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Abstract:

Badjohn characters figure prominently in many works of Caribbean
post-independence era fiction. In many instances, these novels evoke images of
complex, male archetypal figures whose narratives focus on transitory moments
of self-reflection and discovery. In the two novels considered here, the central
characters are imagined as ones who struggle to extricate themselves from the
negative associative burdens that emanate from their past behaviors.
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Culture heroes, bad men, and sellouts have been integral to the abilities of writers
to produce original compositions. Yet whereas black men have frequently been the
subjects in those compositions, black boys or boy characters have also served as
touchstones for creative productions, a development that also deserves our
scholarly regard.
—Howard Ramsby II
Bad Men: Creative Touchstones of Black Writers

The preceding epigraph, although cast to focus on the presence of youthful black male
characters in creative literary spaces, nonetheless gives voice to my persistent, personal desire to
offer critical commentary on a particular mercurial character type, the badjohn, who is found in
two well-regarded Caribbean novels that have long captured my admiration, interest, and
imagination: Earl Lovelace’s The Dragon Can’t Dance (1979) and Edwidge Danticat’s The Dew
Breaker (2004). For this reason, I wish to reiterate Ramsby’s aptly stated argument that “creative
productions [and characters] deserve (emphasis mine) our scholarly regard” (Bad Men 15-16).
Hence, this inquiry considers titular characters in the aforesaid novels who may be described as
badjohns in the parlance of the greater Caribbean. This is so because the novels’ fictive characters
possess often habitually aggressive attributes that are shallowly and visibly rooted in their
unrequited desires for others’ praise, validation, and acceptance. These qualities are effectively
and vividly defined by Grenadian born, Trinidad and Tobago-raised celebrated calypsonian
Slinger Francisco, better known as The Mighty Sparrow. He sings of the alleged misdeeds of a
fictional legendary street fighter in his popular song, “Bad Johns” (1974), that is comparable to
the oft-foreboding offenses committed by Fisheye and Aldrick, two principal characters found in
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Lovelace’s abovementioned novel, as well as the rumored heinous crimes committed by M.
Bienaimé, a central character depicted in Danticat’s novel, The Dew Breaker.
The aforesaid calypso is a veritable roll call of a legendary yet fictive badjohn’s triumphs
and unmatched ability to intimidate his named foes. Mighty Sparrow, literally and figuratively,
gives voice to the named fictive badjohn when he sings: “I am Christopher, son of Lucifer, and I
real bad. I ain’t jokin’ dat. I ain’t ‘fraid to dead. I was born in a graveyard. Let me tell you flat. .
. .” Sparrow bellows unequivocally (in the words of Christopher), “I’ll destroy an entire town to
catch one man.” Such a declaration is at once droll and cautionary. It suggests that this particular
badjohn neither fears physical harm nor death when he seeks to defend his person and hard-won,
community-gained title from any male foe who dares to challenge him. In fact, such a figure
excessively boasts of his physical prowess so that he easily intimidates some individuals while he
garners others’ fear and respect in equal measure.
Although such a description of archetypal badjohns is found in many popular calypsos, the
portrayal of such may also be used in reference to characters depicted in Earl Lovelace’s novels
such as While Gods Are Falling (1965), The Schoolmaster (1968), and The Wine of Astonishment
(1982). Granted, these novels feature “classic” badjohn characters that are worthy of exploration,
but they will not be considered here. Examined instead, in Lovelace’s The Dragon Can’t Dance is
a distinctive type of badjohn. He is one who harbors a disquieted essence that belies a contrite
spirit that others seldom see. This subtle distinction makes the characters under study, in the
selected novels of Lovelace and Danticat, worthy of fresh examination. Specifically, the badjohn
characters investigated make for an interesting comparison. It is arguable that these characters
differ from typical and real badjohns who may rarely seek to redeem themselves and atone for
violent acts they have committed against members of their communities. Instead, the fictional
badjohns depicted by Lovelace and Danticat, in the novels surveyed, desire and seek acceptance
from members of their communities for their past misdeeds. Evidence of such will be explored in
The Dragon Can’t Dance (also referred to as Dragon), followed by The Dew Breaker (also referred
to as Dew Breaker).
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Dragon’s fourth chapter titled “The Bad Johns,” focuses on a supporting character who is
representative of the badjohn archetype. His sense of self-worth aligns with his unquenchable
desire for respect. He grows comfortable occupying this posture after observing known mayhem
makers in his neighborhood callously wresting others’ trepidation and reverence. Belasco John,
also know as Fisheye, so named for his protruding eyes, takes his badjohn title in stride within the
hardscrabble community of Calvary Hill, where he resides. As a transplant from Moruga, in
southern Trinidad, Fisheye moves to the urban city, Port of Spain, with neither a sense of personal
direction nor clarity about his life’s purpose. Hence, he is similar to the novel’s protagonist,
Aldrick, who too lacks self determination. Fisheye enriches the novel’s plot by creating a subtle
contrast to the protagonist, Aldrick Prospect. Incidentally, the protagonist’s surname hints at the
future occluded by slim possibilities for personal success that he derives from devoutly and intently
focusing on the annual (re)construction and enhancement of the dragon—his locally famous and
well-regarded, prized carnival costume alluded to in the novel’s title. Even so, readers soon learn
of the dragon’s and Aldrick’s insufficiencies since, arguably, the man and the constructed beast
alike are farces. Aldrick derives power from his dragon costume—and only during carnival season.
Throughout the remainder of the year, he is socially maladroit and physically cloistered.
Lovelace juxtaposes the characters Aldrick and Fisheye as two men whom, it may be
argued, in different ways, “perfected purposelessness” (to paraphrase Linden Lewis’s expression).
(“Masculinity and the Dance of the Dragon” 168). Whereas Aldrick “inherits” a familial legacy of
complacency and underemployment while subsisting on few material goods, or options for
procuring any, the same strategy of passive survivalism seems to have been thrust upon and fully
embraced by Fisheye. He lacks a robust formal education and lives far from his steadying,
traditional familial influence. Instead, Fisheye’s familial “inheritance” of stick fighting skill stokes
his desire to display his masculine strength and propensity toward frequent occurrences of physical
violence. Unlike Aldrick, Fisheye is gainfully employed and appears to truly enjoy the physical
demands imposed by his labor-intensive yet meager-paying work. Despite the fact that Fisheye
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earns an honest wage for his labors, he yearns to possess something, other than money, that is
sustaining and satisfying yet intangible. In essence, Fisheye longs to realize a true sense of
belonging to and purpose in the community where he lives. Of the abstract notions of unrequited
fulfillment, unrealized potential, and latent ability—found in characters like Fisheye and Aldrick—
Lovelace comments:
I think for me people generally represent a potential before they get stupid. All of
these people have a great potential to do something, to become something, they
wrestling with certain ideas, they not settled, they not happy, they not in authority;
they are, they can become something. . . there are people who just step out of line,
they just go on beyond that into some other kind of mental space; they begin to
want just what the world say they should want, and not follow their own drive,
history, logic; some of those characters might be involved in the stories; those are
really not the people I'm focusing on. These are the people for whom I have respect,
which means they have certain good qualities and even sometimes bad qualities,
which I feel is nothing wrong with them. I could understand their having them and
why they behave how they behave. (Down, “Interview with Earl Lovelace” 55-56).
This distinction reveals that Lovelace does not dismiss Fisheye’s inherent potential for
being a well behaved and upstanding community member, nor does he summarily discount Fisheye
as a common badjohn who seems determined to misbehave. Instead, Lovelace maintains a posture
of authorial benevolence toward this character. Lovelace, it may be said, constructs Fisheye as a
figure who represents countless real men whose potential in life is often prematurely and
permanently stymied. Such pain, struggle, and alienation is effectively expressed in the succinct
comments prophetically uttered by Aldrick’s friend and neighborhood calypsonian, Philo, who
opines while inebriated: “ ‘Years I struggle alone, man. I struggle. I belong to myself, man.’. . .”
(The Dragon Can’t Dance 156). Yet unlike Philo, who speaks with unflinching, direct honesty
about his frustration with the social and economic limitations felt by many men in Calvary Hill,
Fisheye represents individuals in his ambit who possess few aspirations and, when frustrated by
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the realization of this reality, struggle to give voice to their feelings of despair. These men, like
Fisheye, Lovelace describes as “. . .these fellars by the Corner that spoiling the place. They
wouldn’t work. They wouldn’t die, just there with their eyes watching with fire. . .” (The Dragon
Can’t Dance 166). Moreover, Lovelace’s description of “fire”—read as torment felt by these
men—arises from their societal disenfranchisement.

