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A Timeline for Édouard Glissant

A Timeline for Édouard Glissant

21 September 1928 Édouard Godard is born in the Morne Bezaudin, 
Martinique.

1935–1939 Primary school, Le Lamentin, Martinique.
1938 Édouard Godard is recognized by his father and 

becomes Édouard Glissant.
1939–1945 High school.
1944  Glissant founds and directs a journal, Franc Jeu. 
1946 He leaves Martinique to study ethnology and 

philosophy (under the philosopher Jean Wahl) in 
France, at the Université de la Sorbonne. 

1948 Publication of Glissant’s first poems in the journal 
Les temps modernes, founded by Jean-Paul Sartre 
and Simone de Beauvoir.

1950 Glissant marries Yvonne Suvélor in Paris. He 
collaborates with the journal Présence africaine.

1952 He receives a Master of Arts in Philosophy. His 
thesis, under Gaston Bachelard’s direction, is 
entiled Découverte et conception du monde dans la 
poésie contemporaine.

1953 Glissant contributes to the journal Les Lettres 
nouvelles, founded by Maurice Nadeau and 
Maurice Saillet.

 Un champ d’îles (poems) (Paris, Instance).
1955 La terre inquiète (poems) (Paris, éditions du 

Dragon).
1956 Les Indes (poem) (Paris, Le Seuil).
 Soleil de la conscience, Poétique I (essays) (Paris, Le 

Seuil). 
 Glissant participates in the first congress of black 

writers and artists in Paris.
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1958  La Lézarde (novel) (Paris, Le Seuil), which receives 
the Théophraste Renaudot Prize.

1959 Glissant participates in the second congress of 
black writers and artists in Rome.

1960 Le sel noir (poems) (Paris, Le Seuil). 
 Glissant participates in the FAGA (Front Antillo-

Guyanais pour l’Autonomie). 
 He signs the Manifeste des 121 or Declaration on 

the right of insubordination in the Algerian War.
1961 Le sang rivé (poems) (Paris, Le Seuil). 
 Visit to Cuba. Glissant is forbidden to stay in 

Martinique and assigned to reside in Metropolitan 
France, as one of the leaders of Antillean 
separatism.

1964 Le Quatrième Siècle (novel) (Paris, Le Seuil). 
 Glissant marries Jacqueline Marie Amélie Hospice 

in Paris.
1965 Glissant is allowed to return to Martinique. 
1967 He creates the Institut Martiniquais d’Études 

(IME), a private school, where many artists and 
writers will be taught.

1969 L’Intention poétique, Poétique II (essays) (Paris, Le 
Seuil). 

1971 Glissant founds the journal Acoma, hosted by the 
Parisian publisher Maspéro.

1975 Malemort (novel), (Paris, Le Seuil).
1978 Monsieur Toussaint (theatre play) (Paris, Le Seuil).
1979 Boises (poems) (éditions Acoma, Martinique).
1980 He defends his PhD in sociology at the Sorbonne 

University with summa cum laude.
1981 Le Discours antillais (essay) (Paris, Le Seuil), based 

on his PhD. 
 La case du commandeur (novel) (Paris, Le Seuil).
1982–1988 Director of the Courrier de l’Unesco.  
 Glissant meets Sylvie Sémavoine.
1985 Pays rêvé, pays réel (poems) (Paris, Le Seuil).
1987 Mahogany (novel) (Paris, Le Seuil).
1988 Glissant is named distinguished professor and 

director of the Center for French and Francophone 
Studies at Louisiana State University.
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1989 Doctor honoris causa from the Collège universitaire 
de Glendon, University of York, Canada. 

 Wins the Puterbaugh Prize and lectures at the 
University of Oklahoma, Norman, under the aegis 
of World Literature Today. 

1990 Glissant moves from Le Seuil to Gallimard. 
 Poétique de la Relation, Poétique III (essay) (Paris, 

Gallimard). 
 Discours de Glendon (essay) (Toronto, editions du 

GREF). 
 Director of the Caribbean Carbet Prize.
1991 Fastes (poems) (Toronto, éditions du GREF).
1993 Tout-Monde (novel) (Paris, Gallimard). 
 Glissant is named honorary president of the 

International Parliament of Writers (Paris), of 
which he was one of the founding members. 

 He is named doctor honoris causa by the University 
of the West Indies, first in Trinidad, then in 
Jamaica.

