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I am well aware 
that by no means 
equal repute 
attends the narrator 
and the doer of deeds.

Sallust
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Foreword

History is the fru it  o f  power, but pow er 
itself is never so transparent that its analysis 
becomes superfluous. The ultimate mark o f  
pow er may be its invisibility; the ultimate 
challenge, the exposition o f  its roots.

—Michel-Rolph Trouillot

t is the spring of 2013. The sun is streaming in through 
the windows of the Yale University Art Gallery where I 
am standing with a colleague, Laura Wexler. Were wait

ing for faculty and students to gather for a session we are about to 
teach in a new course for all students in the PhD program in 
American Studies: a practical forum on incorporating interdisci
plinary and multidisciplinary methods, perspectives, and analy
ses into their scholarship. Two professors run the course, one an 
anthropologist and the other a historian. Laura and I are regarded 
as cultural-studies types, so following the sessions “In the Field” 
and “ About the Archive,” Laura and I are responsible for the ses
sion entitled “With the Texts.” In the study gallery we are sur
rounded by the artwork on exhibit for our respective undergradu
ate courses that semester out of which we have each chosen one 
item for the graduate students in the research seminar to study. I 
have selected Ellen Gallagher’s sixty-component print Deluxe 
(2004-2003), which dominates one entire wall; Laura has chosen 
a gorgeous gelatin silver print by An-My Le, Rescue, from  the series 
Small Wars (1999-2002).

What has Michel-Rolph Trouillot’s Silencing the Past: Power and  
the Production o f  History to do with these stunning works of art? 
Everything. When teaching in different spheres of knowledge and
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across different geographies, it can be difficult for two faculty 
members to agree on a particular reading for a class they are 
teaching together. However, Laura and I agreed immediately and 
simultaneously that the one book we wanted all members of the 
seminar to read not just for our session but also to purchase for 
their own reading and rereading was Silencing the Past. Our ob
jective was to make our students think across the problems of “the 
field,” “the archive,” and “the text”; to enable them to understand 
the politics of representation, the complexities and subtleties of 
the relation between what they were reading and seeing, and to 
comprehend the nature of that relation as a relation of power. For, 
as Trouillot argues, “Historical representations—be they books, 
commercial exhibits or public commemorations—cannot be con
ceived only as vehicles for the transmission of knowledge. They 
must establish some relation to that knowledge.”

Many scholars have celebrated the contributions of Michel- 
Rolph Trouillot to the fields of anthropology and history, as well 
as to intellectual thought in Caribbean studies and to theories of 
globalization. I draw an anecdote from my classroom to stress 
that Trouillot’s work has relevance, influence, and intellectual 
power beyond these disciplinary and critical frameworks. His 
forensic analysis of the four moments when silences enter the 
production of history reveals an entanglement of historicity with 
power that applies not only in the archives but also dominates 
the processes and practices by which pastness is authenticated, 
ratified, and organized into fields of knowledge. For Trouillot, 
history is always material; it begins with bodies and artifacts, 
agents, actors, and subjects. His emphasis on process, produc
tion, and narration looks to the many sites where history is pro
duced: the academy, the media, and the mobilization of popular 
histories by a variety of participants.

What history is matters less to Trouillot than how history works. 
The production of historical narrative, he argues, should not be
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studied as a mere chronology of its silences. In the pages of Silenc
in g the Past we learn how to identify that what appears to be con
sensus actually masks a history of conflicts; we learn that silences 
appear in the interstices of these conflicts between narrators, past 
and present. There are many forms of pastness in Silencing The 
book opens with an act of memory, which locates Trouillot in a 
very particular time and locale, a family, a community, a place: 
Haiti under the terror of the Duvaliers, where he learned that 
people can be “complaisant hostages of the pasts they create.” It 
closes with Trouillot considering how “history works in a country 
with the lowest literacy rate on this side of the Atlantic,” after 
witnessing an angry crowd taking a statue of Columbus and 
throwing it into the sea.

Silencing the Past has been required reading for my students 
since it was first published in 1995, and I refer to it continually in 
my own work. My only regret is that I never met Michel-Rolph 
Trouillot in person. But I have his words, his provocative ques
tions, his insights, and they prick my conscience if I ever feel 
satisfied with just “imagining] the lives under the mortar,” re
membering that Trouillot also asks how we “recognize the end of 
a bottomless silence.”

What is at stake in pastness for Trouillot is the future, the pro
cess of becoming. Silencing the Past provides strategies for coun
tering inequalities of power in knowledge of the past. We learn 
how scanty evidence can be repositioned to generate new narra
tives, how silences can be made to speak for themselves to con
front inequalities of power in the production of sources, archives, 
and narratives. We need to make these silences speak and, in the 
process, lay claim to the future. For, as Trouillot warns, “While 
some of us debate what history is or was, others take it into their 
own hands.”