This depiction accurately frames one’s

characterization of badjohns both real and imagined. While Aldrick resigns to accept that few
opportunities exist for him to elevate his station in life, Fisheye thrives on those occasions that
permit him to use his burliness and quick temper to “advance” in a community where prospects
for economic and social access are afforded to few men.
For instance, Fisheye finds hollow enjoyment in whiling away his evenings at
neighborhood cinemas watching movie westerns whose characters’ gaits and expressions he
almost comically emulates. Emulation of these behaviors is not accidental, finds Rhoda Reddock,
who in studying the sociological implications of Caribbean masculine identities squarely deduces
that: “[t]his identification with the badjohn, was reflected in the connection made with the heroes
of American Westerns by men of subordinated masculinities of the Caribbean” (“Men as Gendered
Beings” 112). Although Fisheye is enamored with the movie cowboys’ physical displays of power,
he is angered upon that realization that he is, in actuality, powerfully built, physically speaking,
and yet socially powerless. In search of a cathartic release from the emotional frustration created
by his recognition of this limitation, Fisheye “[b]ack in his room. . . felt crushed by his own
strength, spun by the quickness in him. Now and again he would punch the boards of the partition,
and he would overhear his neighbour’s resigned comment: “ ‘The devil is in there with that boy.’
The devil remained with him” (The Dragon Can’t Dance 50-51). Such an allusion to the presence
of an evil spirit colloquially suggests devilment—expressed in varying degrees ranging from
extreme mayhem to subtle mischief making. The negative associative connotations with each
gradation of force, nevertheless, are reflected in the community-derided violent behavioral
qualities that Fisheye possesses.
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Even though he is nearly devoid of meaningful personal connections to others, devoid also
of substantive personal and professional aims, Fisheye briefly ventures to think of his future, and
of building a life with either of two of the young women whom he dates at different times. Granted,
they are genuinely kind, supportive women who help Fisheye to succeed in limited ways, yet
Fisheye’s personal motivations are arguably nil. Instead, his interests emerge blithely as he seeks
others’ validation and approval for his shows of physical force. Figuratively, he drifts aimlessly
through life and finds favor in fully embracing the power and titles he wields as a badjohn and
member of a steel band. Of these connected roles, Lovelace remarks:
[t]he badjohns were the carriers of that danger, heroes, at least to schoolboys who
intuitively knew that they were warriors, heirs to stick fighters now metamorphosed
here in the urban ghettos . . . into fist fighters and head butters. Heroes, Warriors:
these terms even in their most limited application traditionally suggest a political
consciousness. It is doubtful that the badjohns exhibited any of that; but they were
all we had to express the breadth of violence that the poorest had been emancipated
into. Just as steelband was showing us the inventiveness, dedication, and genius by
which we were to be liberated, the badjohns were displaying the violence we
needed to confront if we were to lay claim to that liberation. If the music was to be
claimed, you either had to find a way past the badjohns and the violence or open
your own band. To claim the aesthetic, you had to deal with the political. (“The
Emancipation-Jouvay Tradition” 55-56).
The proceeding explanation offers keen insight into the multiple roles that badjohns
negotiated in their communities. Whether they spurned violence, or led musical bands, badjohns
garnered others’ respect. However, Lovelace points to a nuance that warrants further consideration.
Arguably, music could serve as an outlet for many socially, politically, and economically
disenfranchised young men who belonged to steel bands; however, many may not have appreciated
the fact that music was, as Lovelace notes above, a “suggest[ion] of [a] political consciousness”
(“The Emancipation-Jouvay Tradition” 56). Fisheye’s cognizance of such is limited. He neither
52