1994 He is named distinguished professor at the City 
University of New York Graduate Center. 

 Les Grands Chaos (poems) (Gallimard, Paris).
1996 Faulkner, Mississippi (essay) (Paris Stock).
 Poèmes complets, Introduction à une poétique du 

divers (essay) (Gallimard, Paris).
1997 Traité du Tout-Monde, Poétique IV (Paris, 

Gallimard).
1998 Glissant marries Sylvie Sémavoine in New Jersey.
1999 Sartorius. Le roman des Batoutos (novel) (Paris, 

Gallimard).
2000 Le Monde incréé, poétrie (theatre) (Paris, 

Gallimard), which includes three plays: 
 Conte de ce que fut la tragédie d’Askia (1963)
 Parabole d’un moulin de la Martinique (1975)
 La Folie Celat (1987). 
2002 Creation of the Édouard Glissant Prize at the 

University of Paris-VIII (Vincennes) in collabo-
ration with La maison de l’Amérique latine and, 
later, the Institut du Tout-Monde.

2003 Ormerod (novel) (Paris, Gallimard). 
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2004 Glissant is named doctor honoris causa by the 
University of Bologna, Italy.

2005  La Cohée du Lamentin, Poétique V (essay) (Paris, 
Gallimard).

2006 Une nouvelle région du monde, Esthétique I (essay) 
(Paris, Gallimard).

 Glissant founds the Institut du Tout-Monde in 
Paris. 

 The French president Jacques Chirac asks for his 
participation in the founding of a National Center 
of Slavery.

2007 La Terre magnétique, les errances de Rapa Nui, l’île 
de Pâques (with Sylvie Séma) (Paris, Le Seuil). 

 Mémoires des esclavages (Paris, Gallimard). 
 Quand les murs tombent. L’identité nationale hors-

la-loi? (pamphlet) with Patrick Chamoiseau (Paris, 
Galaade).

2008 Les Entretiens de Baton Rouge, interviews with 
Alexandre Leupin (Paris, Gallimard).

2009  Philosophie de la Relation, Paris, Gallimard. 
 L’intraitable beauté du monde, adresse à Barack 

Obama (pamphlet) (Paris, Galaade).
 Manifeste pour les produits de haute nécessité 

(pamphlet) (Paris, Galaade).
2010 Philosophie de la Relation, poésie en étendue (essay), 

Paris Gallimard.
 10 mai. Mémoires de la traite négrière, de l’esclavage 

et de leurs abolitions (essay) (Paris, Galaade).
 La terre, le feu, l’Eau et les Vents, une anthologie de 

la poésie du Tout-Monde (poetry) (Paris, Galaade). 
 L’imaginaire des langues, interviews with Lise 

Gauvin (Paris, Gallimard). 
3 February 2011 Death in Paris.
2015 Glissant’s archives are declared a national treasure 

by the French government and transferred to the 
National French Library (BNF).

Timeline established with the help of Professors Jean-Pierre Sainton and 
Raphaël Lauro.
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• • •

The Gardens in the Sands

The Gardens in the Sands

(Theme for the essential dialogue with a poet)

The Gardens: The secret part of the poem, that solitude and grace that 
the storyteller keeps for himself. The place that he offers to the intuitive 
attention of She who reads omens, to the dissertations of the friend and 
the brother, in a fragile sharing.

The Sands: The drunken swirling of the world’s engagements, where 
everyone chants and enchants. Suffering also all sufferings. The Sands are 
not infertile. They bring silence amidst all this noise round about.
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• • •

The Cry of the World

The Cry of the World

We are told, and it is true, that everything is disorganized, confused, 
decrepit, madness is everywhere, the blood the wind. We see it and we 
live it. But it is the whole world that is speaking to you, through so many 
gagged voices.

Wherever you turn, there is desolation. But you still turn.

Doubtless we then bring to the co-operation of all knowledge, when we 
make ourselves share it, what each of us has long meditated or proclaimed, 
and, in my case, those few premonitions that have led me to write and 
that I have constantly transcribed, or betrayed through my inadequacy, in 
writing.

The thought of hybridity, of the trembling value not only of hybrid 
cultures but, going further, of cultures of hybridity, which perhaps save us 
from the limitations or the intolerances that lie in wait for us, and will open 
up for us new spaces of relation.

The mutual impact of the techniques or the mentalities of the oral and the 
written, and the inspirations that these techniques have breathed into our 
traditions of writing and our outbursts of voices, gestures and cries.

