au sable, à la boue et au sel qui donnent ce goût  exquis à la vie” (11). The act of 

reconstituting the story of Samori is likened to assembling a puzzle thus drawing attention 

to the fragmented aspect of the figure’s epic story. It is through their shared pursuit to 

complete the puzzle of Samori’s legend that the two lovers are connected. Katharina 

Städtler explores the use of such a fragmented narrative as a means to not only break 

novelistic conventions both in structure and aesthetic, but to also deconstruct and 

reconstruct truth and history thus pushing the reader to actively and constructively engage 

with the text (522). In doing so, Städtler points out that Boni is able to bridge formally 

established divisions between poetry and philosophy as well as between history and 

literature (523). This bridging practice can therefore be extended to other divisions that 

exist between social and environmental critical readings of postcolonial texts like Les 

baigneurs du lac Rose. She remarks the importance of Boni’s use of multiple sources in 

her retelling of History : “les genres de textes écrits et oraux […] servent de sources 

historiques et de ressources de l’écriture […] Boni va jusqu’à remplacer la notion de 

(res)source par celle de signe” (524).  Salt, mud and clay could therefore be read as signs 

that enrich Boni’s use of Samori’s legend and thereby the socio-cultural imperatives 

interlocked with the environments in which she writes them.  
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Mud and Monsters, the mired aspects of development: 

Historically, mud has held several functions in Western Africa. In “History, 

memory and the legacy of Samory”, Brian Peterson exposes the strategic importance of the 

West African tata (mud fortifications) in the resistance conflicts (272) with Samori. Later, 

the stories surrounding his brutal conquests were used by the French to justify the colonial 

project (266) as well as building a sense of common history in the early independence years 

(267). In Les baigneurs, it serves as means to engage in socio-political critiques, the 

environmental dangers they are tied to as well as their cultural ramifications as made 

evident by the novel’s use of the controversy surrounding one of Ivory Coast’s prominent 

regions. Besides Lake Retba, another significant lake in Lénie and Yété’s love story is the 

one where they first met. The novel’s narrator calls it “le lac de Marabadiassa” (18). The 

town of Marabadiassa is located in the central Bandama valley region of Ivory Coast. While 

there is no record of a lake named after the town, Marabadiassa borders the Bandama river 

that feeds into Lake Kossou, a few miles south. As Lénie tells Cesar about the history that 

led to the naming of “la colline de Barbarie”, she mentions another man-made disaster that 

took place a century later on the very same shores (56), namely, the construction of the 

lake Kossou dam : “un cataclysme provoqué de toute pièces […] un satané barrage […] 

avait achevé la transformation de la région en îlot infesté d’hippotames, se nourrissant de 

chair de pêcheur” (57). Lénie’s statement suggests that the dam had disastrous 

consequences that began with a change in landscape and led to a dangerous environment 
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for the people in it. To understand Boni’s critique, it’s important to look at the history of 

the dam. 

In Houphouët-Boigny et la crise Ivoirienne (2003), Amadou Koné reveals that 

despite strong reservations from various international parties, president Houphouët-Boigny 

pressed forward with the creation of the dam near his hometown of Yamoussokro. 

According to Koné while Houphouët’s ambition was for the barrage to generate power as 

well as promote agriculture and fishing in the innondated zones, the latter activities were 

neglected. Furthermore, he highlights that in order to create the artificial lake of Kossou, 

“il a fallu procéder à l’inondation de cent cinquante villages et au déplacement de plus de 

100 000 personnes” (152). Koné’s testimony coincides with Boni’s imagery of a human-

made lake where the forced displacement of entire villages and their subsequent destruction 

resulted in a severe change in the region’s ecology. Véronique Lassailly-Jacob (1982) and 

Edwin Prowizur (1976) explore within the span of fourteen years the effects of the dam’s 

creation on the region’s population.  

While neither critic focuses on the ecological impact of the lake, they gesture to 

significant alterations to the region’s food production and land distribution born out of a 

governmental effort to extend the reach of national development beyond the city limits of 

Abidjan (Lassailly-Jacob 333-334). Among these changes, Lasailly-Jacob notes that 

despite major strides in relocating and restructuring the lake’s neighboring environment 

and populations, the Autorité pour l’aménagement de la vallée du Bandanma (AVB) was 

unable to complete its eponymous mission: “Si les voies de communication terrestres 
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furent largement restructures [including but not limited to road networks, villages, coffee, 

rice and cocoa plantations as well as rural banks] les liaisons lacustres restèrent délaissées, 

et le lac devint un veritable barrière aquatique de 150 km” (341). Adding to these 

geographical changes, the disputes between the displaced villagers and their adoptive 

communities: “devenus des paysans sans terres [les sinistrés] furent constraints de négocier 

chaque année le droit de cultiver auprès des villages d’accueil” (341). According to 

Lasailly-Jacob, this was because the Ivorian government at the time had overlooked giving 

the AVB the legal authority to buy land on behalf of the displaced (341). In any case, it 

gestured to an oversight regarding the cultural implications of the human-land relationship 

that the lake’s construction was dramatically reshaping.  For example, Prowizur explains 

that part of the AVB’s plan was to introduce fishing to the villagers near Lake Kossou since 

this activity is traditional unknown to the Baoulé people who predominantly populated the 

area: “Actuellement deux mille Baoulé sont pêcheurs et plus de la moitié sont formés 

équipés par l’A.V.B. Cependant ils restend marginaux car pour les Baoulé seule 

l’agriculture constitue une activité noble” (233). In this passage, Prowizur points to the 

radical deviations from traditional cultural customs that a development project such as 

Lake Kossou can generate. This is particularly important in light of the fact that such 

customs inform personal and cultural identities and as reported by Prowizur, can deeply 

alter social interactions.  

It is therefore clear that altering landscape can lead to social, psychological and 

economic changes. In fact, Prowizur explains that when the villagers retained agriculture 
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as a trade, the sharing of land and introduction of new agricultural techniques resulted in 

personal and social crisis: “l’éxécution de ces nouveautés agricoles par les villageois laisse 

trop souvent à désirer, les paysans ayant le sentiment de n’être que de simples salaries sur 

des terres appartenant à l’A.V.B […] les villageois déménagés désirent avant tout 

reconstituer leur environnement social, psychologique et économique traditionnels en 

cultivant les terres selon le système cultural traditionnel” (234). Prowizur not only 

emphasizes the social and psychological needs of the displaced villagers, but diligently 

catalogs the various regions to which the uprooted populations were relocated. One of these 

regions is the “forêt des Tos” located to the west of the Lake and described by Prowizur as 

completely inhabited (235). What sets this region apart isn’t only the lack of previous 

human settlement but also the alternative it afforded the AVB management who instead of 

compensating the new settlers with money, reimbursed them “en nature” (236), thus 

avoiding the lengthy disputes and negotiations for shared cultivation of land as was done 

previously. Prowizur notes that such an approach was not only socially successful, it was 

economically profitable (236). The forest provided a new home for the villagers who had 

lost theirs as well as a means to provide for their needs and economically prosper. There 

were, however, limits to what forested areas could provide the displaced. In the case of 

Sakassou, a peninsula on the eastern bank of the lake, the already settled region suffered 

from a challenging climate and deteriorating land with a forest that is becoming an arid 

savanna. This not only made cultivation of crops difficult, it excited disagreements 

amongst various village chiefs (238). 
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It is compelling to note, therefore, that Boni chose to write the shores of the very 

same lake as a memory site for Samori’s devastating conquest of the southern Saharan 

region. This choice not only gestures to the ambiguity of Samori’s legend as a heroic figure, 

it also points to the controversial consequences of development projects such as lake 

Kossou. These consequences (social, psychological or medical) are rooted in the 

environmental changes that surround these events. In “Demarcation of Protection 

Perimeters for Surface Waters of Taabo (Ivory Caost) Watershed using GIS and 

Multicriteria Analysis” (2012), Anoh et al. point out through their analysis of human-made 

lake Taabo’s surface waters that “the availability and quality of surface water are 

influenced by human activities” (2123). One of these influences is the levels of pollution, 

one of which takes the form of a “gradual evolution of sediments. This phenomenon, 

outstanding in Kossou Lake, aroused the dam managers to perform dredging in 1994 in 

order to restore sufficient depth […] Taabo lake is deteriorated as its predecessor (Kossou 

Lake, created in 1971) due to pollutants rejected by populations which are increasingly 

growing on watershed” (2123).  Looking back to a time closer to when Boni wrote Les 

baigneurs du Lac Rose, a report initiated by the World Health Organization in 1992 

demonstrated, according to N’Goran et al., “a highly significant increase in overall 

prevalence” (543) of an organism called S. haematobium in the sample group of 

schoolchildren from five villages around Lake Kossou. This bacterial incidence is directly 

linked to the “vast environmental alterations [that] followed the construction of Kossou 

and Taabo Dams. The banks of the lakes are steep and the water covers decaying pre-
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reservoir vegetation, which provides an ideal food base for the snails that are the 

intermediate hosts for schistosomiasis46” (N’Goran et al., 542). While the disease-carrying 

worm found in Lake Kossou isn’t as gruesome as the man-eating hippopotamus from 

Boni’s novel, they do bear similarities in the danger they represent for humans who come 

into contact with the lake’s waters. Boni uses the story-telling form of fables to highlight 

the shared historical and environmental tragedy that surrounded the creation of this man-

make lake.  

This didactic element of fables and oral tales is crucial to understanding how Boni 

was already engaged in reframing the social, cultural and psychological distress caused by 

the creation of Lake Kossou into ecological terms seven years before Val Plumwood 

published Environmental Culture. In the latter, Plumwood unpacks why an environmental 

culture is preferable to the current dominant model which relies on an exploitative form of 

reason and rationality. Rather than approaching our current state of crisis as an ecological 

one, and therefore indirectly placing the responsibility upon nature, Plumwood perceives 

“the ‘ecological’ crisis [as] a crisis or failing of reason and culture, a crisis of monological 

forms of both that are unable to adapt themselves to the earth and to the limits of other 

kinds of life” (15). Thus, Plumwood and authors like Boni understand social, cultural, 

psychological, economic and environmental issues to be closely interrelated. As mentioned 

earlier, writers such as Hampâté Bâ painstakingly outlined the emphasis that traditional 

                                                 
46 A disease caused by infection with freshwater parasitic worms in certain tropical and subtropical 

countries. 
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knowledge and practices place upon artisanal creation and its influence upon daily 

activities in African societies. Understanding these approaches is not only beneficial to the 

preservation of fragile ecosystems, it also fosters better cross-cultural economic 

development. 

Similarly, the novel’s reference to the tense relationship between humans and 

animals when Lénie tells her imagined version of the monster that resides in the 

Marabadiassa lake waters (29) reveals a dire need for environmentally-conscious 

development in order to protect both human and non-human elements of the Bandama 

ecosystem: “Un satané barrage […] une terre de guerre froide entre les anciens 

propriétaires et les nouveaux venus, étrangers sans terre, naviguant au gré de la volonté des 

eaux” (57). In this passage, Boni not only makes a clear reference to the displaced villagers’ 

social and psychological challenges in their new environments but she also uses the man-

eating hippopotamus to highlight the present tension that exists between humans and their 

altered environment. As a result of the dam’s construction, thousands were made to feel 

like foreigners within their own country because they lost the land that played a large part 

in anchoring their identity but also created a health hazard as demonstrated in the earlier-

mentioned studies of the lake waters.  

The monstrous hippopotamus “se nourissant de chair de pêcheur” (57) and 

Samori’s conquest provide a comparable effort to de-romanticize Africa in Les baigneurs 

du lac Rose to that seen in Devi’s writing of Mauritius in Eve. Africa, including Mauritius, 

has long suffered an exoticizing gaze. As Devi recoils from the idyllic by depicting the 
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uncomfortable, violent and sometimes seedy underbelly of her native island, Boni retells a 

monstrous portrait47 of Africa’s nature48, exploring the mystical tales and secret teachings 

it holds. In Les baigneurs, the mysterious and the fantastic is peeled back in order to reveal 

their didactic nature: “De ce monstre qui n’en était pas un. De ces rives qui n’avaient rien 

d’extraordinaire, hormis qu’elles étaient, comme toutes les rives du pays, infestées 

d’anophèles, de taons, de mouches tsé-tsé, de bien d’autres bestioles sources de maladies 

incurables” (26). As much as the Kossou lake monster uncovers the consequences of poorly 

implemented and adapted development projects, the lake itself becomes the source of 

sickness not only in medical terms but in symbolic terms as well, gesturing to the sickly 

nature of our definition of progress and economic growth. Boni’s novel tackles the truths 

exposed by Prowizur and Lassailly-Jacob’s articles on lake Kossou through the use of its 

muddy waters as a means to underscore that development should take into account not only 

the economic growth of the nation, but the population’s psychological and social wellbeing 

as well.  

 

Enchanting mud: 

 

The lakes Kossou and Rose do not simply gesture to environmental imperatives, 

but rather present a collective historical, social and environmental crisis the author is 

addressing. Lénie’s passion for the historical character of Samori Touré and the magic that 

                                                 
47 It could be argued that Boni’s unsavory depiction of the scene is a metaphor for the tense political 

climate of intolerance and unrest that would eventually lead to the Ivorian civil wars (2002-2007, 2010-

2011). 
48 Creating a contrast to portraits of Africa like Conrad’s Heart of Darkness. 
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surrounds his legendary feats is shared by her lover, Yété. The lakes Retba and Kossou 

become natural sites of memory for Lénie and Yété, not only for their personal history but 

for the one they imagine together. It is from these sites that both are able to create and tell 

never before heard or written aspects of Samori’s life. Through the influence of these 

memory sites, the reader has access to possible accounts of those whose histories were 

erased when they were vanquished by the Conqueror (Peterson 262). In other words, the 

real and imagined landscapes of the novel allow for fresh representations of a historical 

figure whose legacy has been used at times to justify the colonial project in West Africa. 

As such, when Yété suggests that the man-eating Kossou lake monster could resemble 

Samori (31), he creates a link between the mysterious tale of the lake monster and the 

legend created from the historical figure’s accomplishments. This is an example of the way 

Boni weaves together current events and mythical legends and tales within the novel’s 

narration to inspire renewal and inspire in the reader hope for an alternative to the repeated 

acts of exploitations Africa has endured since the Atlantic slave trade.  

Furthermore, in Les baigneurs, Lénie and Yété, provide an extension to the existing 

tale surrounding the lake monster, imagining the dead hyppopotamus “traîné dans la boue” 

(29) and “déposé comme un tas d’immondices” (30) in front of the gendarmerie. The 

narrator-author masterfully employs images of putrefaction to describe the state of legends 

such as Samori’s or the lake monster when consumed without respect. Much like the dead 

hippopotamus, Samori’s conquest and terror-inspiring legend became justification for the 

French colonial forces to seize control of the regions within his grasp. In exploring the tale 
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of the lake monster, Boni questions the political symbol that became Samori’s legacy as an 

important cultural element in its own right49. She does so, in large part through the re-

enchanting of mud, an element that isn’t immediately associated with positive meaning but 

that holds potential for renewal. A strong example is reflected in Boni’s choice to include 

mud in the prologue of the novel. The narrator explains that they are linked by a centuries 

old tale, that of Samori’s legend: “ils écoutaient sa parole dans la tradition orale […] Puis 

ils reconstituaient le puzzle de la figure du Conquérant et confiaient leurs joies et leurs 

peines, celles de tout un Continent, aux eaux des fleuves et des lacs […] à la pluie leur 

amie intermittente, au sable, à la boue et au sel qui donnent ce goût exquis à la vie” (11). 