possesses personal liberatory desires nor grasps the value of cultivating redemptive political aims
and actions to elevate himself and members of his community. Instead, he finds power in the
musical collective and cooperative respect that badjohns in his midst extend to one another. Only
in the exclusively masculine musical environment of the steel band can Fisheye be said to be free
from his life’s burdens. Although a period of incarceration for petty theft results in Fisheye’s
cultivation of a calmer demeanor, Lovelace comments “[w]hat jail did was teach him time. What
it did was take away whatever remained of urgency or hurry from his movements” (The Dragon
Can’t Dance 53).
It is during Fisheye’s subsequent (and frequent) visits to pan yards that he seems to come
alive, even though he has no training as a steel bandsman; he is invigorated by the sounds of the
bands and the potential for brotherhood that an invitation to band membership suggests. If one can
imagine some of Fisheye’s thoughts indicating his desire for validation through band association,
one may find merit in the comments of Bertie Marshall, a known leader in Trinidad and Tobago’s
movement. Marshall, in conversation with interviewer William Aho, contemplates the intersecting
roles of badjohns and steel bands: “[t]he steel band ‘badjohn’ role was an important one, a source
of identity that had to be maintained, even if only as a front by many young Trinidadian males.
. . .” (“Steel Band Music” 41). Marshall goes on to recall his own efforts in this regard:
I cultivated my badjohn image. But my badjohnism was a pose really. Still, it was
necessary to cultivate the image. And I managed to do this yet at the same time
keeping my hands clean—except for a couple of gambling cases which were no big
thing, really. But the image was an important thing in those days (“Steel Band
Music” 41-42).
With this context in mind, one can ascertain why Fisheye represents an archetypical
badjohn who is a foil to Aldrick in both presence and spirit. What is more, this distinction helps to
amplify the reality that Aldrick and Fisheye are more alike than different as they seek to fight
against the same unnamed foes—societal exclusion and economic pressure. Yet, the weapon used
by both men to combat these foes most often manifests in the form of angry outbursts. Arguing
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that the frustrating conditions faced by many men in their community often triggered violence—
and not just violent acts perpetrated by badjohns—Maureen Warner Lewis points out that
Aldrick’s dragon costume is a symbolic extension of the masculine desire for recognition and
validation found within communities like Calvary Hill, where Fisheye and Aldrick reside. WarnerLewis also offers:
[c]learly, one aspect of the dragon make-believe is the element of violence it
projects. Various forms of violence are themselves symptomatic of the condition
of powerlessness. Wanton aggression results from the need to exercise underutilized physical energy, such as we see among. . .the muscular Fisheye of Dragon.
. . . [Badjohns like Fisheye]. . .indulge in attention-seeking violence against soft
targets when they find themselves marginalized through their recalcitrance. Their
disruptive behaviour leads to physical in-feuding in their communities and also
between neighbourhoods. Partially spontaneous political violence as portrayed in
Dragon is a possible outcome of such hardening in physical and psychological
brutality (“Rebels, Tyrants and Saviours” 80-81).
Thus, Aldrick’s dragon costume functions as an extension of the masculine desire for
recognition and validation found within communities like Calvary Hill, where both he and Fisheye
and enjoy local fame. One may also venture to offer that just as Aldrick and Fisheye serve as
symbolic cognates for men not only within their Port of Spain community of Calvary Hill, but also
within the entirety of Trinidad and Tobago, throughout the greater Caribbean, and all over the
African Diaspora. They broadly represent men who find themselves tethered to unforgiving
socioeconomic and political systems that have historically devalued their worth and humanity.
Hence, the badjohn becomes a symbol of the lived and imagined experiences of overtaxed
individuals. One may further argue that whereas Aldrick is a man who falters under the weight of
subjugation, Fisheye is a representative badjohn who relies exclusively on his brawn for inciting
others’ fear and intimidation. He is a figure reminiscent of the youthful wayward badjohns
described in the lyrics of The Mighty Sparrow’s calypso, “Renegades” (1962): “. . . [b]ut they
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playing badjohn looking for death. Sleep all day roam at night. Miserable always picking fight.”
The fictionalized figures described in the preceding calypso are emblematic of real men found in
pan yards, where unsavory individuals often gather. About these gatherings, Aho remarks,
. . . often parents of young people, didn't want their children hanging out with the
rough crowd that frequented the panyards in the early years. Many of the men there
engaged in gambling, drinking, carousing, and physical fighting and were generally
thought to be a bad element—‘badjohns’ in Trinidad parlance—who were often in
trouble with the law (“Steel Band Music” 36).
Yet it is among the criminal element present in the pan yard that Fisheye finds a community
that embraces him like natal family.

By contrast, Aldrick desires no sense of communal

membership. Aldrick is a loner. Fisheye is often alone, but craves friendship. Hence, they may be
generally described as introverts who equally yet differently struggle to find connection,
motivation, and balance in their personal lives; they are ones who passively subsist on their own
underdeveloped dreams. They both awkwardly engage in limited, self-serving social exchanges
with members of their community, Calvary Hill, whose name is not merely an ironic reference to
the Biblical place of uprising and ascendancy but also, and more importantly, the definition of a
place of multicultural frictions and socioeconomic limitations. Linden Lewis underscores the
significance of the community’s name in his description:
The name Calvary is not fortuitous. Calvary has biblical resonances as a site of
torture, suffering and testing, redemption, transformation, and hope. Lovelace
perhaps intended to imply to the reader that Calvary Hill was not entirely a place
of hopelessness. Indeed, most of the main characters of the novel undergo some
type of transformation and renewal in the course of the book. Lovelace does not
sugar-coat the severity of the problems of living there (“Masculinity and the Dance
of the Dragon” 165).
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Therefore, Calvary Hill may be construed as a place where the downtrodden “unite” to live
somewhat peaceably. It is a place where individuals are allowed to air their frustrations borne out
of the lack of personal agency and communal opportunities. Out of this frustration, Aldrick
engages in a several reprehensible acts, but does not seek to become a badjohn like Fisheye.
Although Aldrick and Fisheye do not explicitly state their desires for personal redemption, over
the course of the novel, their actions seem to suggest such. Nonetheless, one cannot say that they
seek to atone for their questionable behaviors.
Distinctively and figuratively, Aldrick and Fisheye voice their interpersonal thoughts
through differing forms of physical expression. Whereas Aldrick “speaks” to others in his
community through his craftsmanship and unceasing work on his carnival dragon costume, he
channels his personal frustrations into annually improving each iteration of the disguise. For the
most part, he is an agreeable fellow, until late in the novel he makes a decision to join Fisheye in
an armed protest against social injustice, a decision that leads to Aldrick’s brief imprisonment.
Oddly enough, like Fisheye, following his own brief period of prison confinement, Aldrick
emerges as a complacent man. Lovelace describes Aldrick’s return to the community Yard from
the prison yard through a neighbor’s commentary: “[p]rison agree with him. Quiet, calm, like
nothing could surprise him” (The Dragon Can’t Dance 218-219). Thus, it appears as if Aldrick’s
prison sentence enables him to begin his life anew. Readers can only speculate whether or not this
experience will enable Aldrick to begin to positively manifest aspects of his seemingly dormant
potential. Lorna Down explores this possibility in an interview with Lovelace.

