Interpretive Community Instructor Guide

1. This question can refer to the divide between white slave owners who are often not alone with a black person or a slave, or to the fact that whites would not treat their slaves with enough humanity to want to be alone – or ever need to be alone – in a space with one.

2. Students can answer this question by speaking to the story that crosses both narratives, and what needing two narrators can mean for a story. They may talk about whether or not it is necessary to have both narrators, and if the story would be the same if there had been only one. 

3. Toussaint was successful in the end; the revolution gained Haiti its independence. But the country was thrust into a future of political corruption and uncertainty. The independent stories of Toussaint and Shorty may well suggest success, but if Haiti after Shorty is to be anything like Haiti after Toussaint, their personal success may prove moot. 


This is also a question about symbolism and the power of one person to stand for a movement or a cause. Does Haiti need a symbol to rise from the rubble of the 2010 earthquake? Students may also discuss whether or not Lake meant to use these characters as symbols.

4. A discussion of Toussaint’s attitude toward slavery would be a good approach to this question. 

5. There is a class system in Haiti – Site Soley is not the whole island. There are also class systems within the ghetto, sometimes attributed to vodou or to political ties. Aristide was a popular politician, but there are detractors. Students could draw on what they know of the political situation, as well as what is said in the text about Aristide and Lavalas, to discern whether or not Shorty and Marguerite were treated differently as a result of their delivery.

6. Reading and writing definitely helps both characters, for Shorty, it is an in with Biggie. For Toussaint, it allows him to lead the revolution. Students should also write about the connection between the characters and Toussaint’s spontaneous abilities to write and his attempts to explain it.

7. Shorty can be understood as having some knowledge of his countries recent past, which will, in turn, give him some insight as to the countries problems. His family was on both sides of recent political dissent, and he himself has witnessed and been involved with this first-hand as well. Shorty could be referring to Haiti’s history of tragedy; he could also be thinking of Haiti through Toussaint’s eyes, feeling as he must have after captured and imprisoned. 

8. There is much written about the pwen in the text. Its vodou connection is a good place for students to start their answers; they could also delve into the history of the pwen and whether or not the one that Boukman gifted was the same.

9. Shorty is not close to his mother anymore, but he tries to understand what she has been through. He feels some empathy, but moreso closure, as if their relationship will never be the same and now he realizes it. 

10. This question contains many facets and should focus on direct connections between the narratives. There are many places where their situations are – also separated by history and circumstance – at their core essentially the same. This is a good chance for students to sum up their interpretation of the similarities and differences of the characters, and how time and circumstance can create such similar (or such different) individuals.  