The landscape’s participation in reconstituting, or rather witnessing, Samori’s exploits 

culminates through the mixing of water elements like rain and rivers with earth elements 

like mud and sand.  The passage’s final words therefore equate mud and salt to seasonings 

that render life more palatable or enjoyable, gesturing to ancient teachings. Hampaté Bâ 

explains that every natural element possesses “une force vivante et dynamique derrière les 

apparences des choses et des êtres” (“En afrique” 14), thus impressing upon his reader the 

notion that the natural elements and objects in our environment are filled with a powerful 

essence that links them to a unified system of life. It is therefore plausible that Boni, being 

                                                 
49 “Le nom de Samori était devenu le refrain d’une chanson populaire, symbole de résistance et de conquête 

hors pair. Les mythes la fascinaient et Lénie s’amusait à les dégonfler, à les trouer, des plus grands aux plus 

ténus.” (Les baigneurs (49) In mentioning Lénie’s practice of questioning myths, Boni engages with a 

perspective rooted in the fable and the oral. In Introduction à une Poétique du Divers, Edouard Glissant 

explains that unlike societies rooted in a founding myth, others look to the fables which allows for a 

perspective less beholden to an ontological absolute (63). 
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aware of these teachings or at the very least, of Hampaté Bâ’s writings, would draw from 

the notion of hidden powers in elements like mud and salt to infuse meaning into her novel.  

The narrator’s mention of water in the form of rivers and lakes, “les eaux des 

fleuves et des lacs” (11), as well as rain, “la pluie leur amie intermittente” (11), points to 

the element’s importance in the narrative as demonstrated by my reading of lakes Retba 

and Kossou. It also points to its transformative properties. Just as the rain falls upon the 

salted sands forming mud, so does Boni’s narrative allow for a reading of mud that 

transforms separate elements into a cohesive, meaningful whole, the significance of which 

is highlighted by the fact that Les Baigneurs is not the first instance where Boni uses mud 

as a literary trope. In Une vie de crabe (1990), there are multiple references to mud as a 

state-of-being, an acting force upon those who live in-between the dry desert and water 

sources. The main characters, Léti and Niyous, are surrounded by mud created by the 

constant drill of rain fall in the fictional city and surrounding townships of Terre-Sèche.  

A mourning of the effets pervers of modern development is felt through the 

landscape depicted by the narrator: “Il a appris à aimer la pluie… L’eau du ciel creuse et 

ronge, tel un marteau-piqueur, le noir et dur goudron qui ne lui oppose aucune résistance” 

(5). The town’s name literally means “dry earth” alluding to the fact that perhaps the 

persistent rain is something that wasn’t usual for this region and a possible change in 

weather patterns due to global warming. Moreover, the narrator’s use of “marteau-piqueur” 

to describe the effect of the rain falling evokes a violent image as the rain drops assault the 

concrete floor. Terre-Sèche is presented as a desert where the natural and man-made 
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elements are at war. Similarly to Devi’s Troumaron, a casualty of this conflict is the human 

population. When Léti goes to look for Niyous who lives on the outskirts of the major city 

of Watouville, she ponders the social implications of mud: “Les enfants jouaient sous la 

pluie, dans les mares boueuses. Des canalisations rouillées par le temps avaient sauté sous 

la pression de l’eau et de la masse de déchets. Les gens vivaient dans les odeurs fortes, 

celles des égouts, celles de la vie souterraine. Ils attendaient, les pieds dans la boue où ils 

vivaient depuis des temps immémoriaux” (68). Léti’s description clearly establishes the 

mud as a form of pollution. Rather than introducing this state of contamination with a 

dejected portrait of the people surrounded by it, she instead begins with children playing 

in the street and people living in the polluted muddy cesspool created by the collapse of 

proper sanitation.50 In the same breath, she seems to characterize the people’s existence as 

passive, in a constant state of waiting.  

Furthermore, the mud seems to have been present for as long as anyone can 

remember, painting it as a companion to the collective memory of those surrounded by it. 

As we continue to read, Léti’s tone becomes increasingly reproachful as she continues her 

musings on the progressive extension of the mud’s presence and influence on the people 

and their passive wait for outside salvation: “Ils guettaient toujours l’arrivée de la main 

                                                 
50 Une vie de crabe’s omniscient narrator introduces Niyous to the reader through the character’s nostalgia 

for toy cars made from trash found in the street : “ [Une voiture] semblable à celles qu’il fabriquait naguère 

avec des morceaux de bamboo et des restes de fils barbelés” (5). Images of children playing in the street 

with trash are visible in many African urban landscapes, it is therefore unsurprising that Une vie de crabe 

and Eve de ses décombres would both feature children playing in trashed environments including 

dangerous elements like barbed wire, shards of glass or used needles.  Unlike the bleak tone of Devi’s 

description, Boni allows her narrator’s nostalgia to emerge and despite the use of barbed wire in creating a 

child’s toy, the ingenuity and creativity that exists despite, and perhaps because of the trash, shines through. 
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salvatrice. Qui les purifierait. Qui les sortirait enfin de leur trou de crabes” (68). In her 

opinion, the people resemble crabs waiting for a foreign savior. The novel questions the 

state of Africa and likens it to the life of a crab as indicated in the title.  The criticism 

directed at the African population is undeniable and is certainly intended to spur the 

African reader into a more active state. Boni has, on several occasions, revealed her 

position regarding the need for Africans to take control of their destiny and the benefits of 

an open market where exchanges of words, ideas as well as goods are promoted51. This 

opinion extends to environmental issues of pollution as she states that “we [Africans] are 

always waiting for others to find solutions for us, from the West, for instance, as if we are 

not capable of thinking or foresee or repair those environmental damages caused at our 

doorstep” (“Polluting the World” 27). She sees the African continent as dependent on 

methods and ideals of development which aren’t always suited to local needs and which 

weaken the activism she wishes to see grow. It may well be that the environmental 

consciousness and activism present on the continent remains largely at a grass-roots level 

and that, given appropriate resources, they could inspire more sustainable methods of 

development.  

Mud, therefore, represents all at once pollution and a vehicle for hope, innovation 

and unification. In Une vie de crabe, Léti experiences mud as a unifying element despite 

her scathing criticism of the passivity of those awaiting help from the West and 

                                                 
51 See “Engagement, quand tu nous tiens…” (pp. 36-39) and “Le marché auquel je crois…” (pp. 151-154) 

in La Diversité du Monde (2010). 
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simultaneously denounces the dire state of pollution which increasingly afflicts the African 

continent: “Désormais, elle se fondrait dans la foule anonyme des sans-travail, des sans-

papiers. Elle leurs ressemblait. Ils étaient du même sang. Faits de la même boue, plongés 

dans la même puanteur. Tous ensemble, ils seront plus forts que la boue, ils vaincront la 

puanteur des égouts qui craquent de toutes parts” (73). After losing her job at the university, 

Léti finds herself remade by the mud that permeates the surroundings of the multitude of 

people who are without work, plunged in mud and coated with the smell of the sewer. Koné 

Brama’s article “Vulnérabilité et résilience des populations riveraines liées à la pollution 

des eaux lagunaires de la métropole d’Abidjan, Côte d’Ivoire” (2006) provides in-depth 

information regarding the persistant pollution and urban sanitation challenges faced by the 

city of Abidjan. He explains that “dans la partie ouest de la ville d’Abidjan, se trouve la 

commune de Yopougon. Dans cette commune, les eaux usées urbaines (domestiques, 

pluviales, industrielles) sont déversées dans la lagune par le biais des égouts et canaux de 

drainage des eaux pluviales existants, sans traitement préalable” (Brama). Boni is therefore 

playing on the polluted reality of the city’s urban environment and teases out the layered 

meanings it represents, particularly when it comes to the population’s psychological and 

emotional state. Indeed, in spite of her economic downfall, Létie remains hopeful that as a 

unified whole they will be able to vanquish their polluted surroundings. In doing so, Boni 

effectively demonstrates that the very signs of pollution, affliction and exploitation, like 

the muddy waters of Lake Kossou and Abidjan’s laguna, can also inspire a sense of 

community and a drive to create better circumstances for the future. 
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Nature and the Sacred, The Teachings of Clay: 

Léti serves as a guiding figure, full of wisdom; foreshaddowing the Mangoro 

women in Les Baigneurs, she molds Niyous’ destiny with her words. Léti uses mud to 

counter Niyous’ defeatist attitude and rejection of her efforts to get him back in school and 

to ultimately strive for change: “La vie est un immense marécage, je le sais, dit Léti du 

fond de la colère, je le sais… Depuis que j’ai perdu mon poste je vois que la boue est 

partout… y compris dans ton crâne, dans le mien aussi” (75). Léti acknowledges that 

Niyous’ and her immediate environment is oppressive. She also acknowledges the lack of 

opportunities and the self-deprecating mentality which it breeds. And yet, she refuses to 

allow herself to remain inactive in the face of her muddy circumstances.  Similarly to Léti’s 

fighting spirit, Lénie is an equally strong willed woman. Les baigneurs, however, offers a 

less critical perspective while retaining a politically charged narrative. It also distinguishes 

itself from Une vie de crabe by favoring a synergistic approach to mud and the beings that 

are surrounded by it. It also introduced different kinds of mud: the kind that signifies 

pollution and can be found in the streets as well as the kind used in creative pursuits, like 

clay. 

Citing Wole Soyinka’s Myth, Literature and the African World (1990), Cazenave 

and Célérier explain that there is a link between “myth, ritual, and the ‘self-apprehension 

of the African world’(ix)” (69). Boni’s narrator explains that her interest in Samori’s 
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mythical exploits drew her to investigating mining regions where gold is sifted out of the 

muddy mire of the river banks. More than a simple narrative framing device, mud is 

specifically important to novel as it acts as a temporal bridge. It connects the imaginary 

past of Samori’s surroundings as described by Lénie and Yété with the contemporary 

cultural landscape of Katiola, a town at the heart of the Bandama Vallée in central Ivory 

Coast. Lénie discovers there the traditional art of pottery as preserved through “le lit de 

paroles de femmes Mangoro, portières de tradition, qui lui avaient susurré quelques secrets 

millénaires de leur art à nul autre pareil” (19). The art of pottery is presented as living 

poetry which transforms the earth into meaningful objects. In “En Afrique”, Hampaté Bâ 

explains that in “l’Afrique traditionnelle” (12) occupations such as weaving, metal and 

wood working were more than utilitarian or recreational occupations. They were 

considered as an art form as much as pottery and painting were. Moreover, these art forms 

were ties to the sacred and held specific roles in society, requiring proper initiation and 

passing down of knowledge in order for the objects created to reflect the mystery and 

beauty held in the invisible world (12).  

In Les baigneurs, Lénie discovers the rituals behind the creation of the pottery 

produced by its privileged guardians, the Mangoro women. The narrator tells us that she is 

guided by her passion for “l’histoire de l’or […] de la boue et de l’argile bienheureuse” 

(19). Boni’s use of the words gold, mud and clay in the same sentence allows for these 

three elements to be considered as equally valuable. The objects which the women create 

from the clay mines are witnesses to the cultural significance of the oral tradition. 
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Moreover, they are crafted using tools made in a manner that honors the long tradition of 

the Mangoro women including polished rocks called “Gpô” with which the pot can be 

decorated while spinning on “la tour traditionnelle” and the “woya”, a sharp knife with 

which the pots final shape is defined (“La légende de la poterie”). Earth, mud or clay is 

rendered meaningful in this text as they represent a means to commune with the world at 

large. Hampaté Bâ explains that traditional art was a means to reiterate the 

interconnectedness of all life, and that the objects created through the proper rituals 

reflected the multitude of possibilities for humans to engage with the cosmos (12). As such 

the Mangoro women in the novel engage in specific rituals as they go about their craft. For 

example, when they take the clay from the river bank, they ask for forgiveness and in a 

bowing motion gather the precious material. Lénie then observes the cooperation of the 

elements in creating the objects she now recognizes as more than simple tourist souvenirs: 

“l’eau, le soleil et le feu, amis des potières […] ces magiciens qui aident à la mise au monde 

des poteries criblées de signes et de textes” (21). These objects, birthed by the combined 

efforts of the potter, water, sun and fire, contain signs and texts which would be 

indecipherable to the uninitiated.  Indeed, the Mangoro read signs of good or bad fortune 

while making their pottery which they believe to be sent by their ancestors (“La légende 

de la poetrie”). 

Les baigneurs, not only featuring the artisan tribe of Mangoro women but including 

references to Abla Pokou famous queen and founder of the Baoulé tribe which continues 

to thrive in Ivory Coast and Mamy Watta. Abla Pokou also known as la reine Pokou, is a 



100 

 

historical figure of strength has inspired several important Ivorian writers such as 

Véronique Tadjo52 and Bernard Dadié53. Cazenave and Célérier write that Lénie “aquires 

the status of storyteller as well as that of historian through her deconstruction of the myth 

of Samori as a masculinist model of conquest” (73). Indeed, Boni foregrounds in the novel 

Abla Pokou and Samori’s different approaches towards the surrounding environments they 

dominated. Rather than the destruction of nature, which the novel’s narrator frequently 

features in the telling of Samori’s territorial conquest, Abla Pokou is depicted as someone 

who listens and is informed by nature.  

In a rendition of Reine Pokou’s legend close to the version taught in schools and 

the one presented in the first part of Tadjo’s novel, Lénie recounts how this queen led her 

people away from “le pays qui jusque-là, avait été le berceau du royaume Ashanti […] le 

pays sans frontière, fertile et luxuriant” (76) in order to escape an enemy attack against her 

uncle, Osei Tutu, king of the Ashanti (76). As they fled, Reine Pokou and her people 

encountered the Comoé River whose flooding waters, filled with “ses hippopotames et ses 

crocodiles centenaires” (77), roared at the approaching fugitives: “le fleuve mugit, le vent 

souffla de plus belle et la tornade entonna son chant de guerre […] Alors les devins 

écoutèrent la parole du vent. La reine entendit les murmures de l’eau qui montait du fleuve 

prêt à les engloutir. La reine s’agenouilla sur la rive et la terre lui parla” (77). The earth 

told the queen that the waters demanded she sacrifice that which was most precious to her, 

                                                 
52 Reine Pokou (2004). 
53 “La légende baoulé” in Légende Africaine (1954). 
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and so, the queen understood that the son she had just birthed after years of infertility was 

the perfect sacrifice. After presenting the child to the earth and river, she gently laid him 

in the river bed, watching him float as the rain and river enveloped him and finally he 

disappeared leaving the waters satisfied. As a consequence of her sacrifice, “la pluie cessa 

ses larmes abondantes. Les crocodiles et les hippopotames se donnèrent la main. Ils 

construisirent un pont flottant, vivant, silencieux et solide sur lequel les fugitifs 

poursuivirent leur route […] avec la bénédiction des crocodiles, des poissons géants, des 

hippopotames” (78).  

Queen Pokou’s approach to and motivation for her land conquests are presented in 

opposition to Samori’s brutal methods. Rather than savagely conquer for the sake of glory, 

Pokou fled impending aggression and negotiated with the elements, sacrificing to them so 

that they might provide protection to her people. The wind and river were able to 

communicate to this discerning queen and her advisors, thereby assuring her people’s safe 

and prosperous future. Tying together Abla Pokou and Samori is the Bandama valley where 

the two legends settled a century apart: “cent ans plus tard, l’homme au boubou blanc, à la 

tête enturbanée […Samori…] fit le tour la savane […] finit par rencontrer cette terre 

luxuriante située entre les eaux : les deux Bandama. Abla Pokou et ses descendants y 

avaient élus domicile” (78). The lush and luxurious landscape descibed at the time of queen 

Pokou’s conquest stands in stark contrast to the description associated with Samori’s 

arrival: 

Le vent avait disparu et les arbres avaient cessé de respirer. Depuis l’annonce de 

l’arrivée de Samori, le vert de leurs feuilles s’était intensifié […] la sécheresse 
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ravageait la savane arborée, les criquets par centaines, par milliers se nourrissaient 

des feuilles servant à la préparation de sauces […] Samori et les sofas avaient 

décimé, un dimanche matin, tout un people dans la force de l’âge. Et la colline 

sacrée, imposante et majestueuse fut nommée Barbarie. (53-56) 

 

By his actions, the region took on a name that reflects the violence inflicted upon its land 

and people. Lénie, while telling queen Pokou’s story explains that despite the multiple 

conflicts that took place on this land, her descendants and the deserters form Samori’s army 

managed to coexist in peace: “Ils commniquèrent entre eux, chacun dans sa langue. Alors 

les langues se mirent à circuler avec les traditions que chacun apprenait à respecter autour 

du bois sacré dépositaire de trésors et de règles de conduite millénaires” (79). The traditions 

imbued in the sacred space of the forest foster an environment conducive to peaceful 

cohabitation without the danger of cultural or linguistic erasure. Lénie takes advantage of 

this passage to add that later, when the colonizer would arrive, they would mistakenly 

presume to have been the first to inhabit the land and therefore justified the mission to 

pacify through colonization (79). She adds that there is a witness, however, that can attest 

to the story that predates the colonizer’s take on history: “seuls le vent et l’eau se 

souviennent de ce qui s’est réellement passé” (79), thus highlighting the key role played 

by the environment in (re)creating memory. 