She queries,

“[w]hy in The Dragon Can't Dance did you leave Aldrick's future so open after he came out of
prison with a heightened consciousness of self?” (“Interview with Earl Lovelace” 59). Lovelace
replies:

Because the struggle is not easy, because you don't just solve things by
consciousness. I think he came out to begin again. I think I'm writing about a
beginning, not the ending, about people coming to a point from which they can see
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what they have to do to begin again. Aldrick having suffered a kind of loss, a sense
of okay boy, I can't play this dragon in this kind of way again, that is not enough,
comes close to finding what he must do now, and now will hopefully begin to
liberate, and to engage whatever is to be engaged in (“Interview with Earl
Lovelace” 59).
One may conclude that Lovelace illuminates his characters most effectively (specifically
in Dragon) when they are set against the cultural “backdrop” of Trinidad, the author’s familial
home. His evocations of images related to carnival—either depicting individuals’ actions in
preparation for or at the conclusion of the fêtes—provide especially redolent images that amplify
Lovelace’s social commentary on the meaning and value of carnival throughout the Caribbean,
but especially in Trinidad. When Lovelace’s novels’ characters are cast in this manner, readers
find that more often than not, the economically disenfranchised individuals cannot play mas—
either during carnival or at other times. Simply, for characters like Aldrick and Fisheye, there is
no masquerade to enjoy when they find themselves perpetually lacking opportunities outside of
carnival season. Linden Lewis sustains this idea:
Moreover, the author explores the unmasking of human pretensions in the aftermath
of carnival, which would have served to obscure and defer the pain and suffering
of life in the slums of Trinidad. At all times Lovelace is mindful of class origins,
status aspirations and contradictions in this very gripping tale of being and
nothingness. The people whose lives are revealed in this novel fight to rescue their
humanity from the abyss of poverty. In the Yard, many are unable to sell their labor
power while others have long since given up on the idea of work in its formal sense
(“Masculinity and the Dance of the Dragon” 165).
Arguably, then, Lovelace’s exploration of questions of social and economic import
navigated by his characters is a reflection of his personal sensibilities and knowledge of life in
Trinidad and Tobago. Thus, one is able to view the badjohn portrait as Lovelace’s dramatization
and exploration of one’s ability and to indulge in dreams and escapism and to avoid apathy, an
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option only afforded to the financially and socially well-heeled. For instance, Aldrick keenly
deflects thoughts of a life of ease and love when telling a thwarted romantic interest that he “can’t
afford a woman” and that “love is on the screen” (The Dragon Can’t Dance 32-33). Therefore, it
seems the only love that Aldrick relentlessly pursues is the agape emanating from the selfsatisfaction he seeks through refining his dragon costume year after year. When playing mas during
carnival, Aldrick transforms his behavior to mirror that of the fiery beast whose likeness he dons.
Whereas this fiery spirit is transitory for Aldrick, it respects neither time nor limit within Fisheye.
Instead, Fisheye channels the spirit of a warrior at all times. He “speaks” to others with his fists.
Like Aldrick, Fisheye is an ordinarily restrained fellow until he instigates petty fights with others
with ease while standing on neighborhood street corners, within pan yards, and during carnival
road marches. Of this continuous spiritual uprising within Fisheye, that is suggestive of the
badjohn’s (comm)union with Ogun, the god of war and iron revered throughout the African
Diaspora, Lovelace writes:
[Fisheye]. . .could beat iron, those lengths of steel that rang out above the lower
notes of the drums, ringing out a challenging, pulsating rhythm, chiming the battle
cry. From the first, he was a warrior, a fighter, entering bodily into the violence
boiling in the guts of the city; and soon everyone on Calvary Hill would know his
name—for those were the days when every district in Port of Spain was its own
island, and the steelband within its boundaries was its army, providing warriors to
uphold its sovereignty. Those were the war days, when every street corner was a
garrison. . . . In this war, in this army, Fisheye at last found the place where he could
be a man, where his strength and quickness had meaning and he could feel pride in
belonging and purpose to his living, and where he had all the battles he had dreamed
of, and more, to fight. . . . (The Dragon Can’t Dance 54).
Given his violent proclivities, community members speculate about whether or not Fisheye
is—in the language of traditional African religions—“mounted: a spirit of a warrior was inside
him, and he just couldn’t help himself. At certain times he just had to fight” (The Dragon Can’t
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Dance 62-63). Community observers conclude that just as Fisheye could fight mercilessly, he
could also be genial to young people who struggle to find their places in society. He empathizes
with the youths who answer the call of the pan yard in hopes of finding social connections, usually
much to the chagrin of their parents. Nonetheless, his brief expressions of compassion toward
young people often cause Fisheye to experience internal conflict. He shirks the idea of being a role
model within his community, but he notes with pride that younger members of the steel bands are
beginning to clear a path toward the realization of community pride and unity.
In as much as Fisheye wants to promote community building through the establishment of