—Hazel V. Carby
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Preface

grew up in a family where history sat at the dinner table.
J  All his life, my father engaged in a number of parallel 

professional activities, none of which alone defined him, 
but most of which were steeped in his love of history. I was in my 
teens when he started a regular program on Haitian television 
that explored little-known details of the history of the country. 
That program rarely surprised me: the stories my dad told his 
audience were not different from those he told at home. I had 
catalogued some of them on the yellowed cards that embodied 
a massive biographical dictionary of Haitian history my father 
never finished. Later, in the class he taught in world history in my 
high school, I worked harder than my classmates to earn a pass
ing grade. But his lectures, good as they were, never matched what 
I learned at home on Sundays.

Sunday afternoon was when my father’s brother, my uncle Hé- 
nock, came to visit. He was one of the few people I knew who 
actually earned a living from knowing history. He was nominally 
the director of the National Archives, but writing was his true 
passion and he published historical research too fast for most 
readers to keep up with—in books, journals, and newspapers, at 
times his preferred medium. On Sundays, he tested his ideas on

X X I



my dad, for whom history was increasingly becoming only a fa
vorite hobby as his law practice expanded. The brothers disagreed 
more often than not, in part because they genuinely saw the 
world quite differently, in part because the heat of their diver
gences, both political and philosophical, fueled their ceremonial 
of love.

Sunday afternoon was ritual time for the Trouillot brothers. 
History was their alibi for expressing both their love and their 
disagreements—with Hénock overplaying his bohemian side 
and my father stressing bourgeois rationality. They argued about 
long-dead figures, Haitian and foreign, the way one chats 
about neighbors—with the concerned distance that comes from 
knowing intimate details of the lives of people who are not family.

Were I not suspicious of obvious genealogies, I could claim this 
mixture of intimacy and distance, and the class, race, and gender 
positions that made it possible, as the central part of my intellec
tual heritage. But I have learned on my own that the point about 
such claims may be less what they assert than the fact of their as
sertion. Growing up who I was, I could not escape historicity, but 
I also learned that anyone anywhere with the right dosage of sus
picion can formulate questions to history with no pretense that 
these questions themselves stand outside history.

Long before I read Nietzsche’s Untimely M editations, I knew 
intuitively that people can suffer from historical overdose, com
plaisant hostages of the pasts they create. We learned that much 
in many Haitian households at the peak of the Duvaliers’ terror, 
if only we dared to look outside. Yet being who I am and looking 
at the world from there, the mere proposition that one could—or 
should—escape history seems to me either foolish or deceitful. I 
find it hard to harness respect for those who genuinely believe 
that postmodernity, whatever it may be, allows us to claim no 
roots. I wonder why they have convictions, if indeed they have 
any. Similarly, allegations that we have reached the end of his-
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tory or that we are somewhat closer to a future when all pasts will 
be equal make me wonder about the motives of those who make 
such claims. I am aware that there is an inherent tension in sug
gesting that we should acknowledge our position while taking 
distance from it, but I find that tension both healthy and pleasant. 
I guess that, after all, I am perhaps claiming that legacy of inti
macy and estrangement.

We are never as steeped in history as when we pretend not to be, 
but if we stop pretending we may gain in understanding what we 
lose in false innocence. Naiveté is often an excuse for those who 
exercise power. For those upon whom that power is exercised, na
iveté is always a mistake.

Th is book is about history and power. It deals with the many 
ways in which the production of historical narratives involves the 
uneven contribution of competing groups and individuals who 
have unequal access to the means for such production. The forces 
I will expose are less visible than gunfire, class property, or politi
cal crusades. I want to argue that they are no less powerful.

I also want to reject both the naive proposition that we are pris
oners of our pasts and the pernicious suggestion that history is 
whatever we make of it. History is the fruit of power, but power 
itself is never so transparent that its analysis becomes superfluous. 
The ultimate mark of power may be its invisibility; the ultimate 
challenge, the exposition of its roots.
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The Power in the Story

his is a story within a story—so slippery at the edges 
that one wonders when and where it started and whether 
it will ever end. By the middle of February 1836, the 

army of general Antonio Lopez de Santa Anna had reached the 
crumbling walls of the old mission of San Antonio de Valero in 
the Mexican province of Tejas. Few traces of the Franciscan 
priests who had built the mission more than a century before had 
survived the combined assaults of time and of a succession of less 
religious residents. Intermittent squatters, Spanish and Mexican 
soldiers, had turned the place into something of a fort and nick
named it “the Alamo,” from the name of a Spanish cavalry unit 
that undertook one of the many transformations of the crude 
compound. Now, three years after Santa Anna first gained power 
in independent Mexico, a few English-speaking squatters occu
pied the place, refusing to surrender to his superior force. Luckily 
for Santa Anna, the squatters were outnumbered—at most 189 
potential fighters—and the structure itself was weak. The con
quest would be easy, or so thought Santa Anna.