Boni also emphasizes the importance and role of women in developing and 

furthering political history. She describes them not as passive but as hidden in the shadows, 

creating marvelous things in the darkness (104-105). This idea is reflected in the characters 

of Diane and Lénie, both women who have lived in the political shadow of the men in their 

lives. Boni’s feminist stance is felt throughout the novel’s narrative and yet she is careful 
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to nuance her position. While she places a strong emphasis on women’s historical and 

cultural influences, she also favors a subtler illustration of the way through which their 

impact can be felt, namely through artisanal arts, cooking and rituals of protection, 

childrearing and as a political support system. Her mention of Abla Pokou and Mamy 

Watta conterbalances this position as they are introduced to Lénie by César as an alternative 

to her beloved Samori. Mamy Watta only appears in the text to describe how Yété sees 

Lénie: “elle était sa Mamy Watta préférée” (40). Yet the three figures share many traits. 

Queen Pokou and Lénie are both portrayed as seductresses who unexpectedly found love 

and bore a child without being married to a man; both women had life-changing events 

take place near bodies of water pointing to Mamy Watta’s myth whereby she, a water 

goddess, charms men to their watery death (“mythologies africaines”). She can also bestow 

or withhold fertility to a woman and should be approached with care so as to not provoke 

her (“mythologies africaines”). In the novel, Lénie is portrayed as drawing strength from 

these legendary figures while following her own passions and drives.54 Indeed, Cazenave 

and Célérier write that “Boni also built her narrative on the relation between speech, 

commitment and desire […] Through her characters, and more particularly Yété and Lénie, 

Boni proposes that historical configurations may possibly be reinterpreted and new male 

and female heroic figures constructed. She also calls for a new relational model between 

                                                 
54 Similarly, Samori is not solely characterized by his brutal and at times destructive conquests. He is shown 

to have a close, almost symbiotic relationship with his horse.  Boni’s nuanced approach to a feminist narrative 

allows for an alternative to the male dominated approach to the environment without demonizing the male 

element. 
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women and men whereby commitment makes room for the fluctuations of time and desire” 

(73). 

With regards to the relation between humankind and the environment, Plumwood’s 

dialogical definition of Reason would serve as a solution to the vicious circle of 

exploitation and dependence that shackles both humans and environment to those with the 

most power. The novel seems to support this inkling when the narrator, while relating 

Lénie’s thoughts, comments on the repetitive nature of history, especially in terms of 

politics: “Car la conquête ressemble aux rayons du soleil. Elle est une spirale à double voie. 

Celle qui remonte vers le passé, celle qui tend vers l’avenir. Mais l’œil du profane n’y voit 

qu’une couronne de feu” (49). The conquest to which the narrator is referring to could be 

understood as Samori’s as well as the French colonizers’. Both reach from the past into the 

future with indeterminate impact. The use of the spiral in this passage alludes to the 

incomplete and therefore non-fatalist approach to history Boni employs. It gestures to a 

possible productive outcome to what seems a repetition of a violent past.  

Just as the author grapples with new meanings and hidden depths to the legend of 

Samori, so can the postcolonial future provide different and unpredictable results. 

Similarly, while the conquest of land and people were, and still are, perceived as a means 

to secure the fiery crown of imperial power; a shift in our definition of Reason can provide 

a less damaging and even nurturing attitude to both human and environmental relations. 

The spiral which reaches into the past and extends into the future is not only applicable to 

political history but also to environmental history as Boni recounts the droughts and 



105 

 

famines that coincided with Samori’s violent conquest of agricultural regions. Rather than 

calling for a return to an imagined golden age of human harmony with nature, Boni instead 

bridges past and present ecological imperatives which continue to disproportionately 

impact today’s African populations.   



106 

 

Chapter 3: Deep Waters; Pollution and Economies of Meaning in Fatou 

Diome’s Le ventre de l’Atlantique 
 

 

“Poverty is both a cause and a symptom of environmental degradation” 

-Wangary Maathai, “Maathai interview”, Progressive (May 2005) 

 

“IF INGESTION EXEMPLIFIED the merchant’s accumulation of capital and the slave’s 

dispossession, then waste was the proof that the powerful had eaten. Excrement was the 

material residue of this politics of the belly.” 

-Saidiya Hartman, Lose your Mother (114) 

 

 

As Wangary Maathai points out, pollution and poverty are both connected to 

environmental degradation and economic sur-exploitation. These challenges are often a 

major motivation to take dangerous journeys in order to reach Europe where lies the 

promise of a better future. In her first novel, Le Ventre de l’Atlantique (2003), Fatou Diome 

offers a unique perspective on marine pollution and migration. The narrator Salie, who 

currently lives in France, bridges the geographical distance between herself and her half-

brother, Madiké through regular phone calls and rare visits. Because her brother still lives 

on their native Senegalese island, Niodior, and because of his fervent admiration for soccer 

player, Paolo Maldini, Madiké seeks creative solutions to keep up with his idol’s matches. 

When the village’s only television isn’t functioning, Madiké relies on his sister’s phone 

calls to keep him updated. These phone calls become pretexts for the narrator to connect 

with her brother and reminisce about the major people in her life: her mother, who had 

Salie out of wedlock; her grandmother, who “betrayed tradition” by delivering and raising 
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young Salie away from her step-father’s home; 55 her childhood schoolteacher and mentor, 

Mr. Ndétare who gave her “la lettre, le chiffre, la clé du monde” (66). Throughout the 

novel, Diome peppers Salie’s phone calls to Madiké with stories of these characters and of 

others. Among them, the man from Barbès who brought the first television to the village 

and whose first engagement was broken because his fiancé, Sankèle, chose to find love in 

Ndétare’s arms; or Moussa, the man who becomes a cautionary tale for the dangers of 

immigration. With each conversation, Salie tries to dispel her brother’s misconceptions 

regarding immigration as well as encourage him to find a way to contend with the socio-

economic challenges of their little island.  

Among these challenges is the strained fishing culture of the Serer people, one of 

the ethnic groups in the region of Niodior, which is referenced through the old fisherman, 

El-Hadji Wagane Yaltigué and Moussa’s characters. The old fisherman represents a 

perspective that aligns more closely to a mindset that almost unquestioningly lauds the 

achievements and prestige of village figures like the Man from Barbès and Wagane 

Yaltigué due to their economic importance to the island. The Man from Barbès not only 

provides one of the social centers for the village through his television but he also provides 

copious amounts of food to all those who visit him at dinner time despite the island’s 

                                                 
55 Diome writes : “Trahie par ma grand-mère, la tradition, qui aurait voulu m’étouffer et déclarer un enfant 

mort-né à la communauté, maria ma mère à un cousin qui la convoitait de longue date” (74). Diome 

expresses recurrent criticisms of negative precepts within Senegalese culture often perpetuated under the 

guise of tradition. It is this aspect of tradition that her grand-mother “betrayed” as some believe it better to 

kill an infant born out of wedlock rather than raise him in shame. Her grand-mother’s act of “betrayal” and 

thereby of resistance, isn’t necessarily unique nor is the practice of infanticide a leading cause for infant 

mortality in Senegal (see Giles Pison’s Population dynamics of Senegal where infant mortality is closely 

examined and is concluded to be primarily influenced by health and education related factors, pp.113-195). 
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recurring food shortages, while Wagane Yaltingué owns most of the fishing boats or 

pirogues on Niodior and the continental coast making him one of the primary providers for 

employment and food security. Moussa, a young aspiring soccer player, briefly turned to 

fishing like many in his village but soon realized that the scant fishing conditions made it 

nearly impossible for him to financially support his family and therefore makes him a prime 

candidate for an underhanded soccer scout to recruit him. Diome criticizes the overarching 

economic pressures that push the old fisherman to promote migration toward Europe to the 

young men on the island. She uses Ndétare’s relationship to Moussa to counterbalance the 

fisherman’s position as the narrator delves into Moussa’s hardships in France, his eventual 

failure to qualify for a soccer team which led to his deportation and shameful return to the 

island where he was shunned and eventually committed suicide. Diome, while discussing 

the events that led to Moussa’s demise introduces the legend of the dolphins, gesturing to 

the oral tradition that keeps such fables alive and the symbolic nature of the Ocean in the 

Serer culture. 

Indeed, the Atlantic Ocean and water spirits were influential in the settlement of 

the Serer people around the Senegalese coast, and therefore integral to their cultural 

identity and practices. Marguerite Dupire explains in “Totems sereers et contrôle rituel de 

l’environment” (1991) that due to their coastal migration pattern, the Serer people enjoyed 

a privileged relationship with their surrounding marine environment (45). Certain rituals 

were performed in order to appease the water spirits, like the one near the town of Kayar 

on the Grande Côte, and to whom the hagan clan gave libations and sacrifices in order to 
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encourage fruitful fishing and calmer seas (48). These rituals were instrumental in defining 

a cultural identity for each clan and ethnic group that tied to the environment in which they 

settled. Furthermore, it indicates a cultural attitude that promotes balance with both nature 

and the neighboring settlers. The practice of fishing and its presence in the novel is thereby 

deeply significant as it reveals the layered meaning of Diome’s imagery and metaphors 

based on the insular coastal landscape of Niodior. Moreover, the novel’s fishing references 

bring into conversation the environmental, social and cultural perspectives anchored in 

Serer Culture. Alerting the reader to fishing’s strong influence on the island’s socio-cultural 

fabric,56 Les baigneurs gestures to the danger faced by artisan fishermen as global 

economic pressures, resulting in industrial over-fishing and marine pollution, threaten the 

viability of their craft. 

Artisanal fishing is but one aspect through which Diome expresses the significance 

of the Atlantic Ocean. The novel draws from History in order to expose the continuous 

cycles of exploitation and the Ocean’s role as a repository for the lost lives of slaves and 

hopeful migrants alike. Beginning in the thirteenth century, the development of the Atlantic 

trade eventually led to important political, economic and cultural shifts, including 

introducing new crops to the region, changing demographics with the incorporation of 

Senegambia into the Malian empire and the early development of “oceanic exploration” 

                                                 
56 In Culture and Customs of Senegal (2008), Eric Ross explains: Senegal’s Atlantic facade is important to 

its historical and contemporary cultural geography. The Senegal, saloum, Gambia, and Casamance rivers 

all drain into the Atlantic. Rich in fishing resources, the rivers and coast have attracted human settlement 

since the Paleolithic times. Fish is an important part of the Senegalese diet, and fishing, mostly “artisanal,” 

or small scale in character, is important to the economy of all coastal communities (6). 
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(Ross 16). It is no coincidence, then, that the Atlantic remains a central element to the 

socio-cultural landscape of Senegal and that its influence is reflected in Diome’s novel. 

Moreover, through her use of oceanic imagery and her militant-like writing on feminism 

and migration57, Diome gestures to the crossover between economic, social, cultural and 

environmental imperatives tied to the Atlantic. Throughout the novel, the waters of the 

Atlantic appear as a symbolic belly that can simultaneously provide economic and cultural 

sustenance through fishing. It can also hold unsightly and unwanted elements like the 

memory and wreckage of slave ships along with their human cargo, as well as the plastic 

trash and oil spills that point toward questions of sustainability and resource exploitation. 

Diome further nuances her use of oceanic imagery and symbolism by 

demonstrating how the Ocean is also a source of inspiration and identity building, thus 

emulating African traditional teachings that promote a balanced attitude taught by 

observing nature. This particularly salient example emerges in the text when Salie tells the 

story of her birth and how, despite her illegitimacy, she was able to find her place in the 

world through the Atlantic. Its waters not only bore witness to her birth and her migration 

to France, they provided a frame of reference that has inspired her as a writer and on which 

she expounds at the end of the novel unfolding the conflation between the blank page and 

                                                 
57 See Rosemary Haskell’s “Senegal in France, France in Senegal” (2017) and “Plotting Migritude” (2016), 

Christopher Hogarth’s “What will the new generation generate?” (2014), Anna-Leena Toivanen’s “Retour 

au Local” (2011), Georgy Khabarovskiy’s “ Le Cosmopolitisme à l’épreuve de la mondialisation” (2015), 

Paul Touré’s “Jeunesse africaine et paradigme transnational” (2012), Mbaye Diouf’s “Ecriture de 

l’immigration et traversée des discours” (2010), Dominic Thomas’s “African Youth in the Global 

Economy” (2006), Robert Nathan’s “Moorings and Mythology” (2012). 
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the beach, between page et plage where lies the freedom to be more than an outsider and 

to create a different future for herself and her brother. 

In this chapter, I first explore the way in which the novel’s references to Niodior’s 

fishing culture gestures toward underlying questions of sustainability and resource 

exploitation. I then consider the metaphor of the Atlantic’s waters as a belly where all 

manners of trash58 (both material and organic) are ingested and, at times, regurgitated. 

Finally, I examine the ties to questions of identity and culture in conjunction with the 

images of pollution provided by the novel, thus enriching our understanding of the author’s 

strong voice on social issues across the African continent. Therefore, this chapter is divided 

into three parts. Part one, entitled “Plundered Waters”, will explore how Diome’s 

representation of the Atlantic in Le Ventre, brings forth the ocean’s all too often erased 

agency in the tides of humanity’s history. Besides its rich historical significations, the belly 

of the Atlantic is a guiding light through which the author-narrator anchors her 

commentaries on the various forms of pollution that are generated by a postcolonial, 

capitalist-driven global economy. In this section, I will pay close attention to two aspects I 

                                                 
58 I use the term trash to describe something which is erroneously perceived as use-less and therefore 

becomes unwanted and/or rejected by society. This definition highlights the difference between the 

common use of the term which implies a value judgement that is absolute and my reading which privileges 

the perspective that value depends on perspective and is therefore conditional. While certain social 

frameworks might find an object, material, human race, skin color or financial standing to be lacking in 

value and thus akin to “trash”, another framework might consider the very same elements to be use-full and 

desirable.    
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call economies of pollution while interacting with Félix Guattari’s The Three Ecologies 

(1995), namely environmental, social and mental ecologies.59 Economy, like ecology, finds 

its roots in the greek oikos meaning house or home, gesturing to the terms’ shared 

connection to the planet’s function of Home for material and living elements alike. With 

this in mind, I define the term economy of pollution as a key component of our Home’s 

current organizing structure, as well as a biproduct of human-environment interactions that 

influence said interactions.  