peaceful relationships between competing steel bands’ members, he flatly rejects the idea of
corporate band sponsorships because of the controlling nature of these formal relationships. As
well, he cannot fully grasp the meaning of strategies for community economic solvency expressed
during the political rallies. Instead, he longs for the days when he could reflect on his past victories
as a feared badjohn. However, the changing times and his increasing age force him to retreat to
the fringe of the community. Leading fracases between the steel bands’ members, Fisheye finds,
is best left to young men. Fisheye is not predisposed to accept that the steel band culture has
evolved. Formerly an arena for physical competition,
[t]he steelband tent became a concert hall. Where fellars had talked about battles,
they talked now about music. . . .Battles on Carnival days between rival warriors
became contests of skill between competing orchestras, warriors became critics of
music, and the advertisers and upholders of the musical genius of the bands to
which they belonged (The Dragon Can’t Dance 61-62).
These contemporary shows of steel band unification disorient Fisheye, who thinks himself
to be much better suited for displays of brute force formerly used to settle the steel band
competitions of his contemporaries. Nonetheless, Lovelace confirms the idea that references to
uprising and rebellion, depicted in Dragon, suggest the assiduous undercurrent of
disenfranchisement. Hence, some of the older badjohns in the neighborhoods that Lovelace
describes eventually become the arbiters of justice. Using their former weapons of fear and
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intimidation, in due course, these men seek to realize an intrinsic sense of restorative justice. Times
change, but few badjohns do. Many are accustomed to propagating the long-standing divisiveness
existent between and within neighboring competitive groups whose members suffer equally from
economic deprivation, social, and political marginalization. Therefore, Fisheye’s faltering
obstinacy is a sign of communal change and a growing spirit of rebellion. He begins to symbolize
the change underway when long oppressed community members seek to understand how they may
gain access to core systems that have long thwarted their individual and collective advancement
efforts.
When giving an invited talk following the publication of his novel Is Just a Movie (2012),
Lovelace offered, “[a]nd I think that is one of the themes I’m pursuing in the novel—the idea that
we need to acknowledge the resistance, the rebellion, of certain people in society who aren’t
generally seen as part of the movement. . . . One of the problems with fiction, actually. . .is that it
focuses on individual lives and suggests individual solutions. . . .” (“A Badjohn in Harlem” np).
By comparison, it may be reasoned that Fisheye is like the protagonist found in Is Just a Movie.
Both men find limited redemption in the promise of community building. Although Fisheye is
initially out of his element when he attends political rallies only to seek a glimpse of his former
girlfriend, Yvonne, he cannot help but be stirred by the words that invite him to think of significant
questions about his life. For once, he considers that true community alliances are possible. At one
rally, he is briefly ashamed for re-igniting the divisiveness between once competitive steel bands.
Even though he is inherently distrustful of the blatant commercialism and competitive sponsorship
that seek to change the organic quality of the steel bands, he agrees that these changes amount to
progress. Even though he is ashamed of how he once fought as young man, when he is older, he
realizes that his comportment should change since younger steel bands’ members respect him and
value his approval of their musical efforts. Of this revelation, Lovelace writes, “[t]hen, just like
that, the bands signed peace. No. They did not sign peace, peace overtook them. . . .‘Good!’
Fisheye thought. ‘Good!’ For he felt that the peace would bring, would begin, cooperation, that
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fellars would come together; and, that coming together, they would see their strength, see their
potential” (The Dragon Can’t Dance 61).
Although Fisheye relishes the attention that he garners as a badjohn, he is amenable to
yielding that title to help foster the realization of greater opportunities for his fellow steel
bandsmen. Of this idea, Lovelace comments, “Fisheye watched for it to go beyond this. He
watched for the bands, the warriors to come together to do something, to make some dent in the
real world” (The Dragon Can’t Dance 62). Therefore, it may be reasoned, reformation is possible
for this badjohn. Although he is incapable of voicing his desire for pardon for his youthful offenses,
as he ages, Fisheye’s begins to behave with greater restraint around his stepson, who delights in
observing Aldrick at work on the dragon costume.
For instance, after Aldrick brings the boy home late one evening and exchanges a few tense
but jovial words with Fisheye, Lovelace narrates Fisheye’s response in a manner that captures this
subtle change, for although Fisheye is displeased with the boy’s lateness, when he speaks to his
stepson, “his voice [is] soft and firm and a little tired: ‘You, go inside. You coming home after
dark and telling people I beating you. Go inside. Later, I deal with you’ ” (The Dragon Can’t
Dance 73). These words are indicative of who Fisheye has become—a man who issues idle,
impotent threats, but nonetheless, garners others’ respect. Correspondingly, although Aldrick is
not a badjohn, the promise for redemption also exists within him. As noted previously, Lovelace
confirms Aldrick’s potential for growth when concluding Dragon on an optimistic yet
indeterminate note.

