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 l’aube du troisième millénaire, nous assistons  
à l’émergence de populations postnationales.
[At the dawn of the third millenium, we are  

witnessing the emergence of postnational populations.]
Joël Des Rosiers, Théories caraïbes

Martinique is a bewildering place; it is, in my experience,  
more French than Paris—just slightly darker.

Stuart Hall, “Negotiating Caribbean Identities”

Antonio Benitez-Rojo theorizes that the Caribbean novel has “a will to set itself 
up at all costs as a total performance. This performance . . . can be carried out 
under the roles of several kinds of spectacles: variety shows, circus acts, dramatic 
works, radio or television programs, concerts, operettas, carnival dances, or any 
other kind of spectacle that one can imagine” (218). To those major frameworks 
we can add oral storytelling and traditional dance, for they are also characteristic 
of the region. While the former has often been cited as the foundation of Carib-
bean writing, the latter, dance, has been discussed much less often in relation 
to literature.1 What Jamaican cultural theorist, dancer, and choreographer Rex 
Nettleford notes about dance—that it is “‘part of a society’s ancestral and exis-
tential reality . . . one of the most effective means of communication, revealing 
many profound truths about complex social forces operative in a society groping 
toward both material and spiritual betterment’”—is also applicable to litera-
ture in the Caribbean (qtd. in Taylor 1–2). That dance reveals “profound truths 
about complex social forces” is also comparable to Edouard Glissant’s concept 
of détour, a strategy of indirection in a colonial or dominated society. In this 
study, I combine Benitez-Rojo’s statement about Caribbean fiction as perfor-
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mance, Nettleford’s privileging of dance’s heritage, context, and interaction, and 
Glissant’s la Relation and détour in order to argue that danmyé, a combat dance 
tradition in Martinique, offers a framework for reading Francophone Caribbean 
texts.2 My analysis uses danmyé, also known as laghia in the southern part of the 
island, with all of the tensions inherent in the juxtapositions of combat dance, 
its articulation of narrative, and its embodiment of Relation and détour. Some 
protagonists utilize the collective ethos, feints, offensive and defensive moves of 
Martinique’s danmyé masters, while others are abandoned alone in the ronde.3

 What exactly is danmyé? It is much more than the sum of its parts: dance, 
martial art, song, and percussion. Reminiscent of Brazilian capoeira, danmyé is 
a simulated fight, a competition in which men display their strength and dex-
terity, although women are said to have been practitioners also. One combat-
ant enters and circles the ronde—the ring formed by the spectators who clap 
their hands in rhythm—and presents himself to the drummer who he hopes 
will choose to support him over challengers. A challenger joins the combatant 
in the ronde as the tambouyé hits the drum with the ti-bwa, a pair of percussive, 
wooden sticks, inspiring, supporting, and coordinating the dancers’ movements. 
The dancers relate to each other as well as to the tambouyé. Positioned behind 
the drummer, the singers—a soloist and répondés—alternate vocalizations on 
a call-and-response model. The dancers “fight” without landing blows. Some 
of the movements are codified or traditional, while others are improvised. The 
dancers’ steps and the tambouyé’s rhythm change in relation to each other. The 
objective of this simulated combat is not to harm the adversary, but to display 
power and ability to attack and anticipate, although it is believed that in its 
earliest incarnation in the slavery period, danmyé involved actual fighting dur-
ing swarès danmyé, gatherings held for that purpose. Here, the combatants were 
prepared physically (by the oiling of their bodies) and psychologically (through 
initiation by elders), and the best competitors earned the title of majò (meaning 
major, with military and leadership resonances; être majò in French means to 
be the first). Sometimes during a laghia de la mort, two adversaries used razors 
hidden between their toes to settle a score. Banned by the authorities, the laghia 
de la mort was driven underground only to resurface as the simulated combat, 
danmyé. Since the 1950s, however, with the disappearance of the swarès danmyé, 
the combat dance relocated to the performance venues of fairs and the annual 
carnival. At the same time, the dance aspect superseded the combat element. 
That the dance/martial art lexicon is represented in the Creole rather than an-
other language reflects race, color, and class stratifications. Considered by cer-
tain segments of society as too “African,” danmyé, for a long time associated with 
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field workers and the urban poor, was thus stigmatized and largely forgotten as 
many people tried to distance themselves from the past.4