The first economy of pollution can be traced through the physical waste and 

unsustainable exploitation of the Atlantic ocean’s natural resources. It functions as a 

marker for that which was once useful but is now depleted or thrown away, ebbing and 

flowing along the currents to eventually crash onto the ocean’s shores as an indelible 

reminder of the price of our global economic drive and further plummeting standards of 

living and health imperatives. The second economy of pollution is manifested in the novel 

through the portrayal of the Atlantic as a historical grave for the lives, histories and cultures 

of slaves as well as a literal grave for fishermen, children and migrants like Moussa. I call 

this an economy because their stories both told and untold, passed on or erased, become 

pivotal in building the ambition of the merchant of Barbès and inspire the youth of Niodior 

                                                 
59 According to Guattari, environmental ecology “aims to radically decentre social struggles and ways of 

coming to one’s psyche” (35), for him, “ecology […] questions the whole of subjectivity and capitalistic 

power formations, whose sweeping progress cannot be guaranteed to continue” (35). Social ecology “aims 

to rebuilding human relations at every level of the socius” (33). He explains further on that “an essential 

programmatic point for social ecology will be to encourage capitalist societies to make the transition from 

the mass-media era to a post-media age, in which the media will be reappropriated by a multitude of 

subject-groups capable of redirecting its resingularization” (40). Mental ecology “demands that we face up 

to the logic desiring ambivalence wherever it emerges […] in order to reevaluate the purpose of work and 

of human activities according to different criteria than those of profit and yield” (38).  
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to emulate goals established by the larger capitalist and globalized economic system that 

floods their televisions with consumerist messages and ideals. This phenomenon is strongly 

criticized by Guattari who identifies similar behaviors as those of the novel’s characters to 

be symptomatic of a need for social ecology.   

Part two, entitled “Who’s your Mother?”, further establishes the connection 

between the Atlantic’s pivotal role in history as outlined by Gilroy. Through Hartman’s 

Lose Your Mother, the Atlantic’s position of Mother both to Salie and to those who share 

in her efforts to find a sense of belonging thus introducing the notion that despite the 

negative aspects of economies of pollutions, the Atlantic is also a means of creation, 

nurturing and discovery. In her essay, “L’eau multiple” (2000), Diome refers to the positive 

aspects of water, anchoring her thought in the Sérères practice of sacrificing cattle in order 

to incite rain to fall during droughts (203). This is because water has many favorable 

attributes. Diome explains that it can be a source of nourishment and sustenance : “l’eau 

nouricière, celle qui désaltère et vivifie, donne la vie et la maintient” (203), a form of 

protection “érigée en barrière naturelle, elle peut jouer le role d’une fortresse militatire” 

(203) and a means to extend hospitality in the Senegalese practice of offering water to 

anyone entering the home “Dans ce contexte, l’eau devient un langage, et un verre d’eau 

surpasse en loquacité la plus souriante des hôtesses” (204).  

Moving from literal to metaphorical modes of pollution of the Atlantic, part three 

entitled “Economies of Meaning” will therefore highlight the various ways to escape the 

closed cycles of violence and exploitation provided by the narrator’s portrayal and use of 



114 

 

the Atlantic. For the narrator it was a means to escape a deep-seated yearning for a place 

to flourish devoid of judgement or restrictions on her ability to belong. It also reminds the 

reader of the rich culture, beliefs and practices surrounding an environmentally-conscious 

society from which we might begin to find answers to global questions of sustainability. 

Such an environmentally-driven reading of Le Ventre de l’Atlantique, or economy of 

meaning, is uniquely useful as most of the scholarship on this novel center on questions of 

migration, immigration, coming of age and feminism.60 However, as Guattari notes, “it is 

quite wrong to make a distinction between action on the psyche, the socius and the 

environment […] Now more than ever, nature cannot be separated from culture” (28-29). 

This chapter’s reading of Diome’s novel serves to highlight the ways in which the author 

responds to Guattari’s call by drawing from an African perspective and thus making Le 

Ventre an eco-critically rich novel. 

 

Plundered waters:  

The first economy of pollution: 

Diome’s novels have been primarily examined for their incisive look into 

Senegalese society, centering on the pitfalls of human behavior and thereby highlighting 

the importance of actions steeped in social consciousness. These critical readings however, 

                                                 
60 For further readings on these critical perspectives see Mahriana Rofheart’s Shifting Perceptions of 

Migration in Senegalese Literature, Film, and Social Media (2014), Georgy Khabarovskiy’s “Le 

Cosmopolitisme à l’épreuve de la mondialisation dans le Ventre de l’Atlantique de Fatou Diome” (2015) 

and Rosemary Haskell’s “Plotting Migritude: Variations of the Bildungsroman in Fatou Diome’s Le ventre 

de l’Atlantique and Celles qui attendent” (2016).  
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have overlooked the environmental elements of Diome’s social critiques, especially how 

social awareness also encompasses environmental and ecological consciousness. Le Ventre 

de l’Atlantique provides pertinent examples of the author’s mindfulness of the ties between 

the on-going environmental and social struggles at play in Senegal.  When discussing the 

physical forms of the Atlantic’s pollution present in the novel, it is necessary to highlight 

that they are all closely tied to the capitalist modes of consumption and economic pressures 

they create for African countries like Senegal. The novel’s narrator, Salie, provides the 

reader with the symptoms that gesture to what Guattari calls environmental and social 

ecologies. When Salie recounts the arrival of the first television in her home island of 

Niodior and with it, the news that the mainland was receiving a water pump from the 

Japanese and a cargo of rice from the French in order to help the population affected by 

the inland drought (50), she alludes firstly to the environmental strain under which Senegal 

finds itself but also to the fractured consciousness of its population because of geographical 

isolation, thus revealing the environmental imperative to “decentre social struggles” 

(Guattari 35). This news, she relates, left the villagers unmoved as these difficulties did not 

impact their home island where fresh water and crops abound : “nichée au coeur de l’océan 

Atlantique, l’île de Niodior dispose d’une nappe phréatique qui semble inépuisable […] 

cultivateurs, éleveurs et pêcheurs, ces insulaires sont autosuffisants et ne demandent rien à 

personne” (51).  

The use of the verb sembler (to seem) is key, as it further betrays the all too common 

misconception that natural resources are indeed infinite. Moreover, words such as 
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insulaires (insular) and autosuffisants (self-sufficient) underscore the presumed 

detachment of the islanders, particularly with regards to the economic and ecological 

realities of continental Senegal and by extension the world, proving the necessity of social 

ecology’s impetus to “rebuild human relations at every level of the socius” (Guattari 33). 

Salie’s portrayal of the villagers’ insular perspective is no different from the present-day 

attitude of those who deny climate change or see their actions as insignificant in 

contributing to environmental crises. In “Emotions and Environment” (2012), Elisabeth 

Kals and Markus Müller explain that when polluting activities cause problems in different 

regions than where they originated, there is a distancing effect both spatially and 

temporally (129). Because environmentally conscious behavior such as “pollution control 

can be regarded as a moral, social task” (129), the spacio-temporal distance between the 

“actors” (129) and “victims” (129) of pollution “makes personal sacrifices for the [sake of 

protecting] the natural environment even more difficult” (129). In other words, the spatio-

temporal distance between the environmental cause and effect of our individual behavior 

lowers our sense of moral responsibility and essentially renders us emotionally insulated 

with regards to long-term, or geographically distant environmental imperatives. Moreover, 

financial pressures further deepen the environmental disconnect between economically 

dominant nations and those upon whom their wealth was built.  

 In the novel, Salie provides an example of this disconnect as she continues to 

narrate the news scene. After mentioning the aid that Senegal is receiving from France and 

Japan, the television anchor explains that the next agenda for the French minister of Foreign 
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Affairs is to reconsider the Senegalese debt to France. The novel doesn’t provide any 

further information on this topic and yet, the casual way in which the national debt is 

mentioned is in itself a very powerful reminder of Senegal’s tenuous situation. Like other 

African nations, Senegal is not only currently contending with an environmental pushback 

due to climate change, exacerbated by the massive industrial efforts of former imperialist 

nations like France, but it also remains financially in debt to these very same nations whose 

wealth was built through the exploitation and decimation of African lands and people, thus 

securing their position on the global economic scene. Le Ventre de l’Atlantique uses subtle 

reminders such as the news-watching scene to prompt the reader to recall the historical 

plundering of Africa’s human and environmental resources which continues to this day. It 

focuses its attention on the migration of young Africans who dream of bettering theirs and 

their family’s futures through a soccer career61 and sheds light on the plight of those left 

behind while these young men chase after the capitalist mirage of a better quality of life.  

A significant issue faced by locals on the Senegalese coast is the challenging fishing 

conditions due to climate change and commercial overfishing. Diome’s novel focuses on 

exploring the ocean’s vital role in providing food to the economically depressed island and 

therefore gestures to some of the concerns this may raise when confronted by illegal 

overfishing and changing climate patterns. 62 Salie describes the local fishermen as poor 

                                                 
61 This topic is not unique to Diome’s 2003 novel. Most recently, Bathélémy Gaillard and Christophe 

Gleize’s book Magique système, l’esclavage moderne des footballeurs africains (2018) explores the 

dangers that young African migrants can face when attempting to build a soccer career in Europe.  
62 See Allison EH, et al.’s “Vulnerability of national economies to the impacts of climate change on 

fisheries” (2009) for a more in-depth study of the impact of climate change on the economies of nations 
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men eager to search the ocean floor to provide for their needs:  “des hommes pauvres, prêts 

à fouiller le ventre de l’océan Atlantique pour trouver leur pittance, il y en aurait jusquà la 

fin des temps” (121). The narrator’s use of “pauvres”, meaning poor, to describe the 

fishermen is quite important because despite their beautiful surroundings, the people of 

Niodior are in fact struggling to put food on the table. The sense that the belly of the ocean 

is becoming increasingly devoid of marine life is highlighted when Salie relates that a 

major topic of conversations among the village women is often the lack of food: “En dehors 

de leurs discussions, qui portent sur les récoltes, les maigres rendements de la pêche, les 

fruits de mer qu’elles vont chercher de plus en plus loin” (170). The village women are not 

only searching farther for seafood to supplement the meager harvest, but they also share in 

the fishermen’s struggle to find viable fish and crustaceans to use in their cooking: “celles 

qui étaient de tour de cuisine fouillaient les greniers, guettaient de rares pêcheurs ou 

profitaient de la marée basse pour gratter le fond des bras de mer” (236). These two 

passages illustrate the vital socio-cultural connection between humans and their 

exhaustible marine environment.  

In their article, “Conflicts at sea between artisanal and industrial fishers” (2012), 

Carolyn DuBois and Christos Zografos study at-sea conflicts and conflict-resolution 

management between artisanal and industrial fishers in Senegal who compete for “life-

supporting marine resources already depleted by overfishing and vulnerable to impacts of 

                                                 
like Senegal where the fishing sector is both a major aspect of the national economy as well as the primary 

source of protein for a large segment of the population (179). 
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climate change” (1211). The life-supporting epithet applies primarily to local fishermen 

who are particularly vulnerable63 as their fishing capacity is greatly surpassed by industrial 

vessels. Furthermore, artisanal fishermen use “passive” (1211) equipment that is easily 

destroyed by their competitors’ “active” and technologically-reliant equipment which 

enables them to monopolize the meager marine resources of the Atlantic. This of course 

highlights the incongruence between sustainability policy64 and exploitation methods 

rooted in the fact that “the same stretch of ocean that the developed world is willing to pay 

cash to exploit is also a cornerstone of national food security in the region” (1212).  The 

struggle Dubois and Zografos uncover is partly caused by unsustainable and exploitative 

practices that aim to financially profit global corporations rather than local communities. 

It is also linked to the physical pollution of the Atlantic as well as the consequences of 

economic pressures on local fisheries as explained in Milan Ilnyckyj’s “The Legality and 

Sustainability of European Union Fisheries Policy in West Africa” (2007).  

He explains that the agreements between EU countries and their West African 

counterparts are effectively unsustainable and “if left unchecked, current conventions in 

                                                 
63 Their vulnerability extends to life threatening injuries as demonstrated by recent news story about the 

death of a Senegalese fisherman that died while illegally fishing in Mauritanian waters (“Après le décès 

d’un pêcheur”)   
64 In Stilwell et al.’s “Sustainable development consequences of European Union participation in Senegal’s 

Marine Fishery”, the authors of this study find that the presence of EU vessels as well as their contribution 

to fishing regulations are less harmful than others might have previously suggested due to important 

financial contributions and that “although the sector produces comparatively few benefits in terms of 

employment and catch for local consumption […] EU activities have not significantly inhibited the ability 

of local groups to provide employment and realise catches for local consumption and/or export” (623).  
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fish ecosystems will continue to create severe economic and environmental externalities 

for West Africa” (33). Specifically,  

Legal, environmental and moral concerns are downplayed in favor of short-term 

economic and political considerations. These agreements harm the long-term 

prospects for the economic development of West African states, and have other 

adverse consequences, including malnutrition of their people and increased 

pressure on terrestrial resources. The absence of effective mechanisms to ensure 

sustainability, coupled with the lack of efforts to create them, is unjust and breaches 

both international laws and those of the EU. (33) 

 

Such predictions are already in place four years before Diome writes Le Ventre de 

l’Atlantique and gesture to the novel’s ties to environmental justice.65 Besides the lack of 

terrestrial resources that makes food security a source of worry for the village women, the 

fishing industry is widely referenced in the novel. Salie recounts a scene where Madiké is 

anxiously awaiting the penalty kicks to begin after the commercial pause. Following the 

tradition of hospitality, all the guests watching television at the Man of Barbès’ home are 

invited to share a dinner.  

Salie describes the way the old fisherman accepts the invitation and while serving 

himself to a helping of fish-couscous, discusses the disappointingly poor fishing days that 

have gone by: “Tout en discutant de la mauvaise pêche des derniers jours, il s’installe en 

tailleur […] il n’y a que les femmes de chez nous pour réussir un aussi délicieux couscous 

au poisson!” (27). The narrator’s description points to the way the man of Barbès asserts 

his social and economic status by providing his household and happenstance guests to share 

                                                 
65 I’m using this term as defined by the United States Environmental Protection Agency “the fair treatment 

and meaningful involvement of all people regardless of race, color, national origin, or income, with respect 

to the development, implementation, and enforcement of environmental laws, regulations, and policies” 

(EPA). 
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in a dish that features what is proving to be a rare ingredient. Furthermore, it begs the 

question of how this fish was obtained, if the old man who represents a community of local 

artisanal fishermen found little to no fish in the last few days, then this fish might have 

been caught and sold by an industrially sourced party. Another example of the salient role 

that fishing plays in the novel is found when Salie introduces the reader to a new character, 

another man who represents the success of immigration in the eyes of Madiké. This man, 

an economic pillar of the society although disliked by many, goes by the name of El-Hadji 

Wagane Yaltigué. He owns a large and successful fishing company that employs many of 

the locals where he owns fishing boats. Salie goes on to describe the complex relationship 

between the fishermen who work for Wagane and the ocean waters : “[ils] prenaient à la 

mer tout ce qu’ils pouvaient et lorsque celle-ci se vengeait en engloutissant un ou plusieurs 

des leurs, les reste de l’équipage, impuissant, se résignait” (121). The men seem to be 

invested with a respect for the powerful nature of the ocean even as they profit from the 

fish held within its depths, they know they might have to pay the ultimate price one day 

for having taken from the sea. These scenes refer to the important role of fishing in the 

social fabric of the island and allow us to draw connections between the novel and the 

current environmental strains described by scholars like Dubois, Zografos and Ilnyckyj as 

well as historical modes of environmental and human exploitation. A postcolonial 

ecocritical lens is particularly relevant to the social portrait painted by the novel as it takes 

into account environmental and social conditions while consciously making “ecocriticism 
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more responsive to historical relationships of power, to colonial history and its effects, and 

to cultural difference” (Caminero-Santangelo and Myers, 5). 

 

The power of the Belly:  

Just as fishing is vital to the social and economic balance of coastal societies like 

the one presented in the novel, so is marine pollution. Diome uses this rampant issue to 

illustrate the depth of her characters’ social challenges. For example, when describing 

Ndétare’s ostracism within the village due to his status as outsider, and because unlike 

them he’s an academic, Salie confides that “ […] méprisé, c’était lui, l’intellectuel, qui 

avait fini par se trouver une similitude avec ses déchets que l’Atlantique refuse d’avaler et 

qui bordent le village” (77). By comparing Ndétare with the trash that litters the island’s 

shores, the narrator highlights the unilateral contempt with which the school teacher is 

treated as the villagers rebuff him in the same way that trash, regurgitated by the ocean on 

the beach of Niodior, is rejected from the water’s depths. His intellect is an equally wasted 

resource as he is unable to fully integrate the village and thus, like the Atlantic which 

refuses to swallow the trash that pollutes its waters, so does Ndétare find himself rejected 

from the social body that hosts him. This image of failed ingestion associated with the 

teacher’s social standing on the island is rich in meaning.  