While the potential for living life anew is an allusion in Dragon, it is the focal point of The
Dew Breaker, (also referred to as Dew Breaker). It is comprised of a series of interrelated short
stories that Danticat meant “to be neither a novel nor a short story collection, but something in
between” (To Create Dangerously 62). Based on the protagonist Bienaimé’s physical description,
readers may intuit that he is a badjohn whose scarred, yet stoic face conceals years of past physical
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violence and residual inner turmoil. His adopted surname, when translated into English, ironically
means “beloved,” or “well-loved.” It is arguably purposely chosen by a man who adopts a fictitious
surname suggestive of affection to surreptitiously conceal his heinous past behaviors.
(Incidentally, The Dew Breaker also gives deference to one of Danticat’s literary inspirations,
Jacques Roumain’s novel, Masters of the Dew (1941). The protagonist of The Dew Breaker,
Bienaimé, is named after Bienaimé et Délira, the central character in Roumain’s aforesaid novel.)
In The Dew Breaker, Danticat suggests that Bienaimé has sought to quell his internal fires
of personal discomfiture by humbly accepting the emotional sustenance and succor that are
generously doled out by his confidante wife, Anne, and their only child, a daughter, Ka. The child
is so named in reference to the Egyptian spiritual practice that recognizes “[a] double of the body.
. . the body’s companion through life and after life. It guides the body through the kingdom of the
dead.” (The Dew Breaker 17). Hence, Bienaimé collectively refers to his wife and daughter as the
ones who sustain him in life. They are “. . .his kas, his good angels, his masks against his own
face” (The Dew Breaker 34). For that reason, Bienaimé’s evocation of passages found in the
Egyptian Book of the Dead, in lieu of using his own voice, suggests his futile attempts at absolving
himself from the guilt he bears for physically harming members of his home community in Haiti,
a community whose true location is unknown to his Haitian American daughter. Readers gather
that Bienaimé, whom Danticat noticeably and consistently refers to using either his chosen
surname instead of his first name, goes to great lengths to conceal his sordid past from members
the immigrant Haitian community in Brooklyn, New York, where he and his wife settled many
years prior.
He is depicted as a somewhat sententious, reserved man of little words. He assumes this
posture because he is incessantly burdened by thoughts of his transgressions years ago. Danticat
uses his “namelessness” to emphasize the character’s desire to conceal his presence from those in
his midst once he migrates to and settles in New York. Arguably, unlike archetypical badjohns
who seek others’ adulation and who seem to enjoy their infamy, Bienaimé is a solitary figure who
prefers to live quietly and furtively amid his neighborhood’s shadows. Nonetheless, his faint
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identity comes into sharper focus as his past secrets begin to emerge when members of his
community question and seek to determine whether or not Bienaimé is a former Haitian henchman.
Nonetheless, readers learn that he is a reformed, past member of the Tonton Macoute (also referred
to as the Macoute), the Haitian paramilitary group active during the Duvaliers’ respective father
and son dictatorial regimes of terror (headed by François “Papa Doc” Duvalier and Jean-Claude
“Baby Doc” Duvalier.) Of these tyrannical reigns, Josef Raab laconically remarks,
[d]uring the Duvalier terror regime Bienaimé rises in the state machinery of military
secret police to become a feared agent and interrogator, for whom torture is a
habitual activity in which he excels. As a Tonton Macoute he is cold-blooded.
Locally the members of this brigade were referred to as ‘dew breakers,’ a [kreyòl]
expression for those who destroy the peacefulness of the morning dew on the grass”
(“Liberation and Lingering Trauma” 271).
In the decades that follow, Bienaimé works tirelessly to distance himself from his years as
a Macoute and ways as a feared badjohn in Haiti. This distinction reveals that Danticat does not
reject Bienaimé’s intrinsic capacity for being a well-mannered, reserved community member, nor
does she precipitously reduce Bienaimé to being just a common badjohn. Conversely, Danticat
maintains an attitude of authorial munificence about this character. Danticat, it may be thought,
constructs Bienaimé as a figure who epitomizes innumerable men who seek to redeem themselves
after previously living dangerous and aberrant lives:
he’d discovered that since he’d lost eighty pounds, changed his name, and given as
his place of birth a village deep in the mountains of Léogâne, no one asked about
him anymore, thinking that he was just a peasant who’d made good in New York.
He hadn’t been a famous ‘dew breaker’ or torturer, anyway, just one of hundreds
who had done their jobs so well that their victims were never able to speak of them
again. (The Dew Breaker 76-77).
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Nonetheless, he is incessantly discomfited by the possibility of others learning the reality
that he was once, in fact, a dew breaker. Only when Ka reaches adulthood does her father confess
to her that he was not a political prisoner as she always assumed. Instead of offering a direct
admission, he proffers a Haitian aphorism that he hopes will give her confirmation and clarity: “
‘One day for the hunter, one day for the prey. Ka, your father was the hunter, he was not the prey’
” (The Dew Breaker 21). In a confessional tone, he admits that his daughter was incorrect in
assuming that he was once a political prisoner who was fortunate to escape and begin life anew
living abroad. Likewise, during other exchanges between father and daughter early in Dew
Breaker, readers gather that there are many reasons that the Bienaimés neither returned to their
home in Haiti nor took Ka there to meet relatives and friends. Instead, throughout Ka’s childhood
and adulthood, Mr. and Mrs. Bienaimé speak elusively about their past lives in Haiti.
This husband and wife seemingly silently “conspire” and commit to disassociating
themselves from the stain of past crimes against humanity committed by Mr. Bienaimé, a
badjohn/dew breaker who has rehabilitated his physical form but cannot find any substantive
reassurance that his spirit can ever be released from an eternally burdensome past. As a result,
Bienaimé hesitantly, and with increasing transparency, seeks the pardon of his immediate family
for his past contraventions. His wife is aware of his crimes committed many years prior, including
the murder of her brother, a loss that has marked her spirit with an imperceptible scar. Somehow,
as Maria Rice Bellamy observes, Anne makes peace and lives with “the evidence of her brother's
death. . . inscribed on her husband's face. Her refusal to connect her brother's death to her husband
deprives her of the ability to recognize and mourn the last traces of her brother. Anne neither offers
nor receives empathy, and her example challenges Ka to engage—rather than repress—her
traumatic inheritance” (“More than Hunter or Prey: Duality and Traumatic Memory” (2016), 144).
Therefore, one may argue that Anne and Ka separately reconcile their knowledge that
Bienaimé is a dew breaker; the former refuses to assign guilt to him for his crimes, while the latter
is left to make meaning out of this information. These differing coping strategies arise because it
may be said that Ka’s vantage point as a youthful American born Haitian woman affords her a
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different perspective on her Haitian familial home that she has never known; conversely, Anne
“[centers her life] on devotions that block out memory and thought—mass every morning, prayers
daily—[and] limits her enjoyment of the America in which she has never, in her heart, really
arrived” (Raab, “Liberation and Lingering Trauma” 271). This state of perpetual liminality created
by experiential geographic differences, reflected in Anne’s stark composition, is a distinctive
marker of Danticat’s ouvre. It is this state of personal spiritual vacillation that plagues many of
Danticat’s central characters in her other novels and short stories. As Nadège Clitandre astutely
explains, “historical, social, and political dimensions of the Haitian diaspora are the crucible of
real and imagined geographies that are constitutive elements of Haitian diasporic imaginary and
consciousness. What gives birth to and stimulates Edwidge Danticat’s diasporic imaginary and
anchors her work is a complicated history of Haitian migration and its literary
(mis)representations.” (“Recall: The Echo Effect” 29).
In consequence, Anne is a character perpetually caught at the crossroads between her real
and imagined lives, both of which have been directly impacted by her migratory experiences. Once
she and Bienaimé settle in New York, the former commits herself to the automaticity of unceasing
prayers and daily attendance at mass. It is almost as if by adopting these behaviors, she attempts
to cleanse her husband through prayer and through her acts of complicity as his wife. Nonetheless,
as much as she strives to “pray away” any personal memory of her husband’s past life as a badjohn,
a dew breaker, it is unfeasible. Instead, it is arguable that the Bienaimés have committed to one
another, in unspoken terms, to living their daily lives atoning for