The slow erosion of the absolutes of History, as the histories of peoples who 
have been disarmed, dominated or sometimes are purely and simply disap-
pearing but have nevertheless burst onto the scene of our common theatre, 
have finally met up and contributed to changing the whole representation 
that we had of History and its system.

The more and more evident workings of what I have called creolization, 
overtaking us, unpredictable, and so far away from the boring syntheses, 

This content downloaded from 140.182.176.13 on Sat, 02 Apr 2022 19:58:57 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



8 Treatise on the Whole-World

already refuted by Victor Segalen,* that a moralizing thinking would have 
offered us.

The diffracted poetics of this Chaos-world that we share, on a level with and 
beyond so many conflicts and obsessions with death, and whose invariants 
we will have to discover.

The harmony and, just as persistent, the disharmonies that multilingualism 
generates in us, this new passion for our most secret voices and rhythms.

*

These are some of the echoes that have now resulted in our consenting 
to listen together to the cry of the world, knowing also that, as we listen, 
we understand that from now on everyone can hear it.

We do not always see, and usually we try not to see, the destitution 
of the world, in the forests of Rwanda and the streets of New York, in 
the underground workshops of Asia where the children do not grow up 
and the silent heights of the Andes, and in all the places of debasement, 
degradation and prostitution, and so many others that flash before our 
wide open eyes, but we cannot fail to admit that all this is making a noise, 
an unstoppable murmuring that we, without realizing it, mix into the 
mechanical, humdrum little tunes of our progress and our driftings.

Each one of us has his own reasons to listen to this cry, and these 
different approaches serve to change this sound of the world that we all, at 
the same time, hear where we are.

And these reasons, which we have seized on in the difficult passion of 
writing and creating, of living and struggling, are now becoming common 
places for us, that we are learning to share; but invaluable common places: 
against the disorders of the identitarian machines of which we are so 
often the prey, like for example the birthright, the purity of the race, the 
integrality, if not the integrity, of the dogma.

* Victor Segalen (1878–1919), an important influence on Glissant, was one of 
the first French thinkers to write about exoticism.
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9The Cry of the World

Our common places, even though today they are of no use, of absolutely 
no use against the concrete oppressions that stun the world, are never-
theless capable of changing the imagination* of human communities: it is 
through the imagination that we will ultimately conquer these derelictions 
that attack us, just as it already helps us, by shifting our sensibilities, to 
fight them.

This will be my first proposition: where systems and ideologies have 
failed, and without in any way giving up on the resistance or the fight that 
you must carry on in your particular place, let us extend the imagination 
by an infinite bursting forth and an infinite repetition of the themes of 
hybridity, multilingualism and creolization.

*

Those who meet up here always come from an ‘over there’, from the 
expanse of the world, and here they are, determined to bring to this 
‘here’ the fragile knowledge that they have taken from over there. Fragile 
knowledge is not imperious science. We sense that we are following a trace.

So this is my second proposition:
That the thought of the trace, as opposed to systematic thought, acts as 

a wandering that guides us. We know that the trace is what puts us, all of 
us, wherever we come from, in Relation.

And for some people, over there, so far so near, right here, on the hidden 
face of the earth, the trace was lived as one of the places of survival. For 
example, for the descendants of the Africans transported into slavery into 
what would soon be called the New World, it was usually the only possible 
form of action. 

*

* In English, ‘the imaginary’ is associated primarily with its use in the work of 
Lacan and Althusser, where it has a rather different meaning. I have therefore 
preferred to translate ‘l ’imaginaire’ here as ‘imagination’, which should be under-
stood not as the faculty of imagining but as a kind of distinctive repertoire of 
images that orientate one’s thinking, in the sense in which we speak of ‘the 
Romantic imagination’, ‘the Puritan imagination’, etc.
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10 Treatise on the Whole-World

(A whole chunk of reality, seized from a recalcitrant past, redistributed 
into every corner of life, repeated in each book:)

The trace is to the route as rebellion to the command, jubilation to the 
garrotte.

Those Africans transported to the Americas carried with them, over the 
Great Seas, the trace of their gods, of their customs, of their languages. Faced 
with the implacable disorder of the settler, they had the genius, arising from 
the suffering they endured, to make these traces fertile, creating – better than 
syntheses – outcomes that no-one expected.