Ingestion and digestion have long been terms associated with politics of power. For 

example, when considered alongside the title of the novel Le Ventre de l’ Atlantique, two 

titles come to mind in particular: Jean-François Bayart’s L’état en Afrique, la politique du 
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ventre (1989) and Emile Zola’s novel, Le Ventre de Paris (1873), both of which Diome 

would have certainly been aware as she wrote the 2003 novel. Bayart’s book establishes 

what has become long-standing postcolonial concerns with regards to national governance, 

external pressures both economic and political as well as national development. He does 

this by using the metaphor of eating, or of the belly, especially when exploring the various 

power-dynamics at play. Zola’s novel, while predating Bayart’s, provides an additional 

layer that is most useful in reading Diome’s novel as it combines power and health.  In 

“Cleansing Les Halles,” Sharon Johnson explains that in his novel, “Zola both reproduces 

and subverts discourses that analyzed Paris’s problems in terms of health and sickness […] 

The discourses that both les Gras and les Maigres employ as weapons against each other 

in his novel are rooted in larger social discourses about health and contamination wherein 

the dominant class imposes its norms, codes, and control over others” (226).  

Zola’s use of fat characters, les Gras, and lean characters, les Maigres, allergorizes 

the social and economic health of 19th century Paris, where the power dynamic of the haves 

and the have nots is depicted in terms of consumption. This dynamic isn’t specific to 19th 

century Paris as demonstrated by Bayart’s book. Perhaps one of the most significant 

moments in history to which the current hegemonic structure can be traced back is the 

Atlantic slave trade. While anglophone and francophone countries have experienced this 

gruesome moment in history differently, it remains a shared tragedy that has helped shape 

the current African socio-economic and political landscape. Therefore, although Saidiya 

Hartman’s Lose your Mother (2007) focuses on the historical past of Ghana, she speaks to 
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a unifying plight when summarizing the slave trade using the very same metaphors of 

eating, ingesting and digesting present in Zola, Bayart and Diome’s respective writings. 

The evocative title of Fatou Diome’s novel gestures to a complex network of meaning 

which encompasses both voluntary and forced aspects of migration, as well as 

manifestations of economic and pollution of the Atlantic further strengthening the 

inextricable bond that binds humans and the environment. The title, Le Ventre de 

l’Atlantique, immediately conjures up the image of trans-Atlantic crossings by slaves and 

modern migrants alike, thus highlighting the ever-crucial role the Atlantic Ocean has, and 

continues to play, in shaping world histories and cultures through diasporas. Scholars such 

as Paul Gilroy and Saidiya Hartman have offered valuable contributions to our 

understanding the depth of the Atlantic’s contribution to shaping today’s black 

communities.  

Gilroy’s The Black Atlantic (1995) offers insight into the effects of the middle 

passage on the cultural and intellectual relationships of modern African-American and 

European communities to Africa. However, aside from references to Simone de Beauvoir 

and Julia Kristeva,66 the book’s focus remains on anglophone thinkers and writers with the 

exception of a few male francophone writers.67 This chapter’s reading of Diome’s novel is 

                                                 
66 De Beauvoir is mentioned once (186) and Kristeva three times: once in the body of the text and twice in 

the notes (76, 235n9, 247n8). 
67 Gilroy mentions and/or makes reference to the works of 18 francophone thinkers: Charles Baudelaire 

(46, 146), Jean Baudrillard (105), Michel de Certeau (103, 227n33), Gilles Deleuze (31), René Descartes 

(49, 53, 188), Alioune Diop (195), Cheik Anta Diop (190), Michel Fabre (173, 179), Michel Foucault (56, 

102, 235n3), Edouard Glissant (1, 31, 75, 236n16), Felix Guattari (31), Jacques Lacan (63), Emmanuel 

Levinas (213, 250n75), François Lyotard (42), Montesquieu (8, 44, 47), Marcel Proust (141), Jean-Jacques 

Rousseau (26, 47, 49), Jean-Paul Sartre (54, 146, 173), Léopold Sédar Senghor (126, 211) and François-

Marie Arouet, Voltaire (8, 132).   
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in part, an effort to fill the understandable gap in Gilroy’s massive project. I do not, 

however, want to exclude important anglophone thinkers as they provide much needed 

insight to my reading of Le Ventre.  Hartman, in Lose Your Mother (2007), is a perfect 

example of such an important contribution. Hartman, like Gilroy, provides an important 

perspective to the discussion of the middle passage’s impact on shaping black 

consciousness and identity in and out of the United States. Her book however, shares in 

Diome’s microcosmic and intimate representation of the issue as both Hartman and Salie 

share with the reader their impressions and memories of their past and travels spanning 

across the Atlantic. Similarly to the image of ingestion found in Diome’s Le Ventre, 

Hartman describes the slave trade as a gluttonous digestive system (112- 114). Playing on 

the imagery of ingestion68, digestion69, indigestion70 and creation of waste, Diome’s 

powerful critique of the capitalist system that drives many Africans to make the journey 

across the Atlantic to seek reprieve from the continuous pillaging and wasting of natural 

and human resources of their continent is underscored.  

Hartman writes that “IF INGESTION EXEMPLIFIED the merchant’s 

accumulation of capital and the slave’s dispossession, then waste was the proof that the 

powerful had eaten. Excrement was the material residue of this politics of the belly” (114). 

                                                 
68 “ […] des hommes sont pendus `a un bout de terre, l’île Niodior. Accrochés à la gencive de l’Atlantique, 

tels des résidus de repas, ils attendent” (12-13), “la morsure des coquillages” (13), “L’Atlantique, fidèle, 

suçotait toujours les pieds de la belle île” (52). 
69 “Moussa et ses collègues prenaient à la mer tout ce qu’ils pouvaient et lorsque celle-ci se vengeait en 

engloutissant un ou plusieurs des leurs, les reste de l’équipage, impuissant, se résignait” (121). 
70 “Celui-ci [Madiké] l’identifie [le vieux pêcheur] à l’odeur de poisson […] Ce fossile en putréfaction” 

(20), “ […] et puis cette odeur de poisson commence à lui soulever le coeur” (22), “Ce n’est que l’océan 

Atlantique qui déverse sa fange sur les bords de l’île” (56). 
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Gluttony, or ingestion, is therefore the first step in the production of waste, or pollution. 

The second is digestion, in terms of the slave trade, the West ingested and digested the 

wealth that was earned through forced slave labor and the Atlantic ingested and digested 

those left behind. Diome’s novel, however, features in-digestion and therefore provides a 

counter-narrative to History’s digestive legacy. In Le ventre de l’Atlantique, Salie describes 

the Atlantic as refusing to swallow the “déchets” or “waste” that ends up on the village’s 

shoreline. The French term’s definition provides a hint to a more complex network of 

meaning encapsulated by this word choice. The Larousse dictionary also defines un déchet 

as “Débris, restes d’aliments qui sont impropres à la consommation ou à l’usage”.  Perhaps, 

this refusal is due to the Atlantic’s already full belly from what Hartman describes in her 

account of Cape Coast Castle and the underground slave quarters: “The arched ceiling of 

the vault and the tubular shape of the connecting cells resembled a large intestine. Walking 

from one end of the dungeon to the other, I did feel as though the castle were ingesting me, 

as though I were inching my way along the entrails of power. The belly of the beast no 

longer seemed a figure of speech but rather a precise description of this place” (112). 

During slavery, black bodies were commodified, used, abused and wasted once they could 

no longer be consumed by gluttonous masters. Hartman explains how the slave merchants 

metaphorically ate the human resources of Africa, leaving nothing but waste as evidence 

of this economic gluttony: “What was it about eating that so aptly captured the dynamics 

of power? The glutton of the ruling classes was proverbial […] Ingestion provides a vivid 
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picture of the relation between the haves and the have-nots, the rulers and the ruled, the 

parasite and the host” (112). 

If ingestion is the metaphor for power dynamics where the ruled are eaten by the 

rulers, then indigestion is the metaphor of resistance. In the novel, images of ingestion and 

indigestion are not limited to descriptions of Ndétare’s social ostracism; they also apply to 

the old fisherman who, to the teacher’s exasperation, encourages the young to leave the 

island and become like the merchant of Barbès or Wagane Yaltigué. The narrator, however, 

reveals her bias when she relates the old fisherman’s words as though they were in response 

to having eaten a fish filled with mud: “Le ventre plein de carpes gavées de boue, le vieil 

homme suivait les entraînements de loin. Lorsque les résidus de poisson commençaient à 

lui démanger les gencives, il interpellait les jeunes pour s’aérer la bouche” (124). Her 

description suggests that the fish’s mud-filled belly, once ingested was able to physically 

affect the old fisherman to the point of influencing his words. Since mud isn’t a nutritious 

or even desirable element in cooking, it is possible to read the mud-stuffed fish as a 

corrupting factor. Within the novel’s diegesis, it highlights the narrator’s disagreement with 

the old man who, spurred on by his corrupted meal, tells the youngsters to not listen to their 

teacher’s warnings and to go seek their fortune abroad. His food, body, and therefore his 

words, become polluted just like their shared environment. In this passage, Diome therefore 

resists the narrative propagated by the old fisherman as he lauds the financial success of 

his benefactors Wagane Yaltigué and the Man of Barbès. Not only does she highlight the 
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self-interested aspect of his speech to the young men of the island but roots her criticism 

in an important environmental concern—food security and its impact on health.  

As Rachel Carson indicated in her text, Silent Spring (1962), sickness is another 

important consequence of pollution. In the novel, Salie draws a connection between the 

mission of foreign organizations in the region and the illnesses she suspects them to carry: 

“Tous ces régiments bientôt décimés sur la zone rouge du tiers-monde, par le sida, la 

dysenterie, le paludisme et les bazookas économiques dirigés vers nous depuis l’Occident” 

(185). Through this statement, a link is drawn between sickness and economy making the 

body of Africa, both human and geographical, a de-valued currency. While Le Ventre de 

l’Atlantique does not emphasize matters of health, it cannot, like this ecocritical scholar, 

ignore the relationship between a polluted environment and sick human bodies and minds. 

In her book, Ecosickness in Contemporary U.S Fiction (2014), Heather Houser describes 

the notion upon which her book is based: 

In ecosickness fiction, humans and the more-than-human world do not only interact 

but, more importantly, are co-constitutive. This literature shows the conceptual and 

material dissolutions of the body-environment boundary through sickness and thus 

alters environmental perception and politics. Uniting earth and soma through the 

sickness trope, albeit a trope with a material reality, ecosickness narratives involve 

readers ethically in our collective bodily and environmental futures. (11)  

 

While Houser’s analysis of “ecosickness” in fiction focuses on an American context, the 

premise of her book, as outlined in the citation above, is closely related to those found in 

African environmentally conscious writings. Examples of such writings range from 

explicit activist rhetoric as found in Wangari Mathai’s urging for ethical and responsible 
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cooperation among local and international communities,71 through the Green Belt 

Movement and Ken Saro-Wiwa’s environmental justice activism, through his leadership 

of the Movement for the Survival of the Ogoni People (MOSOP), to less overt but none 

the less important contributions to environmental awareness as seen in contemporary 

African fiction including Boni, Devi and Diome’s novels.  

The co-constitutive aspect of which Houser speaks is revealed in Le Ventre through 

the imagery of the Atlantic as a digestive entity. The novel, as demonstrated earlier, 

gestures heavily to the larger economic framework by which African countries are 

pressured and at times ingested. To be ingested means a loss of subjectivity as the entity 

being swallowed up becomes part of a homogenous unit or structure, in this case, 

capitalism. Guattari’s insight on subjectivity is useful here. According to him there are 

three types of subjectivity created by capitalist societies, including but not limited to 

“Japan, Western powers, but also so-called truly socialist countries and the new industrial 

powers of the Third World” (40). According to him, these societies “produce, for their own 

ends, […] Firstly, a serial subjectivity corresponding to the salaried classes, secondly, to 

the huge mass of the ‘uninsured’ and finally an élitist subjectivity corresponding to the 

executive sectors” (40). In the novel, these subjectivities tied to social class appear in the 

portrayal of the élite such as the Man of Barbès and Wagane Yaltigué and their relationship 

to the other inhabitants of the village who depend on them in some way financially. Guattari 

goes on to describe the ever-increasing gap between the élitist and “subjugated classes” 

                                                 
71 Replenishing the Earth: Spiritual Values for Healing Ourselves and the World (2010). 
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(40) which is catalyzed by the “mass-mediatization of global societies” (40). Just as the 

chasm between the various social classes is exacerbated by the mass-media era we live in, 

so is the divide between environmental imperatives and capitalism. In response to these 

dangers, Guattari explains that “an essential programmatic point for social ecology will be 

to encourage capitalist societies to make the transition from the mass-media era to a post-

media age, in which media will be reappropriated by a multitude of subject groups capable 

of directing its resingularization” (40). By focusing on the microcosm of the island, the 

novel highlights how despite the economic pressures heavily felt by a small fishing village 

like Niodior, it can also host a multitude of perspectives and actors that seek to empower 

rather than victimize through the act of changing minds. Salie and Ndétare’s characters are 

the most obvious examples of this impulse but Salie’s grandmother is another.   

Diome’s narrator recognizes similar efforts of ingestion by certain groups that view 

humanitarian aid as a platform to disseminate their doctrines: “En écoutant les 

informations, je me rends compte que de faux dévots sont en train d’envahir le pays ; pour 

propager leur doctrine, ils ouvrent des instituts, sous couvert d’aide humanitaire” (188). 

Salie is referring here to humanitarian aid provided by religious NGOs that she perceives 

to be invading the Senegalese landscape just like the garbage washing up on the shores of 

the Atlantic. There is a connection between the imagery of indigestion first mentioned 

through the discussion of immigration, the imagery of trash regurgitated onto the beach 

and the humanitarian efforts mentioned in the citation above. In each of these instances, 

social, biological and environmental spheres intersect to illustrate the nefarious effects they 
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have on the African body (human, social and geographical). In their efforts to “propagate” 

religion, the various organizations in question, in tandem with various economic pressures, 

eventually work to erase and replace the previously held pagan and animist ideas, perceived 

as stumbling blocks to progress and development, and upon which local cultural notions 

of respect for nature’s innate power are rooted. These efforts and subsequent erasure and 

suppression of local cultural values, reflects an imperialist undercurrent that continues to 

drive global power relations.   

Part of these power dynamics can lead to other forms of marine pollution, including 

chemical pollution which in turn threatens the health of local populations. Salie gestures to 

this kind of pollution when she concludes her critique of tourism (197-201) with the 

following statement: “L’Atlantique peut laver nos plages mais non la souillure laissée par 

la marée touristique” (201). The combination of the terms “marée” and “souillure” evokes 

a strong relationship to the various oil spills that have affected the Atlantic and African 

shores alike.72 While Senegal does not have any crude oil to exploit, it has been victim of 

oil pollution as Jori Lewis explains in “Cleaning up Muddy Waters”. Hann bay, located in 

Dakar receives “wastewater from many industrial sources, including chemical companies, 

an abattoir, and an oil refinery” (A92). In her account of Marc Bouvy’s research into the 

potential health risks this pollution poses to the local populations she explains that “Once 

a sparkling jewel with white sand beaches, Senegal’s Hann Bay is now severely polluted 

                                                 
72 Castillo de Bellver oil spill off the coast of Cape Town, South Africa in 1983: 79 million gallons of oil, 

ABT Summer oil spill off the coast of Angola in 1991: 51-80 million gallons of oil (Moss), Niger Delta oil 

spills in Ogonilands, Nigeria in 2008 and 2009 (BBC news). 
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with untreated sewage, industrial waste, and more” (A92). The effects aren’t only health-

related but also affect the fishing culture in the area. According to Ibrahima Diagne, a PhD 

student affiliated with the study, the effects of the chemical pollution on the bay water 

composition leads to excess “levels of sulfates and phosphates” (A93) that “contribute to 

the development of algae, which in turn can deplete the water of oxygen that fish 

populations need to survive” (A93). This could be problematic for fishing communities 

like Niodior or Yarakh, a neighborhood in Dakar. Lewis relates that:  

Since 1960 […] people from the interior of Senegal flooded the city, fleeing 

drought and searching for new economic opportunities. Yarakh grew along with 

the rest of the city, as many of these new migrants became fishermen and built 

houses in the old village. There was no trash collection because the streets were too 

narrow to allow garbage trucks to enter, so residents threw their trash into the bay. 

