THE POPE MUST HAVE BEEN DRUNK
THE KING OF CASTILE A MADMAN:
CULTURE AS ACTUALITY, AND THE CARIBBEAN
RETHINKING MODERNITY!

Sylvia Wynter

On the basis of the Cenu Indians’ perception of the Requisition, by means

of which the Spaniards legitimated their claim to the indigenous lands, what
seemed to the Spaniards to be a universally applicable order of truth, was “mad
and drunken speech.” The crisis of today’s Haiti and the paradox of the United
State’s response to this crisis are to be understood in the terms of a parallel
contradiction.

The crisis of the Caribbean as exemplified in the Haitian situation, is the
crisis, t0o, of our present order of knowledge where the contemporary Western
industrialized order, which represents its own local culture and its conception
of the human, as natural, supracultural and isomorphic with the human
species, is constrasted with the culturality of all other human orders. If this cri-
sis is to be resolved, we must deconstruct this way of thinking and recognize
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THE QUOTATION of the first part of the tile, i.e., “the Pope must have been

drunk, the king of Castile a madman,” js taken from a report of the 16th

century Centi Indian’s comment on 2 politico-juridical Spanish document

called the Requisition.* This document was drawn up about 1512-1513

by a bureaucrat of the Spanish Stace. ¢ was intended to establish the
grounds of legitimacy for that state’s expropriation of the lands, and sov-

ereignty of the peoples of the indigenous cultural worlds of the Caribbean

and the Americas. More directly, it was intended to legitimate, in dually
religio-juridical terms, the then lucrative slave-raiding missions being car-
ried out on the mainland territories by groups of Spanish expeditionaries
who had been licensed to “discover and expropriate” (descubrir y ganar)
lands intended to expand the sovereignty of the state as well as to enrich
the expeditionaries and their backers (Wynter, 1991). The direct purpose
of the Requisition was to legitimate the process by which the dynamic
transfer of wealth and resources from the rest of the world to the Western
European enclaves of the world system was set in motion, and be effect-
ed within the terms of what made the “real real” and the “normal normal”
for the invading European Christians. Consequently, within the logic of
the new ethical-political distinctions juridically crafted by the document
any group of the indigenous peoples who refused to accept Christian con-
version and resisted Spain’s sovereignty could be at once classified as inin-
icos Christi (enemies of Christ). On that basis, they could then be cap-
tured, enslaved and sold within the prescriptive rules laid down by the
Church with respect to what could and could not be accepted as just caus-
es for the enslavement of others.

However, while deploying the classificatory terms of the Church, and
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“nature” or “history” that provides the ground of all human existential
reality or actuality. Hence the inevitability with which the American
occupiers of 1915 effected a process of modernization in Haiti in terms
that were to benefit largely the Westernized Haitian elite—the mulatto
business and political elite, and later, the Duvalieriste Black political elite
or Noiriste*—thereby strengthening them against the Vodounist peas-
antry and agro-proletariat. Also acting within the same terms, however,
the American occupiers carried out their mandate on the basis of an overt
United States Southern anti-black or color line racism, displayed impar-
tially to elite and peasantry, since racism, anti-black and non-white racism
is as culturally prescribed by “our present understanding of man’s human-
ity,” and its purely biologized “metaphor of the self” (Pandian, 1988) on
the model of a natural organism, as is our economically organized order
of global reality.*

Reactions to the overt brand of United States type “racism” amongst
certain sections of the French educated elite in Haiti led to the movement
of Indigénisme whose thrust was to lay claim to and revalorize the African
components of Haitian culture, specifically the popular neo-agrarian reli-
gion of Vodoun which, although syncretized with Roman Catholic ele-
ments, is essentially African-derived; as a religion that has been made,
within the logic of contemporary Western thought, into the byword of an
antithetical irrationality to its own ostensibly supra-cultural order of
rationality, into the Derridean Fool to s Logos.
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of being, two modes of the

then, coexisted in the hegemonic cultural terms of the former; and there-

fore within the structural logic of the world system put in place by the
West from the 16th century on (Wallerstein, 1974).

tates intervention that was
§ escaping-only-to-be repatriated-again-by the
Is—boat-people—that is, as

satellite worlds.

One needs to point out here that the Haitian boar people are, in
their majority, the descendants of African slaves rather than, as in the
case of Cuba, primarily of European settlers and their mixed descen-
dants. Therefore, unlike the Cubans, the Haitians are black and not flee-

ing from a Communist, but only from a neo- or peripheral-capitalise,
military dictatorship.
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the Spaniards, who had then coercively (with their ships hovering offshore),
put these structures in place, these Spaniards too would have understood
their own actions as aculturally as we understand our actions, too, today.
That is, as actions/behaviours prescribed and legitimated by a universally
applicable “understanding of man’s humanity” and its mode of truth.

The proposed parallel here is that the legitimating speech put forward
by President Clinton to defend the paradox of both attempting to “restore
democracy” to Haiti (with warships and marines) at the same time as his
Coast guard vessels enforce the exclusion of Haitian migrants to the Unit-
ed States, makes sense and therefore is not a parallel “mad” discourse, only
within the terms of our present “understanding of man” and its “local cul-
ture” order of truth. Since if for the Americans, Aristide’s return (as a pop-
ularly elected leader) will, it is believed, serve two purposes (i.c., be the
most effective guard against the threat now posed by the boat people to the
racial-national interests of the United States, a country that still conceives
of itself as being culturally, a Euroamerican, and, biologically, a white
nation,'* and second, provide a stable atmosphere for United States invest-

ments), the Haitians themselves, including the boat people stopped at sea,
are being asked to believe that the only goal of the Americans is to “restore
democracy” represented as the only cure for the “affliction” that ails Haiti.
As if Haiti’s past ills, exacerbated by its political leadership, are not them-
selves fundamentally due to the world systemic role of “underdevelop-
ment” imposed upon it within the terms of our present Western bourgeois
“understanding of man’s humanity” and the attempt of people to realize it;
an understanding of which the United States is now the global enforcer.
the issue here, as Heidegger brilliandly implies (1977), is not the
f those who seck to realize this understanding or to militarily
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