The Creole languages are traces, opening up across the seas of the Caribbean 
or the Indian Ocean. Jazz music is a trace that has been recomposed and spread 
all over the world. And all the different kinds of music of this Caribbean and 
the Americas. 

When these deported slaves marooned in the woods, leaving the Plantation, 
the traces they followed were not those of self-abandonment or despair, but nor 
were they those of pride or egotism. And they did not weigh on the new land 
as irreparable stigmas.

When we – I mean the Antilleans – rush into these traces of our under-
valued histories, it is not in order to quickly outline a model of humanity that 
we would then oppose, in a ready-made fashion, to those other models that are 
forcibly imposed on us.

The trace is not an unfinished path where one stumbles helplessly, nor an 
alley closed on itself, bordering a territory. The trace goes into the land, which 
will never again be a territory. The trace is an opaque way of experiencing the 
branch and the wind: of being oneself, derived from the other. It is the truly 
disordered sand of utopia.

Trace thought enables us to move away from the strangulations of the system. 
It thus refutes the extremes of possession. It cracks open the absolute of time. It 
opens onto these diffracted times that human communities today are multiplying 
among themselves, through conflicts and miracles.

It is the violent wandering of the shared thought.

(Thus for me, from cry to word, from folk tale to poem, from Soleil de 
la conscience to the Poétique du divers, this same momentum.)*

* Soleil de la concience (1956) was Glissant’s first collection of essays, and 
Introduction à une Poétique du divers (1996) immediately precedes the Traité du 
Tout-monde.

This content downloaded from 140.182.176.13 on Sat, 02 Apr 2022 19:58:57 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



11The Cry of the World

*

If we abandon systematic thoughts, it is because we have realized 
that they have imposed, here and there, an absolute of Being, which was 
profundity, magnificence, and limitation.

*

So many communities under threat today have only the alternatives of, 
on the one hand, the tearing apart of their being, identitarian anarchy, war 
between nations and dogmas, and, on the other, a Roman peace imposed 
by force, an empty neutrality imposed on everything by an all-powerful, 
totalitarian, well-meaning Empire.

Are we reduced to these impossible choices? Do we not have the right 
and the means to live another dimension of humanity? But how?

*

As much as ever, masses of Negroes are threatened and oppressed 
because they are Negroes, Arabs because they are Arabs, Jews because 
they are Jews, Muslims because they are Muslims, Indians because they are 
Indians, and so on through the infinite diversities of the world. This litany 
is indeed never-ending.

The idea of identity as a single root provides the measure according 
to which these communities were enslaved by others, and in the name of 
which a number of them led their liberation struggles.

But could we not propose, against the single root that kills everything 
around it, an extension of the root into a rhizome,* which opens up 
Relation? It is not rootless: but it does not take over its surroundings.

Onto the imagination of single-root identity, let us graft this imagi-
nation of rhizome-identity.

* Glissant borrows this term from Mille Plateaux, Gilles Deleuze and Félix 
Guattari (1980).
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12 Treatise on the Whole-World

Against Being, which asserts itself, let us show being, which attaches 
itself.*

Let us challenge both the returns of the nationalist repressed and the 
sterile universal peace of the Powerful.

In a world where so many communities find themselves mortally denied 
the right to any identity, it is paradoxical to propose the imagination of an 
identity-relation, an identity-rhizome. I believe however that this is indeed 
one of the passions of these oppressed communities, to believe in this 
moving beyond identity and to carry it along with their sufferings.

No need to bleat about a humanist vocation to understand this, quite 
simply.

*

I call Chaos-World the current clash of so many cultures set ablaze, 
pushing each other away, disappearing, but still persisting, sleeping or 
transforming themselves, slowly or at lightning speed: these bursts, these 
explosions whose principle or economy we have not yet begun to under-
stand, and whose trajectory we cannot predict. The Whole-World, which 
is totalizing, is not (for us) total. 

And I call Poetics of Relation this possibility of the imagination that 
leads us to conceive of the elusive ‘worldness’ of such a Chaos-World, at the 
same time as it allows us to pick up some detail from it, and in particular 
to sing the praises of our place, unfathomable and irreversible. Imagination 
is not a dream, or the emptiness of an illusion.