There was no sewer system in this part of the city, either. (A94)  

The correlation between droughts, economic depression and subsequent rural exodus as 

well as increased pollution is made clear in this excerpt, similarly to the way Salie describes 

the struggles of her island community of fishermen, as well as the polluted waters with 

which they must contend. Fleeing to the nation’s capital isn’t the only way that young 

people try to evade economic depression. Le Ventre de l’Atlantique points to the dream of 

economic success through emigration, and in particular, her brother’s dream to become a 

soccer player in France. In their concerted efforts to dissuade Madiké, Salie and Ndétare 

repeatedly mention the story of Moussa’s failed immigration and subsequent suicide. 
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The second economy of pollution: 

Like many before him, Moussa found himself swallowed up by the dream of 

becoming a soccer player in France and providing financial assistance to his struggling 

family back on the island. While he voluntarily immigrated to France, unlike the millions 

of slaves that also crossed the Atlantic swallowed by the greed of imperialist nations, the 

dire economic pressures that his family faced in Senegal acted as metaphorical shackles he 

hoped to unlock once in Europe. Salie recounts that as a young man, Moussa’s take on his 

future prospects was bleak : “Depuis qu’il avait quitté le lycée, fautes de moyens, l’avenir 

lui apparaissait comme une ravine, l’emportant vers un trou noir” (95). Before deciding to 

leave, he was already faced with challenging odds; despite this, Moussa did not give up. 

Instead he moved to the coast of continental Senegal where he began working as a sailor 

on artisanal fishing boats (96). Due to the inconsistence of an income based on fishing, he 

eventually found himself enrolled in a local soccer club where a “so-called” French 

recruiter for a big French club noticed his talent (96). This Frenchman, conveniently named 

Jean-Claude Sauveur, promises to save Moussa from his economic struggles by sponsoring 

him as a recruit for his French club. The only catch was of course that Moussa would have 

to pay him back for all the immigration-related expenses if he wasn’t selected by the 

coaches on site.  

Soon after his arrival in France, Moussa experienced several shocks to the system: 

his body experienced winter for the first time making him ill (99), then he experienced 

racism and a competitive environment he wasn’t used to (99-100). Deeply wounded by the 
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racist remarks his team mates made during practice, he would take solace “avec des mots 

bien de chez lui : ‘les vagues peuvent toujours frapper, elles ne feront qu’affûter le rocher’” 

(101). Salie uses this saying as a spring board to call Moussa “le rocher de l’Atlantique” 

(101) further emphasizing the fact that the ocean is central to Niodior’s culture as well as 

a way for the migrant to feel connected to his home. Moussa never quite adapted to his new 

surroundings and unable to rise to his recruiter’s expectations, Sauveur decided to cut his 

losses by sending a now undocumented Moussa to work on a ship in order to pay off his 

debt (106). During stop in Marseille, Moussa who had never explored France decided to 

step off the boat to do some sight-seeing. Unfortunately for him, he was apprehended by 

racist police officers who suspected his undocumented status.  When confronted, Moussa’s 

boss denied ever hiring or even knowing him, leading to his arrest (107) and deportation 

(109). Unaware of the circumstances that prompted his abrupt return, he was welcomed as 

a hero by his countrymen who celebrated for several days before finding out he could not 

return their generosity. 

The villagers quickly turned on him, “il ne brilla plus de la lumière européenne” 

(109). Ndétare reached out to the shunned young man, quickly becoming his only friend 

on the island. This too became the subject of gossip: “la marée montait. Les vagues de 

l’Atlantique frappaient […] La marée monta. La brise, comme à l’accoutumée, se répandit, 

nauséabonde, sur tout le village” (110). Salie’s use of the ocean tides rising and the foul 

odor carried by the ocean breeze to foreshadow the events leading to Moussa’s suicide, not 

only reinforce the metaphor used earlier that represented Moussa as a rock withstanding 
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the relentless battering of violent waves of racism crashing against him. It also alludes to a 

certain correspondence of wills between the ocean’s tides and the island’s social climate. 

The inhabitants began to speculate on the lewd reasons why the exiled teacher would spend 

so much time alone with a young man instead of securing a wife and starting a family like 

men his age traditionally do. Rather than being sharpened by the rising tides of animosity 

thrown his way, Moussa’s will to fight slowly but surely eroded until he found no other 

way to escape his circumstances than to find peace beneath the Atlantic’s surface.  

When his body is later caught in some fishermen’s net, Salie comments that: “même 

l’Atlantique ne peut digérer tout ce que la terre vomit” (114). Moussa’s body, regurgitated 

by the earth finds temporary solace within the belly of the Atlantic but, just like the old 

fisherman who ate the fish filled with mud, the ocean is unable to digest the young man’s 

remains. Moussa’s body is expelled from the waters as though it were waste, or un déchet. 

The Larousse dictionary defines un déchet as : “Matériaux rejetés comme n’ayant aucune 

valeur immédiate ou laissés comme résidus d’un processus ou d’une opération.” Indeed, 

Moussa is rejected (vomited) by the land he immigrated to in search of a better future as 

well as from his native land. His failure to successfully secure a job under the European 

sun translated into shame for his family and ostracism from those who had never 

undertaken the journey themselves but relied on tales woven by those who would rather be 

seen as victors than as victims of an oppressive economic system.  His death is untenable 

to the ocean where he seeks a final refuge: it’s as though his desperation turned the 

Atlantic’s stomach, causing indigestion, a disruption from the normal digestive flow 
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whereby the victims of the gluttonous economic system once drained, are left for waste 

and forgotten in the large belly of the Atlantic. Like the ocean that wouldn’t hold the secret 

of Moussa’s suicide, Ndétare’s memories resurface at the thought of his friend’s demise. 

Salie tells us that, “La mémoire de Ndétare non plus ne pouvait digérer l’aventure de 

Moussa” (114). One can imagine that, like the fish filled with mud that resurfaces from the 

old fisherman’s mouth as he burps, so does Moussa’s body and life story each time it is 

told. Moussa is but one of many similar adventures (247) and indigestion prevents them 

from being forgotten, infusing instead their tragedies with meaning that repurposes their 

wasted dreams and bodies into fuel for a different future. At least, that is what Ndétare and 

Salie hope for in re-telling Moussa’s story.     

This hope is anchored in the positive attributes held by water. In the novel, the 

Ocean isn’t only a symbol for the engulfing digestive power of capitalism, nor is it the 

passive recipient of unwanted and undesirable materials and lives perceived as waste. 

Diome shares her personal experience of the sea’s fickle nature in “L’eau multiple”. She 

begins by stating that the ocean’s arms remain open—“la mer garde ses bras ouverts” 

(204)—and  uses the term “mer,” which is closely pronounced and spelled like “mère” 

meaning mother. This similarity is strengthened by Diome’s next sentence “elle [la mer] 

m’a enlacée, m’incitant à lire dans ses reflects le regard maternel” (204). The waters of the 

Atlantic conjure a sense of maternal comfort and safety for the author. Such feelings are 

reflected in Le Ventre’s narration, where the narrator enjoys a privileged filial relationship 

with the Atlantic that is explored in the next section. Diome’s relationship to the ocean is 
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complicated however as she recalls a time when she was out at sea with her grand-father 

and felt the danger of the open waters threatening her life like that of the local fishermen: 

“Ce jour-là sur l’Atlantique, je compris que l’eau n’est pas toujours acceuillante et 

nourricière; elle est aussi cette dévoreuse, la tombe béante de tant d’humains” (204). 

Diome’s novel provides examples of those buried within the belly of the Atlantic. More 

than fishermen, they are also disillusioned migrants like Moussa. Historically, the ocean is 

also the unmarked grave site of shipwrecked slaves. It is therefore unsurprising that the 

Atlantic is portrayed in Le Ventre as both a site of memory and a mother-figure. 

 

Who’s your mother? 

 

The Atlantic plays a key role in influencing her perspective as her initial crossing 

of this ocean allowed her to experience the life of an immigrant in France, informing her 

on the realities that lie beyond the shores of Niodior as well as providing a counter-narrative 

to the one perpetrated by the Man of Barbès and Wagane Yaltigué. Furthermore, the 

Atlantic becomes a platform from which the young woman is able to break from her 

position of outsider both in France and on the island. It frees her to become instrumental in 

guiding Madiké to different choices for his future. Adelheid Eubanks in “Fatou Diome’s 

Le Ventre de l’Atlantique: From Island Girl to Atlantic Woman” (2015) develops this idea 

further as she explains that Salie’s “illegitimacy prevents her from being able to fully 

belong to the island society” (124) which she dispels by identifying Salie’s “three births”: 

first, the illegitimate birth; second, the birth from the Atlantic; and third, the self-birth 
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(124). The second and third births are of greater interest to my argument, as they hinge on 

the Atlantic’s role of mother to the protagonist, to creating her self-narration and to the 

stories found in the novel.  

Certainly, the Atlantic emerges as a mother when Salie recounts the way her 

grandmother would describe her birth. On that day, the red sky seemed to demand that the 

ocean releases the contents of its belly: “Un ciel borgne dardait l’Atlantique de son œil 

rouge et lui intimait de livrer au monde le mystère niché dans son ventre” (73). Eubanks 

perceptively remarks that the “mystère” in the text refers to Salie because of her illegitimate 

status (128). She then concludes that Salie “seems to emerge out of the ocean itself [… 

and] therefore, is primarily the daughter—not of an unwed mother—but of the Atlantic” 

(128). While I agree with Eubank’s conclusion, I find her explanation unsatisfactory. 

Diome indeed suggests that the Atlantic births Salie, however, she is never explicitly shown 

to emerge from its waters. Instead, the text provides a much more complex relationship 

between the child, the ocean and the rain that leads the reader to the very same conclusion. 

As the sun sets and plunges the island in darkness, the rain is falling and her grandmother 

washes her in a basin and proclaims that “née sous la pluie […] tu n’auras jamais peur 

d’être mouillée par les salives que répandra ton passage” (73). When she’s done cleaning 

the infant, we are told that “diluant le sang de ma mère et le ruisseau de mon bain, l’eau de 

pluie s’infiltrait dans le sol jusqu’au niveau où l’Atlantique se mue en source vivifiante” 

(73).  
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In these passages describing Salie’s birth, we see bodily fluids like saliva and blood 

intermingled with rain water—evaporated from the ocean—, the ground and the ocean. 

This combination of human and natural elements visually and scientifically intermingled, 

connects Salie to the Atlantic and to the island. Because she is “née sous la pluie” (73) she 

metonymically becomes a child born of the ocean. Furthermore, the combined fluids 

infiltrate (73) the ground until it reaches a place where “l’Atlantique se mue en source 

vivifiante” (73), thus highlighting the life-giving properties of the Atlantic. It is essential 

to note these elements overlooked by Eubanks, as they provide a richer ecocritical insight 

into the novel’s narration as a whole. The connection between the characters and the natural 

elements that surround them is key to understanding the way Diome writes Le Ventre. Her 

illustrations are replete with maritime imagery as well as sayings that are steeped in the 

island’s social practices like fishing, as well as images of the insular landscape and its 

surrounding seascape.  

In “Plotting Migritude” (2016), Rosemary Haskell explains that “critical 

commentary on Diome's work, confined mainly to the 2003 work Le ventre de l'Atlantique 

[…] touches on--but cannot always agree upon--her emphasis on and attitudes towards 

Senegal, nationalism, and colonialism, in the post-colonial, global, and--perhaps--post-

national age” (137). Building on Jacques Chevrier’s term, Haskell further defines the term 

migritude “to include the complete and many-sided situation which includes leaving one's 

home, arriving in a foreign country, living and perhaps working there, and returning, or 

not, to the home place” (136). Haskell’s article highlights the importance of journeying 
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across the Atlantic as migration becomes a symbolic bridge between Africa and the West 

but also, because it resolves Salie’s alienation from traditional society and provides her 

with a “creative arena” (141) for her writing. Haskell continues to describe Salie’s 

experience of migritude as one of growth despite the divide between herself and the 

expectations of her community in Niodior: “[it] has developed her—or catalyzed her 

development—into an internal condition that includes permanent exile, in which she 

experiences [Ayo] Coly’s ‘bounded homelessness’73 (111) […] However, far from being a 

state of distress, these ambiguities of borderline status are presented productively. Diome 

draws Salie not only as artist, but as a mature woman who accepts her liminal condition” 

(142). 

Haskell’s description of Salie’s “internal condition” as a confluence of 

“ambiguities” echoes the ideas presented by Guattari 11 years earlier in The Three 

Ecologies. There, Guattari proposes that interiority (or interior life) is at the crossroads of 

many components of subjectivity that aren’t necessarily in harmony and can often be in 

conflict. This position is diametrically opposed to former and current models that privilege 

harmony and homogeneity of identity. In Salie’s case, Diome paints the portrait of a 

woman who, by reason of her illegitimate birth, education and immigration, finds herself 

somewhat estranged from her native culture’s traditions and gender expectations. Salie’s 

subjectivity is constantly navigating the cultures of her birth place and of her adoptive 

                                                 
73 Haskell is citing from Ayo Coly’s The Pull of Colonial Nationhood. Gender and Migration in 

Francophone African Literature, 2010.    
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home. Rather than present them in conflict with one another, Diome writes these 

heterogenous elements as in conversation with one another, particularly through Salie’s 

conversations with Madiké and Ndétare as well as her internal musings.  

In the same way that interiority is composed of heterogenous components that are 

sometimes in conflict with one another, so should our future socio-economic and cultural 

models respond simultaneously to human and environmental concerns. For Guattari, the 

three ecologies simply put, are a dynamic network of interactions between envionmental 

ecology, social relations and human subjectivity (19). These are important in order to 

achieve the much needed political, social and cultural revolution to respond to the current 

ecological crisis; and rather than aim to end the current power relation model, we must 

consider providing an alternative, a shift (20). Such a shift can be accomplished through 

the identification of other value systems besides financial or prestige-based models. We 

ought to consider instead “social and aesthetic ‘profitability’ and the values of desire” (42) 

as possible alternatives that would eventually move us away from the reductionist and 

homogenizing capitalist value system that favors labor-time to profit computations. 

Guattari emphasizes that “we must if not oppose, at least superimpose instruments of 

valorization founded on existential productions” (43). Salie’s narration in Le Ventre does 

just that. Not only does she expose the ways in which she continuously moves between 

Senegalese and French cultural elements, using them to help her brother create a better 

future for himself and the youth on the island, she also infuses her narrative with 
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environmentally charged imagery and illustrations that demonstrate a deep-seated 

connection to the environment and to the Atlantic in particular.  

Salient examples can be found when speaking of the islanders’ contempt toward 

Ndétare: Salie explains that “c’était lui, l’intellectuel, qui avait fini par se trouver une 

similitude avec ces déchets que l’Atlantique refuse d’avaler et qui bordent le village” (77), 

or when she mentions that after years of being ostracized he began to understand that “ […] 

ici, l’abre à palabres est un parlement, et l’arbre généalogique, une carte d’identité” (79). 