 Danmyé can be considered a predominately male activity in that the fighters/
dancers, drummers, and instrumentalists are men. The ronde, therefore, serves as 
an informal space in which masculinity is performed. Linden Lewis reminds us 
that several factors influence the ways Caribbean men construct their masculin-
ity:

the cultural milieu within which they operate; the ideological role of the 
state, that is, the ways in which the state contributes to the formation of 
social identities; the specific political, economic and historical conditions; 
the myriad ways in which race, ethnicity, class, sexual orientation, and re-
ligion mediate these various practices. The construction of masculinity is 
a multi-layered phenomenon. No longer can we settle for a one-dimen-
sional view suggesting that men define themselves exclusively through, for 
example, their work. The process of masculine construction is much more 
nuanced. (122)

Lewis brings up some excellent points. Given that the region formerly consisted 
of slave societies, even after abolition men had to negotiate the spaces between 
patriarchy and masculinity. Gender expectations of autonomy, power, and duty 
to protect women and children, for example, were not available to black men, 
who had to construct a masculine identity in other ways.5

 Because the black male body was read as threatening by the dominant co-
lonial society, many overt expressions of masculinity were suppressed. Along 
with cockfighting, which also simulated war, for many years, danmyé was one 
of the few sites available for masculine identity performance.6 As such, danmyé 
requires no expensive equipment, costumes, special arenas, or trained animals. 
Danmyé could certainly be considered an example of “resistant masculinity,” a 
cultural force generated in response to gender oppression, as defined by Darlene 
Clark Hine and Earnestine Jenkins. The concern with masculinity also emerges 
in Aimé Césaire’s Cahier d’un retour au pays natal as the poet invokes “sang viril” 
(manly blood); “élan viril” (a virility rush); “le coeur mâle du soleil” (the male 
heart of the sun); “ma prière virile” (my virile prayer); and demands to be trans-
formed: “Faites de moi un homme de terminaison / Faites de moi un homme 
d’initiation / Faites de moi un homme de recueillement / Mais faites de moi 
un homme d’ensemencement.” [Make me a man of ending / Make me a man of 
beginning / Make me a man of harvesting / But also make me a man of sowing] 
(42–58/70–86). Some négritude writers’ preoccupation with masculinity ended 
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up writing women out of the equation.7 My utilization of danmyé as metaphor, 
however, is not gender restricted.
 Scholars agree that danmyé has African origins from the slavery era, but differ 
on whether the practice comes from the west or central region. David Eltis and 
his team of historians noted that among the more than 138,000 Africans loaded 
onto French ships—almost 40 percent from the Bight of Benin—116,000 dis-
embarked in Martinique.8 These figures, however, do not account for smuggling, 
nor do they take into account that Martinique was a transit point as well as a 
destination (Harms 409–10). Historian Bernard Moitt argues that not all the 
one and one half million Africans brought to the French colonies in the Carib-
bean—more than half to colonial Saint Domingue—arrived on French ships 
(Women 20).9 Neither raw numbers nor estimates account for the survival and 
adaptation of certain cultural practices. Nevertheless, because a large number 
of Africans embarked from the port of Ouidah, dance historian Josy Michalon 
traveled to Benin to conduct research among the Basantchés people whose an-
nual July yam festival closes with a ceremony called kadjia. T. J. Desch-Obi con-
tends on the other hand that a Central African martial art gave rise to danmyé 
as well as to Brazilian capoeira.10 Whichever theory of origin one accepts, it is 
on the plantation that this cultural practice was transformed through creoliza-
tion, the dynamic process that has an unpredictable outcome according to Ed-
ouard Glissant. Enslaved peoples from various ethnic groups utilized danmyé 
in order to “contourner la loi du silence” (get around the rule of silence) on the 
plantation (Poétique 83/68–69). Over time, danmyé evolved from an aggressive 
practice of settling a score to a benign sport, entertainment. Reclaimed by some 
contemporary urbanites, it has reemerged and is performed locally and world-
wide.
 For a long time, danmyé has aroused the interest of ethnologists, cultural work-
ers, travel writers, novelists, and filmmakers alike. Eighteenth and nineteenth-
century visitors to Martinique like Père Labat and Lafcadio Hearn chronicled 
their impressions in books that were translated into many languages.11 In 1936, 
as part of a research trip to the Caribbean, dancer and anthropologist Katherine 
Dunham filmed demonstrations of danmyé in Martinique.12 Upon her return 
to the United States, she penned two articles for Esquire magazine and choreo-
graphed a ballet called L’Ag’Ya, which premiered in Chicago in 1938. In the last 
section of the thirty-two-minute ballet, Alcide is killed after challenging Julot 
to a laghia over a woman, Loulouse, the character danced by Dunham.13 More 
recently, Eric Pagès filmed a documentary entitled Combat damyé (2001) that 
makes the rounds of independent film festivals.


