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Elmide Méléance’s commentary to Manuel Roig-Franzia’s “The Spirit of Survival,” The Washington Post, Style C1, C4, C5  February 16th, 2010

“Image Is Everything”

Although this extensive, descriptive article portrays the lives of Haitians in the “Village of God” through various characteristics, it also creates a stereotypical image of Haiti in the reader’s mind.  This image is characterized by the reader can certainly feel that he or she is present in the “Village.”


Has the reporter visited the “Village of God” prior to the January 12th, 2010 earthquake?  One must wonder, because of the pre- and current-life depictions in so many details. The clear choice of adjectives makes one visualize the area, by conjecturing how this village’s past is no different from its present.  Thus, “The Spirit of Survival” gives the reader an image and creates one in the reader’s mind. Some may say that these are the key elements of a real story.

Signs of continuous living-be it through spiritual characteristics or daily functions-can be presented through other mental and visual images. Various media continue to present similar information. News ought to be informative, and there must be a degree of new learning and information, not incessant repetition.


“[…] Pre-disaster life-illiteracy, poverty, unsanitary conditions-are magnified” because it is a natural phenomenon, if the allocated aid is not being equally distributed.  The “social divide” that is mentioned in the article centers the distribution throughout this relief effort.  Citizens “still call the area “home” while the aid organizations still have not reached out to a great number of places.  The smell of food and latrine certainly “compete” because it cannot be transported and thrown away like the dead bodies.  When new conditions are not properly addressed, old ones remain.

Imagination can be found anywhere, at any given moment.  Circumstances sometimes influence it.  Take, for example, the boy making “a toy out of trash.”  One can actually feel the forward movement the toy car made from trash just like one can vividly observe a snow man on R Street, not too far from Cosí in Washington, DC, with a nose made out of Pepsi or Coca-Cola bottle caps.  The wheels for the toy car and the nose for the snow man reflect how people from two different worlds use their imagination the same way to produce different products, yet similar outcomes: self-enjoyment.  Call it recycling or trash, depending on your view, imagination is imagination.

The reader must question whether or not the writer has had a previous experience in the Village to be able to make an actual or vivid comparison.  This comparison can be attributed to the key words in the lesson that is well-learned by many about the life of the Haitian people: “illiteracy, poverty, unsanitary conditions,” AIDS, violence, chaos, corruption, Vodou, evil, among others.  It is difficult for many to deviate from this mental image that is fed to them if they do not go beyond the aesthetic.  That type of learning is passed on to the children as well, since they learn by example. 

Haitians drying their clothes on a net vividly reminded me of citizens from Canada or France using the same method, either because of scarcity or conservation: energy and money. All three groups do it out of some type of necessity, no matter the type.

The sense of smell and the scent certainly permeates the air; one can really feel it from faraway. It has been publicized by some media that tent distribution has been coordinated.  Without the appropriate infrastructure or the necessary follow-up, most individuals living in treacherous conditions such as an earthquake or a 30-foot mountain of snow will be creative. It is more like, “make-do-with-what-you-have” attitude.  The bed sheets, filled with holes to mimic the tents, have a resemblance of normalcy, just like the children walking on ice in the middle of the streets have a resemblance of normalcy. Creativity is a human condition, not a Haitian condition.  So much for aid distribution and so much for snow removal! When these two conditions do not meet the citizens’ needs, they use their creativity.
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