Most striking of all, is when she confides that “enracinée partout, exilée tout le temps, je 

suis chez moi là où l’Afrique et l’Europe perdent leur orgeuil et se contentent de 

s’additionner : sur une page” (182). She might as well have ended her sentence with the 

word plage instead of “page” because the Atlantic is the geographical space where the two 

continents meet. It is also the space where the “page” that can hold her words and unique 

perspective can exist. The Atlantic is in many ways Salie’s motherland as well as the 

mother of her voice, of her legitimacy and agency.  

  Salie’s interior liminality is of interest especially when paired with the figure of 

the Atlantic and the historical role it played in destabilizing the notion of national borders, 

culture and identity during slavery. Taking this historical lens into account as well as the 

blurring of geographical frontiers, Saidiya Hartman’s text is particularly relevant to 

Diome’s novel as her reasons for writing Lose Your Mother are anchored in feelings of 

“being stateless” (4) related to her African American heritage. This longing to find the 

missing pieces of her family history led her to recognize the larger stakes that connected to 
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so many other descendants of slaves. Her research and travels led her to Ghana: “neither 

blood nor belonging accounted for my presence in Ghana, only the path of strangers 

impelled toward the sea” (7). Ghana, like Senegal is a coastal region from which strangers 

were taken across the Atlantic and traded into slavery. Hartman explains that “the most 

universal definition of the slave is a stranger” (5). Not only because those considered 

strangers or outsiders were traded from African shores,74 but because their humiliated and 

home-less state made them permanent outsiders. It is through her investigation of the lives 

and journeys of these elusive strangers that she came to understand “that the breach of the 

Atlantic could not be remedied by a name and that the routes traveled by strangers were as 

close to a mother country as [she] would come” (9).   Hartman continues further in the 

book to discuss how the loss of country for those taken into slavery was akin to losing a 

mother and a sense of self: “to lose your mother was to be denied your kin, country and 

identity […] to forget your past” (85).  

In many ways Diome’s novel pushes against such erasure through the protagonist, 

Salie, who strives to define her identity by way of her writing, despite her status of outsider 

both in her native island community because of her illegitimate birth as well as in France, 

where despite a passion for the language and culture she finds herself confronted by racism 

(43, 204-6), economic struggles (37-8, 44) and a longing for the landscape and sounds of 

her childhood island (13, 36, 181). Although Hartman was born and raised in the United 

States, the challenges outlined by Salie regarding her sense of belonging in Niodior are 

                                                 
74 Just like in Europe, Eastern European “Slavs” were “the slaves of the medieval world” (5). 
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similar to those outlined by Hartman as she arrived in Ghana. Unlike Salie, Hartman wasn’t 

born in Ghana so she wasn’t returning to her hometown. In fact, she makes plain how aware 

of her status of tourist or stranger she is. As part of her research into the past of slaves and 

her own, Hartman visited Elmina Castle which once was an important slave trading post. 

Upon arrival she recalls being accosted by young boys handing her letters that played on 

the very reason why she had come to visit this historical monument: to find out about her 

ancestors. Aware of the emotions that prompted American tourists to visit Elmina Castle, 

the young boys wrote letters that “distilled the history of the transatlantic slave trade to 

this: I was an orphan” (85).  

Hartman was depicted as orphaned by her motherland, her “kin, country and 

identity” (85) by reason of the slave trade that erased the memory of her ancestors as they 

crossed the Atlantic. She continues to explain that the boys, drawing on the cultural myth 

of the spirit child, were calling her errand spirit back home with love messages:  

They mistook me for the kosanba—the spirit child—who dies only to return again 

and again in succession of rebirths. Because of this cycle of departure and return, 

exile and home-coming, demise and resurrection, the spirit child is also called the 

“come, go back, child.” The spirit child shuttles back and forth between the worlds 

of the living and dead because of the stories not passed on, the ancestors not 

remembered, the things lost, and the debts not yet paid. (86)  

 

In the novel, Salie’s narration likens her to the spirit child who leaves the motherland and 

returns reborn of the Atlantic, traveling back and forth through time as she remembers 

episodes of her life before, during and after her move to France. Her experiences however 

take a back seat to the other perspectives she weaves into her narration. Among them, she 

pays particular attention to her brother Madické’s frustrations at being left back home and 
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his journey to finding his purpose as well as the various tales of immigration to France. For 

example, the story of the merchant of Barbès who came home a wealthy hero, bestowing 

upon the villagers many luxuries like a television for the village, all the while concealing 

the struggles he faced in France. Another important story is Moussa’s. This young aspiring 

football player from Niodior finds disillusion, racism and exploitation rather than fame and 

fortune when he emigrates to France, eventually leading him to commit suicide. Salie also 

includes the story of Ndétare, the school teacher exiled onto her island because of his 

political views and with whom she shares a special bond due to their shared status of 

“outsiders”. It was Ndétare who inspired her to pursue writing and who strives to help the 

youth of the island also find their future path through education rather than through dreams 

of football stardom inspired by the images seen on television. It is through these various 

tales as well as the oceanic imagery she employs to illustrate her perspective that Salie 

negociates various worlds like the “go, come back, child”. The cyclical model of lives and 

stories intertwined is not unlike the tides of the ocean on which journeys were and still are 

undertaken, carrying with them the stories and people that will one day return to their point 

of origin.  

This narrative device isn’t unique to Diome’s Le Ventre as Gilroy explains in The 

Black Atlantic that on either side of the ocean, stories told and retold shape a community’s 

consciousness: 

To turn towards death also points to the ways in which black cultural forms have 

hosted and even cultivated a dynamic rapport with the presence of death and 

suffering […] It is integral, for example, to the narratives of loss, exile, and 

journeying which […] serve a mnemonic function: directing the consciousness of 
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the group back to significant, nodal points in its common history and its social 

memory. The telling and retelling of these stories plays a special role, organizing 

the consciousness of the “racial” group socially and striking the important balance 

between inside and outside activity—the different practices, cognitive, habitual, 

performative, that are required to invent, maintain, and renew identity. (198) 

 

Stories like those of Salie, Moussa, Ndétare and the merchant of Barbès therefore provide 

a similar ebb and flow of narratives steeped in the collective past that is held in the belly 

of the Atlantic. The sharing of these stories, orally between characters and in writing to the 

reader, plays a key role in “inventing, maintaining and renewing” our collective sense of 

identity. The passage above highlights the unifying capacity of the Atlantic across cultures 

and continents as it becomes a “nodal point” common to all the stories in Diome’s novel. 

Furthermore, the site of loss—the Atlantic—can be thought of in familial terms for those 

who have lost or been taken from their kin. In the novel and in History, the Atlantic 

becomes a mother to the stories told and untold that consciously and unconsciously shape 

the cultural and geographical landscapes of our modern societies. As a mother, the Atlantic 

not only cradles the memory of lives lost in the past but also the potential for renewed 

meaning and understanding for present and future ones.  

In addition to the intangible elements of migration carried across the Atlantic, the 

ocean is also a receptacle for physical evidence of human passage. These take the form of 

ship wrecks, human bodies who never reached their destination or who, like Moussa chose 

the Atlantic as their final resting place. It also includes a multitude of plastic and human 

waste, oil and other chemical spills that every now and then appears on our news feeds as 

a growing concern for the global community. Therefore, while critics like Adelheid 
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Eubanks and Haskell read the Atlantic as a means to explore the human imperatives 

presented in Diome’s novel, this chapter looks to the cultural and environmental stakes 

jointly highlighted by a close examination of the Atlantic’s belly.  

The significance of a postcolonial ecocritical approach in reading Le Ventre dwells 

in the fact it was not only human lives that were and still are lost within the Atlantic. As 

we know, entire ecosystems are dying as humans continue to plunder the oceans for salt, 

oil and fish leaving behind a polluted trail that persistently spreads across the globe. 

Environmental degradation leads to a dramatic dwindling of resources which in turn fuels 

harsh competition for said resources provoking socio-economic disparities and the 

unfortunate misguided notion that the best opportunities are not to be found in Africa.  As 

both Gilroy and Hartman suggest, the movements of the African diaspora, while rooted in 

loss and suffering, have engendered fluid and intricately complex networks of meaning 

that span far and wide. It particularly highlights that the answers for pressing questions of 

subjectivity (both collective and individual), cultural, political and economic stability can 

be found in the various interactions between seemingly heterogenous entities.75  

 

 

 

 

                                                 
75 Between humans of various cultural backgrounds but also between human and environmental 

interactions. 
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Wombs and Graves: 

 Economies of meaning:  

Echoing Hartman’s observation that the dungeons of Cape Coast Castle resembled 

graves for the slaves who, despite still having a pulse, in many ways were already dead 

(111), Diome’s novel also features examples of the Atlantic as a literal and metaphorical 

grave. Le Ventre de l’Atlantique, however, goes further than simply rehashing the violence 

of the past and present. Diome’s narrative interweaves images of death and creation, 

painting the Atlantic as both womb and grave where life and death meet and where freedom 

can ultimately be achieved. Beside the Atlantic’s historic role as a grave for lost lives 

during the transatlantic crossings of slaves, and contemporary undocumented migrants 

headed to Europe on ill-equipped boats, the Atlantic is also the grave site of fishermen and 

swimmers who drowned during mundane activities. Moussa’s example is one of them. 

When Salie recounts that he worked on fishing boats before leaving for France, she also 

mentions the fishermen’s daily encounters with the Atlantic as one of give and take. 

Sometimes, the ocean would avenge itself from their plundering and engulf them within 

its depths, describing the ocean as a beautiful bride in blue a blue gown underneath which 

lies a grave: “cette dame [la mer] de leurs rêves daigne se livrer à eux [les hommes], drapée 

dans une robe de noces bleu ciel dont la traîne dissimule un immense tombeau.” (122) Salie 

continues to say, “C’est sans doute pour ça que Moussa avait voulu y trouver autre chose” 

(122), suggesting that Moussa, remembering his time with the fishermen, decided to seek 

freedom and reprieve from his tormented existence in the Atlantic.  
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This explanation is supported by her description of Moussa’s final days on the 

island, where he would repeatedly remember (112) the folk tale of Sédar et Soutoura, a 

human couple transformed into dolphins, leaving their troubles back on land and living out 

their eternal days swimming the ocean (111-112). Since childhood, the origin story of 

dolphins and their friendship to humans was passed down to children, as well as the idea 

that the Atlantic is a place of refuge. The words of Sédar are echoed through time and reach 

Moussa’s ear as he gazes in despair at the Ocean days before committing suicide: 

“Atlantique, emporte-moi, ton ventre amer me sera plus doux que mon lit. La légende dit 

que tu offres l’asile à ceux qui te le demandent” (111). The legend describes the belly of 

the Atlantic as bitter and yet, a better alternative to life on land. While the Atlantic offers 

refuge to those overwhelmed by their misfortune. 

Although Moussa’s body, unlike that of Sédar and Soutoura, is not transformed but 

rather regurgitated by the belly of the Atlantic, the legend states that drowned babies are 

the exception, transforming to join the dolphin couple’s ever growing adoptive family: “la 

légende dit que Sédar et Soutoura ont maintenant une grande famille: ils transforment les 

bébés noyés en dauphins et les adoptent” (134). The legend of course provides comfort to 

those affected by the islanders’ custom of drowning illegitimate children, like Salie or like 

Sankèle and Ndétare’s love-child. Promised in marriage to the Man of Barbès while he was 

still in France, young Sankèle who had fallen in love with Ndétare, decided to foil her 

family’s matrimonial designs by getting pregnant out of wedlock in the hopes of marrying 

the man she loved instead. When her father found out about the pregnancy, he took matters 
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into his own hands. As soon as the baby was born, her father placed the infant in a plastic 

bag, tied up with string and left his bewildered wife and daughter behind with a unique 

sentence as explanation for this horrific scene: “un enfant illégitime ne peut grandir sous 

mon toit” (134). Salie explains that he took the infant’s body with him to the ocean where 

“il arrima le corps à une grosse pierre, le plongea au fond de l’Atlantique” (134). Tradition 

is the motivation provided by the narrator for the actions that lead to the infanticide and to 

the Atlantic serving as a grave. 

Tradition, of course, isn’t the only cause for infant mortality on the island. While 

discussing current affairs with Ndétare, Salie ponders how public health concerns and 

economic distress in a globalized world lead to high birth rates as well as high infant and 

maternal mortality rates: 

Et les femmes persévèrent ! […] Ici, on ne compte plus les parturientes et les 

nouveau-nés qui meurent par manque de médicaments, mais ça ne décourage 

personne. Promptement enterrés, on les oublie aussi vite que des songes […] Les 

mères sans cesse fabriquent et sans cesse remplacent de nombreux petits soldats 

qu’elles voudraient de plomb afin qu’ils résistent aux dents acérées de la pauvreté. 

Ici, accrochés aux gencives de la terre, les humbles ne redoutent plus les tempêtes 

de la vie, ils savent que l’Atlantique ne les engloutit que par pitié. (186) 

 

Salie is careful not to vilify tradition in its entirety, nor turn a blind eye to the complex 

economic issues that lead women across the African continent and other economically 

stressed nations to give birth despite mortality risks and an already dense population. She 

is careful to relate that the hope children represent for those burdened by poverty is a 

testament of sorts to their resilience in the face of life’s storms. Furthermore, she concludes 
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her thought with the idea that the Atlantic, or fate, only swallows them up during the these 

trying times out of pity. That death is for some, a mercy rather than a curse. 

Given this context, the legend of the dolphins allows for the Atlantic to become 

both the gravesite of the wasted lives and futures of these drowned illegitimate children as 

well as a place where they might begin a new life within the depths of its belly. The fact 

that Salie herself was an illegitimate child and that her name, resembles the French term 

for “soiled” or “stained” is telling of the importance behind her filial relationship to the 

Atlantic. Unlike Sankèle’s newborn, Salie’s grandmother facilitated a similar 

transformation to the one performed through the legend. She defied tradition in order to set 

her grandchild on a path of freedom that would take her across the ocean, this in turn draws 

a stronger parallel between Salie’s character, the legend of the dolphin and the “come, go 

back child” legend mentioned by Hartman (86). This Ghanaian legend, similarly to the 

Senegalese one, centers on the fate of deceased new-borns and young children. In the 

“come, go back child” legend, the transformation that occurs is at birth. The new mother 

for the first few days doesn’t know if her child is living or a spirit: “to prevent the child 

from dying again and returning to the spirit world, she attempts to trick the forces that 

would claim its life” (86).  

Salie’s grandmother, tricked—in a manner of speaking—tradition out of claiming 

the life of her granddaughter. The spirit child in the days it takes to establish if he or she is 

a human child, may still return to the “spirit mother” (86). In Salie’s case, it’s as though 

she remains both a human child, tethered to her grandmother and to the Atlantic, her spirit 
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mother: ““Elle [grand-mère] est le phare planté dans le ventre de l’Atlantique pour 

redonner, après chaque tempête, une direction à ma navigation solitaire” (190). For Salie, 

her grandmother is a guide, a lighthouse for her emotional journey through life’s storms. 

This guide is planted “dans le ventre de l’Atlantique” metonymically merging her surrogate 

mother figure. her grandmother, with her spirit mother, the Atlantic. Through these 

merging layers of meaning attached to the belly of the Atlantic, Salie is endowed with a 

similar power as the spirit child. Hartman explains that the “‘come, go back child’ braves 

the wreckage of history and bears the burdens that others refuse” (86). In history, the spirit 

child bears the burden of the loss unnamed and untold, the loss of mother, country, kin and 

identity (85). In the novel, Salie’s burden is to bear the secrets of tradition, rejection and 

immigration in order to guide her brother and other youths to a different future than the 

one laid out for them by tradition. 

One of the many ways that Salie resists tradition’s, at times narrow, expectations 

of women is when she remembers the time she spent on the mainland as a young woman 

living with her friend Gnarelle and her family. Gnarelle was unable, unlike her co-wife, to 

provide their husband with a child. In an effort to remedy the situation, Gnarelle’s mother 

requested the help of a marabout who devised a ritual that would eventually lead to her and 

Salie’s sexual assault. As the marabout explained his reasoning for requesting the ritual, he 

stated: “la noblesse d’un ventre, c’est sa capacité à offrir une tombe aux secrets” (156). 