The conquest was not easy: the siege persisted through twelve 
days of cannonade. On March 6, Santa Anna blew the horns that 
Mexicans traditionally used to announce an attack to the death.
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Later on that same day, his forces finally broke through the fort, 
killing most of the defenders. But a few weeks later, on April 21, 
at San Jacinto, Santa Anna fell prisoner to Sam Houston, the 
freshly certified leader of the secessionist Republic of Texas.

Santa Anna recovered from that upset; he went on to be four 
more times the leader of a much reduced Mexico. But in impor
tant ways, he was doubly defeated at San Jacinto. He lost the battle 
of the day, but he also lost the battle he had won at the Alamo. 
Houston’s men had punctuated their victorious attack on the Mex
ican army with repeated shouts of “Remember the Alamo! Re
member the Alamo!” With that reference to the old mission, they 
doubly made history. As actors, they captured Santa Anna and 
neutralized his forces. As narrators, they gave the Alamo story a 
new meaning. The military loss of March was no longer the end 
point of the narrative but a necessary turn in the plot, the trial of 
the heroes, which, in turn, made final victory both inevitable and 
grandiose. With the battle cry of San Jacinto, Houston’s men re
versed for more than a century the victory Santa Anna thought he 
had gained in San Antonio.

Human beings participate in history both as actors and as narra
tors. The inherent ambivalence of the word “history” in many 
modern languages, including English, suggests this dual partici
pation. In vernacular use, history means both the facts of the mat
ter and a narrative of those facts, both “what happened” and 
“that which is said to have happened.” The first meaning places 
the emphasis on the sociohistorical process, the second on our 
knowledge of that process or on a story about that process.

If I write “The history of the United States begins with the May
flower,” a statement many readers may find simplistic and con
troversial, there will be little doubt that I am suggesting that the 
first significant event in the process that eventuated in what we 
now call the United States is the landing of the Mayflower. Con
sider now a sentence grammatically identical to the preceding
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one and perhaps as controversial: “The history of France starts 
with Michelet.” The meaning of the word “history” has unam
biguously shifted from the sociohistorical process to our knowl
edge of that process. The sentence affirms that the first significant 
narrative about France was the one written by Jules Michelet.

Yet the distinction between what happened and that which is 
said to have happened is not always clear. Consider a third sen
tence: “The history of the United States is a history of migration.” 
The reader may choose to understand both uses of the word his
tory as emphasizing the sociohistorical process. Then, the sentence 
seems to suggest that the fact of migration is the central element 
in the evolution of the United States. But an equally valid interpre
tation of that sentence is that the best narrative about the United 
States is a story of migrations. That interpretation becomes privi
leged if I add a few qualifiers: “The true history of the United 
States is a history of migrations. That history remains to be 
written.”

Yet a third interpretation may place the emphasis on the socio
historical process for the first use of the word “history” and on 
knowledge and narrative for its second use in the same sentence, 
thus suggesting that the best narrative about the United States is 
one of which migration is the central theme. This third inter
pretation is possible only because we implicitly acknowledge an 
overlap between the sociohistorical process and our knowledge of 
it, an overlap significant enough to allow us to suggest, with vary
ing degree of metaphorical intent, that the history of the United 
States is a story of migrations. Not only can history mean either 
the sociohistorical process or our knowledge of that process, but 
the boundary between the two meanings is often quite fluid.

The vernacular use of the word history thus offers us a semantic 
ambiguity: an irreducible distinction and yet an equally irreduc
ible overlap between what happened and that which is said to 
have happened. Yet it suggests also the importance of context: the
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overlap and the distance between the two sides of historicity may 
not be susceptible to a general formula. The ways in which what 
happened and that which is said to have happened are and are 
not the same may itself be historical.

Words are not concepts and concepts are not words: between 
the two are the layers of theory accumulated throughout the ages. 
But theories are built on words and with words. Thus it is not 
surprising that the ambiguity offered by the vernacular use of the 
word history has caught the attention of many thinkers since at 
least antiquity. What is surprising is the reluctance with which 
theories of history have dealt with this fundamental ambiguity. 
Indeed, as history became a distinguishable profession, theorists 
have followed two incompatible tendencies. Some, influenced by 
positivism, have emphasized the distinction between the histori
cal world and what we say or write about it. Others, who adopt a 
“constructivist” viewpoint, have stressed the overlap between the 
historical process and narratives about that process. Most have 
treated the combination itself, the core of the ambiguity, as if it 
were a mere accident of vernacular parlance to be corrected by 
theory. What I hope to do is to show how much room there is to look 
at the production of history outside of the dichotomies that these 
positions suggest and reproduce.

O ne-sided Historicity

Summaries of intellectual trends and subdisciplines always short
change the various authors they somewhat compulsively regroup. 
I do not even attempt such a regrouping here. I hope that the 
following sketch is sufficient to show the limitations that I 
question.1

Positivism has a bad name today, but at least some of that scorn 
is well deserved. As history solidified as a profession in the nine
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