Mr. Bienaimé’s past life

as a Macoute. Danticat writes of Bienaimé’s personal recollection of shrouded intimacies uttered
in hushed tones. Almost meditatively, like his wife who is soothed by and attentive to her recitation
of biblical text, Bienaimé recites passages from the Egyptian Book of the Dead in a subdued
manner. He melds the book’s words with dark thoughts about his own life when first confessing
to his pensive daughter:
‘I am not a violent man,’ he had read. ‘I have made no one weep. I have never been
angry without cause. I have never uttered any lies. I have never slain any men or
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women. I have done no evil.’ And just so I will be absolutely certain of what I’d
heard, I ask my father, ‘And those nightmares you were always having, what were
they?’ ‘Of what I,’ he says, ‘your father, did to others.’ . . .‘Does Manman know?’
I ask. ‘Yes,’ he says. ‘I explained, after you were born.’ (The Dew Breaker 23).
Perhaps Ka’s father’s veiled explanation and evocation of an ancient text does not fully
register as a plea for absolution. Eventually, upon reflection, she recalls fragments of her many
visits to a local museum with her father to view the Egyptian funerary statues and to contemplate
the Egyptians’ views on justice and the afterlife. Ka recalls that when her father is not in his
barbershop, he is at the museum and that he stealthily studies those who know the secrets of souls’
release:
The Ancient Egyptian rooms are his favorites. ‘The Egyptians, they was like us,’
he likes to say. . . .‘They know how to grieve,’ he’d say, marveling at the
mummification process that went on for weeks but resulted in corpses that lasted
for thousands of years. My whole adult life, I have struggled to find the proper
manner of sculpting my father, a quiet and distant man who only came alive while
standing with me most of the Saturday mornings of my childhood, mesmerized by
the golden masks, the shawabtis, and the schist tablets, Isis, Nefertiti, and Osiris the
jackal-headed ruler of the underworld (The Dew Breaker 12-13).
Thus, it is telling that Danticat suggests through the proceeding example that Bienaimé
admires and identifies with the idea of good triumphing over evil—as the symbol of Osiris implies.
Likewise, he appreciates the potential to preserve the soul for the afterlife, as the other Egyptian
ornamentation suggests. In some way, he abstractly identifies with the associated concepts and
processes of death and grieving. While living abroad, Bienaimé has had to come to terms with the
reality that he has caused others grief by fatally harming their loved ones. For this reason, it is said
that this henchman from Haiti feels somewhat emancipated from his nefarious past when he studies
the museum’s collections of the ancient Egyptians’ artistic representations of everlasting life.
Vicariously, through these objects, he is able to contemplate the potential for the preservation of
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the soul and the timeless essence of the body. By doing so, arguably, he may realize a small
measure of spiritual relief. Nonetheless, he remains a mortal man, a badjohn and a dew breaker,
who once prematurely extinguished others’ lives. As a result, he can only long for the
manifestation of a peaceful afterlife—not for himself, but for the spirits of the people whose lives
he callously destroyed when he was a Macoute. Ka only begins to appreciate her father’s need for
solace when she begins to understand his complexities as a man whose life story she does not
know. Ka may not envision her father as a badjohn, a committer of evil deeds, but it appears that
he wrestles with unyoking himself from the title of dew breaker. Ka discerns that she, his ti bon
ange, his “good angel,” can aid him in doing so.
Bienaimé’s awareness of Ka’s angelic role in his life may also explain why he has sought
spiritual restoration and pardon by becoming an upstanding husband, father, and a quiet, dutiful
small business owner, a barber. Although he wields the sharp tools of his trade with ease, he does
not seek to use them to inflict harm. By contrast, this vengeful idea is briefly considered by the
orphaned child of two of Bienaimé’s victims in Haiti who sees the former dew breaker years later
in New York, elects to rent a room in the Bienaimé’s basement, and contemplates fatally harming
Bienaimé while he sleeps. This occasion, though, does not come to pass. In addition, it is ironic
that both father and daughter use sharp tools in their daily pursuits—he, to groom his patrons’ hair,
and she, to create wooden sculptures of her father’s form and likeness.

Even so, despite

this physically skillful commonality, the bond cemented years earlier between father and daughter
during their museum visits, is strained when it is illuminated, ironically, through an artistic
representation. Whereas Bienaimé seeks to forever silence his thoughts of the atrocities that he
committed, Ka, as a professional sculptor, thinks that she has done something honorable when
seeking to immortalize her father’s image by using carefully selected, naturally marred, rare wood
to create an image that will give voice to his perpetual silences. When reflecting on her creative
efforts, Ka’s comments:
I had never tried to tell my father’s story in words before now, but my first
completed sculpture of him was the reason for our trip: a three-foot mahogany
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figure of my father naked, kneeling on a half-foot-square base, his back arched like
the curve of a crescent moon, his downcast eyes fixed on his very long fingers and
the large palms of his hands. It was hardly revolutionary, rough, and not too
detailed, minimalist at best, but it was my favorite of all my attempted
representations of my father. It was the way I had imagined him in prison (The Dew
Breaker 6).
As noted previously, Ka learns that her father was not a political prisoner but, instead, a
ruthless tormentor. As Maria Rice Bellamy maintains, “[s]ince Ka’s childhood, her father’s history
has been available to be read on his body and through his actions, but her efforts to understand and
represent him have been hindered by silences, alternative narratives, and lies that have obscured
the truth and led her to incorrect conclusions” (“More Than Hunter or Prey: Duality and Traumatic
Memory” (2012), 132-133). Also, it is worthy of note that Danticat depicts Ka as a sculptor and
Bienaimé as a devotee captivated by Egyptian art and culture. The novelist reveals in her collection
of essays, Create Dangerously, The Immigrant Artist at Work that
[o]ne of the many ways a sculptor of ancient Egypt was described was as ‘one who keeps
things alive.’ Before pictures were drawn and amulets were carved for ancient Egyptians
tombs, wealthy men and women had their slaves buried with them to keep them company
in the next life. The artists who came up with these types of memorial art, the art that could
replace the dead bodies, may also have wanted to save lives. In the face of both external
and internal destruction, we are still trying to create dangerously as they, as through each
piece of art were a stand-in for a life, a soul, a future . . . .(20).
Viewed another way, just as Bienaimé once extinguished lives, Ka seeks to preserve them
through her art.