*

You will have realized that one of the traces of this Poetics goes through 
the common place. How many people at the same time, in opposite or 
convergent situations, are thinking the same things, asking the same 
questions. Everything is in everything, without being forcibly mixed 
together. You come up with an idea, they greedily take it up, it is theirs. 
They proclaim it. They claim it. This is what characterizes the common 
place. It mobilizes our imaginations better than any system of ideas, but 

* Where Glissant distinguishes in the phenomenological sense between ‘l’être’ 
and ‘l’étant’ I have translated these terms as ‘Being’ and ‘being’ respectively.
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13The Cry of the World

only as long as you are looking out for it. Here are some that concern the 
connection between cultures in world-wide Relation.

For the first time, the semi-totality of human cultures are entirely and 
simultaneously put in contact and in effervescent reaction with one another.

(But there are still some closed places and some different times.)

The worldness, or totality, of the phenomenon defines its character: the 
exchanges between cultures are not subtle, the adoptions or rejections are 
fierce.

(The law of basic pleasure, individual or collective, reinforced or 
maintained by the mechanisms of power and persuasion, presides over both 
adoption and rejection.)

For the first time also, the peoples are completely conscious of the 
exchange. The television of everything intensifies these kinds of connections.

(If there are surreptitious echoes, they are quickly spotted.)

The interrelations are strengthened or weakened at a speed that is 
barely conceivable.

(In other words this speed gives us light in the frightening immobility 
of so many dizzying changes in the world.)

Whole groups of influences (the dominant ones) take shape, in some 
cases leading to a generalized standardization.

(Do not think that you can fight this just by exaggerating your 
separateness.)

Relation implies no legitimizing transcendence. If the places of power are 
invisible, the Centres of Law impose themselves nowhere.

(Also, Relation has no morality: it does not choose. And it does not 
have to define anything that would be its ‘content’. Relation, because it is 
totalizing, is intransitive.)

The interrelations proceed largely through fractures and ruptures. 
They  are even perhaps of a fractal nature: this is why our world is a 
chaos-world.

Their general economy and their momentum are those of creolization. 
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14 Treatise on the Whole-World

*

From these Archipelagos that I live in, risen up among so many others, 
I propose to you that we should think about this creolization. 

*

An unstoppable process, which mixes the substance of the world, which 
joins up and changes the cultures of today’s humanities. What Relation 
gives us to imagine, creolization has given us to experience.

Creolization does not lead to loss of identity, to a dilution of the being. 
It does not imply renunciation of the self. It suggests the distance (the going 
away) from the overwhelming fixities of Being.

Creolization is not something that disturbs a given culture from the 
inside, even if we know that a number of cultures have been and will be 
dominated, assimilated, brought to the brink of disappearance. Beyond 
these often disastrous conditions, it acts to maintain relations between 
two or more cultural ‘zones’, brought together in a meeting place, just as a 
Creole language functions on the basis of differentiated linguistic ‘zones’ to 
take from them its new substance.

It soon becomes clear that although there have always been places of 
creolization (cultural hybridities), that which interests us today concerns 
the world-totality, once this totality has been realized (mainly through 
the action of expanding Western cultures, that is to say, through the work 
of colonizations). Relation feeds the imagination, which has still to be 
imagined, of a creolization that is now generalized and does not weaken.

Creolization is unpredictable, it is never fixed, or stopped, or inscribed 
in essences or absolutes of identity. To accept that the being changes 
while remaining is not to veer towards an absolute. What remains in the 
changing or the change or the exchange is perhaps first of all the inclination 
or the daring to change.

I offer you the word creolization, to signify that unpredictability of 
completely new outcomes, that saves us from believing in an essence or the 
rigidity of exclusiveness.

*
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15The Cry of the World

This shimmering of the being splashes over into my way of using 
language: our common condition here is multilingualism.

From now on I write in the presence of all the world’s languages, in the 
poignant nostalgia of their threatened future. I understand that there is 
no point in trying to learn as many of them as possible: multilingualism is 
not quantitative. It is one of the modes of the imagination. In the language 
I use to express myself, and even if it is the only one I possess, I no longer 
write in a monolingual fashion.

‘Maintaining’ languages, helping to save them from wearing out and 
disappearing, constitutes this imagination of which there is so much to say. 
Let us not believe that one language could, tomorrow and with no trouble, 
become universal: it would soon perish, under the very code that its gener-
alized use would have brought about. Anglo-American pidgin first and 
foremost threatens the surprises, the leaps, the organic, energetic life, the 
precious weaknesses and the secret retreats of the English and American 
and Canadian and Australian, etc., language. Simplification, which facili-
tates exchanges, immediately distorts them.

