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1. Introduction 

[I]n Santo Domingo, like everywhere else throughout the 
Caribbean, in those tiny countries you find the entire 

world. All the world’s history is found in those countries.  
—Díaz, “Conversation” 47 

[I]f we accept the paradox according to which humanity is 
one and diversity is infinite, then the Caribbean is its most 

perfect metaphoric expression.  
—Lahens, “Afterword” 156 

Geographically, the Caribbean is both an island chain and a basin that includes the 
countries situated in and around the Caribbean Sea. In addition, it is an “ethno-historic 
zone” (Girvan, “Creating” 31-32; emphasis orig.) that embraces Central and South 
American coastal communities with a comparable history, culture, and similar ethnic 
origins. What is more, the Caribbean as “a transnational community” (Benítez-Rojo, 
Repeating Island 2; emphasis orig.)1 embraces its diasporic communities, above all in 
the U.S. and in Europe. As a space where the Old World and the New World meet in a 
temporal sense in addition to its geographic connections across the world, the Carib-
bean exhibits global features. Robert Márquez, among other critics, considers the  
Caribbean as the “[f]oundational site and crucible of the European colonial (and later 
United States neocolonial) enterprise in the Americas ...” (1). Thus, one of the basic 
assumptions relevant for this study is that the Caribbean is a transnational space where 
complex global phenomena can be observed. 

The Caribbean’s spatio-temporal globality is mirrored by the cultural and ethnic 
diversity of peoples in the Caribbean, which can be described as a “sponge”2 of cul-
tures from Africa, Asia, Europe, and the Americas. In an interview, Antonio Benítez-
Rojo designates the people of the Caribbean as “probably the first people affected by 
globalization” and as “the avantgarde of globalization” (qtd. in Schwieger Hiepko, 
Rhythm 237). This ethnic diversity in turn has scattered globally as people from the 
Caribbean have migrated and dispersed all over the world. Thereby, Caribbeanness has 
developed a dynamic that has an impact on a global scale (cf. Fernández Olmos/ 
Paravisini-Gebert, “Introduction” 10), so that Caribbeanness becomes “a conglomerate 
of people having to do technically with the whole world” (Benítez-Rojo, qtd. in 
Schwieger Hiepko, Rhythm 235). As a consequence of these observations, this study 
argues that the Caribbean is global in a geographical, cultural, ethnic, and historical 

                                                 
1  Henceforth RI. 
2  According to Bernard Mergen, the metaphor of the ‘sponge’ is more appropriate to de-

scribe the processes of culture change and mixture than the melting pot or the salad bowl: 
“Squeeze it and out pours something we call ‘culture’ that is quickly reabsorbed by other 
cells. The cultural stuff is endlessly recycled, creolized, hybridized” (315-16). 
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sense; and through its history of slavery and migrations, it is connected to the whole 
world.  

This study refrains from judging the contested term of ‘globalization’ as either a 
positive phenomenon as supported by Western economists or as a negative phenom-
enon as claimed by globalization critics. Rather, according to Ulf Hannerz, it can be 
argued that the “contemporary interconnectedness in the world is really too com-
plicated and diverse to be either condemned or applauded as a whole” (5-6).3 It is fur-
thermore rewarding to regard globalization as being inextricably interrelated with the 
‘modernity/coloniality’ paradigm since “colonization is not behind us but has acquired 
a new form in a transnational world” (Mignolo, Darker 1). This statement is based on 
the conception of ‘coloniality’ (colonialidad) by Aníbal Quijano, which describes the 
mechanism behind colonialism that continues to be felt at the present time. Such a 
view of modernity/coloniality includes the dimension of a geopolitical power politics 
that decides what is remembered and what is silenced.4 

This study understands Caribbean history as one of these silenced histories and re-
gards Caribbeanness as a complex phenomenon of geopolitical interconnectedness that 
represents the global on a micro-level and therefore is globally paradigmatic. The Carib-
bean as a complex whole contains a plurality of elements, which the Cuban critic Anto-
nio Benítez-Rojo has called “a union of the diverse” (RI 2). In this space, different cul-
tures have come together and have generated a collective Caribbean identity—Carib-
beanness5—that has the potential to embrace and affirm its constitutive cultures in spite 
of their diversity.6 It is precisely this diversity that unites the cultures and ethnicities in 
the Caribbean (cf. Alleyne 29). The unity refers to both common historical experiences, 
above all those of colonization, slavery, racism, and violence, and to a comparable pre-
sent situation still characterized by a dependence on Europe and the U.S.  

It is the aim of this study to contour Caribbeanness rather than eventually defin-
ing it or speaking for it.7 In this process, it is necessary to be constantly aware of the 
                                                 
3  For a definition of globalization and an overview of globalization theory, see Reichardt, 

Globalisierung and Vermessung. 
4  See Mignolo, Local 13; M. Trouillot, Global 48; Dussel, “World-System” 232. 
5  I prefer the term ‘Caribbeanness’ to ‘Creoleness,’ used by Jean Bernabé, Patrick Chamoi-

seau, and Raphaël Confiant in their study Éloge de la creolité/In Praise of Creoleness 
(1989). ‘Creoleness’ is a biased term, as it implies the word ‘Creole’ that “referred first to 
a biological reality: a European, and especially a Spaniard, born in the Caribbean islands 
in America” (Lahens, “Afterword” 156). ‘Caribbeanness’ is a less racially connoted and 
thus more neutral umbrella term for the diverse peoples of the Caribbean. 

6  This collectivity does not imply the creation of a homogeneous culture. Nevertheless, it 
constitutes part of the Caribbean people’s self-definition and liberation from within the 
Caribbean that maintains its interior diversity but serves as a group-consolidation and 
marker of identity (cf. Bolland). 

7  I do not consider this book to be an act of speaking for the people in the Caribbean but 
rather a contribution to a dialogue, an act of speaking with. This implies always remain-
ing conscious of the danger of misrepresentation due to my privileged position in the 