Conversely, just as Bienaimé is fascinated with the ancient Egyptians’

commitment to the preservation of the soul, Ka behaves as a preserver of the images and
otherworldly essences of individuals through her sculptural artistic expressions. In the final
analysis, it is Ka, who in seeking to preserve an image of her father, unknowingly elevates and
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protects him in her sight—as a man of few words, but worthy of the honor of preservation. Still,
when she learns of his horrific past, she sees him though her artistic gaze; flaws render those
subjects all the more precious and worthy of study. To Ka, her father is neither a badjohn nor dew
breaker, and he is not a disrupter of spiritual unions. But, sadly, Bienaimé can share neither her
thought on the matter nor her artistic vision, for he finds only shame and horror in her carved
impressions that seek to elevate him in ways that he feels unworthy to accept. Of their contrasting
interpretations of Bienamé’s praiseworthiness, Joan Conwell rightly insightfully avers:
M. Bienam[é]’s humility is the inescapable fact that his destruction of the sculpture,
his own daughter’s creation, is an aggressive act driven by fear of judgment as well
as the need for the power that mirrors his early brutalities against his victims. Had
he not destroyed the sculpture; he would have been immortalized as one of his own
victims. By ‘drowning’ an idolatrous image of himself he is displeased with, even
a falsely beautifying one, he returns to the same censorship role that he relished
more than thirty years before (“Papa’s Masks” 227-228).
Consequently, in seeking spiritual freedom from his burdensome past, Bienaimé singularly
strives for emotive liberation. In as much as he would like to celebrate Ka’s ability to see beyond
his faults and to appreciate her own ability as an artist akin to an Egyptian sculptor, a role described
by Danticat as “one who keeps things alive,” (To Create Dangerously 20), Bienaimé must obstruct
the potential for such frank preservation of his image, lest it bring to life his past that is rank with
putrid memories of the deaths of innocents that he caused. Bienaimé unlike the ancient Egyptians
whom he admires, feels himself unworthy of an afterlife. Instead, he must toil unceasingly in his
present life to realize a modicum of divine redemption; he will never realize total and personal
absolution for his sins—even if his wife and daughter encourage such forgiveness. For that reason,
it may be said that Bienaimé is a perpetual badjohn. In several instances in Dew Breaker, Bienaimé
appears to be internally cognizant of his bitter fate. Revealingly, Danticat alludes to Anne’s
conflicted desire for her husband’s spiritual pardon in this way: “[t]here was no way to escape this
dread anymore, this pendulum between regret and forgiveness” (The Dew Breaker 242). However,
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this allusion suggests that Bienaimé’s lot is cast—that he must perpetually occupy a morally
vacuous, unremitting state of shame. Although his effort to make amends for his past is understood
by his immediate family, it is of little value because of the irreparable harm that he caused his
countless, nameless, and faceless victims whose individual identities he cannot recall. As a result,
those relatives of his victims, who see Bienaimé living abroad, indirectly force him to reckon with
the loss of those innocent lives by discreetly surveiling him and projecting transcendent
manifestations of their lost loved ones through the presence of their grieving families. Therefore,
an incomplete image of “Danticat’s picture of a partially rehabilitated dew breaker, his family, and
his victims” remains for the reader to ponder at the novel’s close (Ayuso, “Toward Forgiveness
and Reconciliation” 100). Thus, one may contend that Bienaimé will never find peace and freedom
in the future because of the burdens of his past.

Unlike Fisheye, who is somewhat unyoked from his badjohn title through the passage of
time, Bienaimé finds no such cathartic release. Whereas Fisheye’s quarrels with others cause no
lasting injury, Bienaimé’s wrongdoings cause irreparable, psychic harm to himself and others.
Such a time of reckoning for the characters examined here concludes that as Fisheye has aged, he
has not necessarily become uncomfortable with the constrictiveness of his badjohn title, but he
seems receptive to cultivating an identity that will permit him to realize future personal growth.
On the contrary, Bienaimé finds that he is perpetually bound and haunted by his former dew
breaker title. It does not seem possible that he may emotionally extricate himself from his past
identity to realize emotional freedom.
It may be said that these men are comparable to the dual faces of a Janus head—one visage
looks forward toward the future, while the other’s gaze remains fixed on the past. Metaphorically
speaking, given the comparative roles and behaviors of the badjohn characters examined here, this
opposing disposition constitutes an uncomplicated assignment of identities. Unlike youthful
badjohns who often relish attention and may even feign acceptance of others’ scorn for their
indiscretions, elder, potentially reformed badjohns, arguably, may not find such ease and
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acceptance of shifting public opinions held about them. Such an idea is suggested in the lyrics of
The Mighty Sparrow’s calypso, “Bad Johns” (1974), when an aged bad john resigns his fate with
a tinge of self-promotion: “I’m a warrior of the first degree . . .fight any place even doh I gettin’
older, I still a great batt-ler.” By comparison, battles comprise collective wars that rage on within
the aforesaid characters’ spirits. Doggedly they fight against past memories as they search
secretively for evidence of triumphs amid their failures. The passage of time may well enable
Fisheye and Bienaimé to realize increased self-awareness and to contemplate their past deeds.
Even so, these efforts, too, may become burdensome because they are not time barred.
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