*

The first meeting of the International Writers’ Parliament, in Strasbourg 
in 1993, was not completely polyglot, but it was certainly multilingual.

It was not the first time that writers and intellectuals tried to come 
together in a conference or an assembly; history provides us with illustrious 
examples.

It was perhaps not the first time that people tried to restore the meaning 
of this word Parliament, not a place where one is elected, one votes and 
decides, but a place where one speaks [parle].

But it was the first time that such a Parliament also proposed to listen, 
quite simply – to what? We have already said: to the cry of the world.

Not theories, ideologies or powers – not a system or an idea of the 
world – but the huge entanglement, where one neither sacrifices oneself 
in lamentations nor gets carried away with hopes. The word of the world 
crying out, where the voice of every community is heard. The accumulation 
of common places, of displaced cries, of mortal silences, where one can 
understand that the power of States is not our true motive, and agree that 
our truths are not linked to power. 
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16 Treatise on the Whole-World

*

(And now having evoked languages under threat, langages on the way 
out, I come back to another of my torments and repeat something I have 
already said, like an echo streaked into a piece of chalk which in turn is 
carved from fragile limestone.* This is to magnify the openings that the 
exercise of translation creates between languages and langages):

Translation is like an art of flight, in other words, so eloquently, a renun-
ciation that accomplishes.

Renunciation when the poem, transcribed into another language, has given 
up the greater part of its rhythm, its secret structures, its assonances, these 
accidents that are the chance and the permanence of writing.

We must accept these losses, and this renunciation is the part of oneself that 
in any poetics we give up to the other.

The art of translation teaches us the thinking of evasion, the practice of the 
trace, which, as against systematic thought, points the way to the uncertain, the 
threatened, which come together and strengthen us. Yes, translation, art of the 
approach and the light touch, is a way of frequenting the trace.

Against the absolute limitation of the concepts of ‘Being’, the art of trans-
lation brings together the ‘being’. To trace in languages is to gather together the 
unpredictable in the world. Translation does not consist of reducing something 
to transparency, nor of course in joining up two systems of transparency.

Hence, this other proposition, which the practice of translation suggests: to 
set against the transparency of models the open opacity of irreducible existences.

*

I claim for everyone the right to opacity, which is not the same as closing 
oneself off.

It is a means of reacting against all the ways of reducing us to the false 
clarity of universal models.

I do not have to ‘understand’ anyone, individual, community, people – 
i.e. to ‘take them with me’ at the cost of smothering them, of losing them 

* English has no equivalent for the distinction between ‘langue’ and ‘langage’, 
which is an important element in Glissant’s discussion of language use. He 
uses ‘langage’ to denote the speaker’s subjective attitude to the ‘langue’ (French, 
English, Creole, etc.) that s/he uses.
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17The Cry of the World

in a boring totality that I would be in charge of - in order to agree to live 
with them, to build with them, to take risks with them.

Let opacity, whether it be ours for the other or maybe the other’s for 
us, not close down in obscurantism or apartheid; let it be a celebration, not 
a terror. Let the right to opacity, whereby Diversity will best be preserved 
and acceptance strengthened, be a lamp watching over our poetics.

*

All of this, that I have briefly recalled, serves only to open up the trace 
to other utterances. Here I am appealing to conjoined poetics. Our actions 
in the world will remain sterile if we do not change, as best we can, the 
imagination of the human communities that we constitute.

Proof of this for me is the people that Matta* assembled at the entrance 
to that Writers’ Parliament, in Strasbourg in 1993. You were welcomed by 
the cry of a whole crowd. A people of statues, where the Inca headdress 
covered the Egyptian toga, where the sari from Africa was draped over the 
Inuit pose, where the mouldings of bronze or copper, yellow breathing and 
violet suffering, supported all kinds of stylized forms, recognizable and 
intermixed, coming from all over the world, springing from so many of the 
beauties of the world. These works were hybrid, their architecture revealed 
diversity, mobilized by an artist into an unhoped-for result. Yes. These 
statues brought together this cry.

A people that speaks like this is a country that shares.