This contradicts the universally accepted idea that a womb is a source of life, not a grave. 

Yet, wombs do not always offer life, and in this case of sexual assault, as well as in others, 



153 

 

them can also be the unfortunate keepers of awful secrets. As Salie remembers the story, 

she is speaking to her brother Madiké, trying to convince him not to blindly trust the word 

of those like the marabout of her past. She does not however tell him about the episode that 

led her to forever distrust men like him and reveals instead to the reader that her memory 

is a tomb for the secrets of this abuse: “j’ai fait de ma mémoire la tombe de cette histoire 

pendant de longues années” (158).  

By making her memory a tomb for the secrets held within the womb of her friend 

Gnarelle, Salie draws upon the Atlantic’s time-honored role as keeper of secrets like that 

of Sankèle’s murdered infant, as well as well countless lives lost from slaver ships to 

despair-driven suicides. But just as the Atlantic can be a place of transformation and 

renewal like in the legend of the dolphins, it can also be a means of escape and a road to 

freedom. That was the case for Sankèle who, after witnessing her father’s heinous actions, 

sought refuge with Ndétare. Aware that for him the island was a prison and the Atlantic a 

moat designed to keep him from spreading his undesirable political ideals (129), the 

Atlantic could also be an emergency exit for Sankèle: “Si l’île est une prison, toute sa 

circomférence peut servir d’issue de secour” (135). For Sankèle, the Atlantic became a way 

to leave behind an oppressive situation, for her child it was first a grave and then a womb 

to call home. For Salie, it’s the place where the voice of her true self was born and continues 

to grow: “Je cherche un pays là où on apprécie l’être additionné, sans dissocier ses 

multiples strates […] Je cherche mon pays là où les bras de l’Atlantique fusionnent pour 

donner l’encre mauve […] Aucun filet de ne saura empêcher les algues de l’Atlantique de 
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voguer et de tirer leur saveur des eaux qu’elles traversent” (254-5). Salie describes the 

Atlantic as a page where she writes in a purple ink which represents a mix of red and blue, 

of Africa and Europe. Where the geographical and metaphorical arms of the Atlantic 

converge is where Salie is able to be her full self, looking for her place to call her own “sur 

une page blanche” (255) as she continues to travel and to accumulate layers of meaning to 

add to her existence. She leaves the reader with the final thought that to live as freely as 

“une algue de l’Atlantique” is the best way to find the solutions to destiny’s “mille erreurs” 

(255). 
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Conclusion: The role of environmental aesthetics and sensibility in 

constructing cultural identity 
 

 

This project has investigated the links between literary works and African notions 

of environmentalism and ecology. Devi, Boni and Diome’s representations of pollution 

and waste go beyond the simple portrayal of colonial and postcolonial mechanisms of 

oppression on the African continent. Rather, they gesture toward layered meanings from 

which emerge renewed perspectives on continuing means of exploitation. Playing on the 

simultaneous physical desecration of culturally valuable landscapes and environments, as 

well as the systematic erasure of individual and collective agency through colonialism 

Ananda Devi, Tanella Boni, and Fatou Diome engage in writings of resistance as they 

denounce this enduring violence. Moreover, these authors write with environmental 

sensibility on questions of cultural identity and belonging. In Devi’s novel, Ève de ses 

décombres, the pollution experienced by marginalized spaces and people on the island of 

Mauritius gestures to the connectivity of geographically distant plights and the duty to 

recognize our collective stake in solving global environmental issues. In Boni’s novel, Les 

baigneurs du lac Rose, we are introduced to the possibility of re-imagining the past and 

constructions that have led to cycles of exploitation. Elements like salt and mud carry the 

weight of colonial abuse and present-day environmental pollution yet they built toward 

artisanal creations that attest to the adaptive nature of traditional knowledge. They also 

open the door to reading pollution in connection with cultural identity. In Diome’s Le 
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ventre de l’Atlantique, the artisanal fishing practices around which the cultural fabric of 

Niodior are woven are under threat as oceans are being emptied at alarming rates.  

Yet, while the Atlantic is being plundered of its natural resources, it remains replete 

with meaning as demonstrated through Diome’s use of the legend of the dolphin. 

Symbolizing a safe-haven for those who cannot stand to remain on unwelcoming land and 

the promise of an unknown future better than the present, the legend of the dolphin relays 

how the ocean has long been a source of inspiration for African writers and poets. As such, 

the Atlantic is a place of belonging and creativity for the female protagonist who finds 

comfort from her feelings of internal exile through writing: “enracinée partout, exilée tout 

le temps, je suis chez moi là où l’Afrique et l’Europe perdent leur orgeuil et se contentent 

de s’additionner: sur une page” (182). The page upon which she writes her story is a space 

where she is free to be whole, embracing her African heritage as well as the European life 

she now has. The geographical imagery that she uses to describe this page gestures to a 

shared space where the two continents meet, The Atlantic. Diome’s narration of migrations 

to Europe ponders the various sacrifices and challenges that such journeys entail.  

The plight of the migrant is certainly not a new occurrence. It has in fact inspired 

many movements of resistance and discourses concerning migration’s relationship to the 

construction of identity. In Introduction à une Poétique du Divers (1995), Glissant 

discusses the migrants found on the American continent, one of which is “the bare migrant” 

or “le migrant nu” (14) referring to slaves who, stripped of their possessions, become the 

foundation for the Caribbean population and identity. This identity, Glissant explains, is 
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born from a traumatic past and couched in a narrative that undermined and ultimately even 

erased the slave’s claim to an ancestry and thereby agency. Used as a method of oppression, 

this erasure has generated resistance and condemnation from influential writers like Aimé 

Césaire (négritude), Patrick Chamoiseau, Jean Bernabé and Raphael Confiant (créolité), 

Edouard Glissant’s (créolisation) and Khal Torabully’s (coolitude). While Césaire’s 

négritude advocated for a return to the island in an effort to re-valorize the homeland and 

seek within it a sense of identity, the writers of Éloge de la Créolité (1989), building from 

négritude and Glissant’s antillanité, further defined the Caribbean identity based on the 

intermingling of cultures within the Caribbean. This approach however, remained too 

geographically restrained and ushered in Glissant’s créolisation where the unpredictable 

and unstable meeting of cultures would be modeled and applied beyond the Caribbean 

islands that inspired it.  

For Glissant, the Caribbean identity and the model of créolisation is galvanized by 

the open Caribbean Sea which feeds into the Atlantic Ocean. The Caribbean Sea’s 

unencumbered access to the Atlantic and Gulf of Mexico, stands in contrast to the 

Mediterranean basin’s intercontinental position and narrow channel to the Atlantic through 

the strait of Gibraltar. These dissonant landscapes inspired Glissant to look beyond the 

conventional narratives regarding culture and identity, resisting atavistic constructions that 

considered human relations through a top-down model. The Caribbean’s unrestrained 

geography combined with the bare migrant’s openness to meet and interact with the Other 

without colonial atavism or imperialist impulse is reflected in what Glissant calls 
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créolisation. Building upon Deleuze and Guattari’s Milles Plateaux (1980), Glissant 

establishes two categories of cultures: “ataviques” and “composites” (59). He connects the 

concept of a single root, or “racine unique”, to atavistic cultures like those found in Europe, 

where the culture’s point of origin is established in the hopes of legitimizing its claim to a 

particular territory (59-60). Conversely, he defines composite cultures in relation to 

Deleuze and Guattari’s rhizomes, where a culture’s roots function is an unpredictable 

system that reaches out to meet other roots (59). Like Deleuze and Guattari, Glissant plays 

on both the botanical76 and metaphorical sense of the rhizome thus highlighting the authors’ 

shared environmental sensibilities.77 For Glissant, composite cultures like those found in 

the Caribbean, are cultures where créolisation takes place. A meeting of alterities with 

prior atavistic cultures erased by their transplantation into a new place, the concept of 

créolisation is founded upon the spiraling, “spiralité” (14), or radiating nature, 

“rayonnement” (14), of the island. This insular geography provides a microcosmic platform 

where créolisation is easily observed particularly because, in the case of the Caribbean, the 

indigenous populations were all but annihilated. This genocidal occurrence in the wake of 

imperialism and colonization is not exclusive to the Caribbean islands and therefore the 

tenets of créolisation extend beyond the Caribbean Sea. 

As mentioned in chapter 1, Mauritius was deemed the “great experiment” 

(“Aapravasi Ghat”) of the British empire whereby transitioning from a model of slavery to 

                                                 
76 Specifically, trees. 
77 Guattari’s The Three Ecologies is a prime example. 
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indentured labor. The Atlantic, like the Caribbean Sea and the Indian Ocean were places 

of crossings for those slaves and indentured laborers. Khal Torabully’s use of oceanic 

imagery in his poetry reflects his engagement with such the fragmented and fractured past 

of his native Mauritius. His acknowledgment and condemnation of the past violence 

endured by the island as well as by the Indian and African migrants that have come to 

inhabit it, echo Glissant’s assertion that créolisation is possible beyond the Caribbean. 

 Devi’s upsetting portrait of abuse, marginalized landscapes and erased aspects of 

a culturally diverse island-nation seems to undermine Glissant’s writings about the island. 

Like Ève, a girl named after a biblical character that lived in the most perfect version of 

the world, the island of Mauritius is far from the idyllic images it evokes. Despite her 

disadvantages and the horrifying abuse that she suffers, Ève, like her island, survives to see 

another day. This is in itself rather remarkable considering the young girl’s dire reality. 

Engulfed by a society that would discard her used body and waste away her hopes of 

escape, Ève never breaks. She remains able to live and dream unlike her best friend Savita 

who was ultimately killed by the girls’ shared toxic circumstances. In this undefined ray of 

hope, Devi’s portrayal of the island is not entirely in opposition to Glissant’s. It also bears 

similarities to Torabully’s coolitude, particularly in Devi’s reckoning with the vestiges of 

imperialist abuse and violence inflicted to the island as demonstrated in chapter 1. 

Glissant’s créolisation and Torrabully’s coolitude both advocate a transnational, 

transatlantic perspective in the construction of cultural identity and selfhood.  
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Like créolisation, coolitude first and foremost stems from the diasporas that led to 

the current cultural compositions of islands like Martinique and Mauritius. Marina Carter 

demonstrates how the two concepts share in their ties to the négritude and créolité 

movements (7-9) but that despite the “cultural similarities that link them” (9) in Mauritius, 

“where two thirds of the population are of Indian origin, the fact of speaking creole is 

distinguished from an ethnic creole identity” (9). Furthermore, “the difficulty in integrating 

Indians into a broader Caribbean Creole identity stems, at least in part, from a historic 

antagonism between the Indian who came as an indentured immigrant, and the ex-slave, 

whom he supplanted on the plantations” (12). This is why coolitude adds on an element of 

indienocéanisme which builds upon the crossing of the Kala Pani. Quoting Véronique 

Bragard, Carter explains that “[b]y making the crossing central, Coolitude avoids any 

essentialism and connection with Mother India, which is clearly left behind. It discloses 

the Coolie’s story which has been shipwrecked (‘erased’) in the ocean of Western-made 

historical discourse as well as a world of publication and criticism” (15). The crossing of 

the Atlantic was for the Coolie doubly-erasing as it took them away from the homeland to 

an unfamiliar and often cruel world, but it meant undertaking a taboo. Crossing the black 

waters would mean rejecting one’s place in society and culture. This sacrifice was often 

done under the false belief that they would find a paradise where they could make a better 

life. 

In “Transoceanic Echoes; Coolitude and the work of Mauritian poet Khal 

Torabully” (2005), Bragard explains how “the thematic focus of [Torabully’s] poetry 
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likewise underlines his worldwide interests ranging from a denunciation of the idyllic 

image of his native Mauritius” (220). Torabully resists the painting of Mauritius as a 

paradise and instead looks to the social realities on the island as well as around the world. 

His work has considered major events in China, Algeria, Palestine and Ivory Coast, making 

clear that his concept of coolitude reached far beyond the scope of Mauritius. In her 

discussion of Mes Afriques, Mes Ivoires (2004), Bragard makes plain the connection 

between Tanella Boni, Torabully and Glissant. Considering Boni’s reflections on the 

mission to bring hope across Africa’s troubled borders at the time of the Ivorian Civil Wars, 

Bragard posits: “By ending his work with a double homage to Édouard Glissant and the 

figure of the nomad, Torabully reminds us that Africans, displaced and dehumanized by 

colonial powers, internal wars, western exploitation and plundering, have become, maybe 

more than others, nomads in search of their lost land” (221).  

Bragard’s assertion with regards to displacement evokes Glissant’s discussion of 

“l’errance” and its relationship to what he calls the “Tout-monde” (87). Contending with 

past traumas that haunt the Caribbean psyche and the dangers they represent for future 

generations, Glissant plays on the rhizomatic aspects of Caribbean society in order to 

define a vision of the world that aims at surmounting a constant internal state of alienation 

created by years of colonialism and erasure.  He explains that western forms of errancy like 

conquests have contributed the contact and mingling of cultures outside of what might have 

been intended or predictable, this chaotic, sometimes violent, and always dynamic meeting 

of cultures is facilitated by this errant impulse. Therefore, the loss that Torabully identifies 
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as the catalyst for errancy is only the beginning of re-imagining the self and the world. 

Glissant states that “le passé ne doit pas seulement être recomposé de manière objective 

(ou même de manière subjective) par l’historien, il doit aussi être rêvé de manière 

prophétique” (86). The past should therefore become a springboard to new understandings, 

something Devi, Boni and Diome’s novels engage with in their own way.  

From Devi’s exposition of lingering wounds and erasure to Boni’s re-imagining of 

the past leading to Diome’s reframing of future possibilities, this project demonstrates how 

these three African writers gesture toward renewal and creative approaches to issues that 

have long been at stake on the continent. My reading of these novels privileges, in 

particular, what I perceive to be a recycling of meaning and perspectives regarding wasted 

and trashed subjectivity, identity, culture and environments. Devi, Boni and Diome not 

only relate polluted and wasted environments and subjectivities to their readers but, I argue, 

re-imagine them at the center of the social structures from which they are often effaced. 

These moves mirror the realities that occur in communities that remain otherwise invisible 

and that hide modes of resistance associated with trash. Indeed, economically strained 

populations and environments are often littered with trash, thus attesting to residual 

physical evidence of their social, political and cultural ostracism and leading to the 

metonymous association of these communities with negative definitions of waste and trash.  

Therefore, I perceive the novels included in this project to highlight how these 

definitions can be, should be and are being challenged simulataneously by those whose 

daily lives are enmeshed in these polluted environments and by those who have the ability 
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to shed light on these experiences. While providing a contrast against which economic 

success can be measured, the marginalized communities represented in this project’s 

novels resist the very frameworks that would keep them on the margins of their respective 

socio-political orders by finding creative ways to re-make trash and waste use-full once 

more.  

This recycling of meaning is not unique to the novels I consider in this dissertation 

but extends to other forms of artistic productions. A number of African artists and works 

mirror the re-imagination and reframing of trash and waste that appear in Ève de ses 

décombres, Les baigneurs du lac Rose and Le ventre de l’Atlantique. Among them, for 

example, are the works featured in Karen Milbourne’s Earth Matters (2013) where notions 

of environmental activism are considered alongside “personal and universial relationships 

with the earth as framed by the lens of African art” (6), Fabrice Monteiro’s photographs of 

models clad in costumes made of trash collected on the shores of Senegal’s coastline and 

El Anatsui’s “bottle-top installations” containing discarded packaging from imported 

alcohol bottles. These artists also gesture toward the material evidence left in the wake of 

colonial and postcolonial cultural and economic exchanges between Africa and the West. 

It is with this larger framework that this project engages, teasing out literary examples of 

ways African writers uncover and resist lingering modes of postcolonial imperialism 

manifested through environmental pollution and waste. 
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