* Roberto Matta (1911–2002) was a surrealist painter from Chile.
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18 Treatise on the Whole-World

Archipelagic thinking suits the pace of our worlds. It has their 
ambiguity, their fragility, their drifting. It accepts the practice of the 
detour, which is not the same as fleeing or giving up. It recognizes the 
range of the imaginations of the Trace, which it ratifies. Does this mean 
giving up on self-government? No, it means being in harmony with the 
world as it is diffracted in archipelagos, precisely, these sorts of diversities 
in spatial expanses, which nevertheless rally coastlines and marry horizons. 
We become aware of what was so continental, so thick, weighing us down, 
in the sumptuous systematic thought that up until now has governed 
the History of human communities, and which is no longer adequate to 
our eruptions, our histories and our no less sumptuous wanderings. The 
thinking of the archipelago, the archipelagos, opens these seas up to us.
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19The Cry of the World

Even from the point of view of identity, the scope of the poem results 
from the search, wandering and often anxious, of conjunctions of forms 
and structures that allow an idea of the world, expressed in the poem’s own 
place, to meet (or not) other ideas of the world. Writing draws the common 
places of the real together to found a rhetoric. Michel Leiris did this in his 
work. Maurice Roche also, in a different way.* Identity does not proclaim 
itself, in this domain of literature and forms of expression: it is operational. 
The proportion of the means of expression and their adequacy are stronger 
than mere proclamation. Advertising one’s identity is nothing but uttering 
a threat if it is not also the measure of a way of speaking. When on the 
contrary we point to and inform the forms of our speaking, our identity is 
no longer based on an essence, it leads to Relation.

* Michel Leiris (1901–1990) was a surrealist poet and ethnographer; Maurice 
Roche (1924–1997) was a prose writer from the 1960s to the 1990s. Both were 
friends of Glissant.
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Repetitions

Repetitions

The movements of the discovery and colonization of the world first of 
all brought into contact atavistic cultures, which had long been established 
each in its own belief and on its own territory.

Atavistic cultures, because they were legitimized by a Genesis, a 
Creation of the world, which inspired them and of which they made a 
Myth, the hub of their collective existence.

It is certainly a privilege to have direct access to the Sacred, to speak to 
one’s God, to be entrusted with his intentions. As a result any community 
or culture that thus generated a Genesis was determined to make of it a 
lesson for everyone. Through an absolutely legitimate succession of filiations 
(that cannot be challenged), it attaches itself to that first day of Creation, 
and thus asserts its Right on the land that it occupies, which becomes its 
territory. Filiation and legitimacy are the two pillars of that sort of divine 
Right of property, at least as far as European cultures are concerned.

The cultures of the Arabic countries, black African countries and 
Amerindian countries are also atavistic. With, however, all kinds of 
nuances in their approach to the divine, in the imagined modes of Creation, 
and consequently in their claims to the land they occupy.

The coming into contact of these atavistic cultures in the spaces of 
colonization has given rise in places to composite cultures and societies, 
which have not generated any Genesis (adopting Creation Myths from 
elsewhere), for the reason that their origin is not lost in darkness, that it 
is obviously of a historical rather than mythical order. The Genesis of the 
Creole societies of the Americas is founded in a different obscurity, that of 
the belly of the slave ship. This is what I call a digenesis.

Acclimatize yourself to the idea of digenesis, get used to its example, and 
you will leave behind the impenetrable demands of exclusive uniqueness.
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22 Treatise on the Whole-World

Composite societies relate to the sacred or the divine only indirectly, 
one might almost say by proxy. Their sects, for example, combine surprising 
syntheses of Genesis, borrowing from everywhere, in an exaggerated 
fashion. When, as in Haiti or Brazil, one encounters religions whose inspi-
ration is from Dahomey, their impulse is atavistic and their rites composite. 
But the societies in question have the advantage of not being constrained 
by thousands of years of customs and undecipherable taboos, whose weight 
would be crushing.

Most of the convulsions of our times are determined by this context: 
atavistic cultures fighting each other to the death over their respective legit-
imacies, or quarrelling over the legitimate right to extend their territory. 
Or imposing this legitimacy on other cultures of the world. Composite 
cultures contesting old atavistic cultures over the last remains of their past 
legitimacy.

These propositions, even if they have sometimes been copied by others, 
must be repeated, for as long as they have not been heard.

*

Creolization is the putting into contact of several cultures or at least 
several elements of distinct cultures, in a particular place in the world, 
resulting in something new, completely unpredictable in relation to the sum 
or the simple synthesis of these elements.

One can predict the outcome of a cross-breeding, but not of a creoli-
zation. Both of these, in the atavistic universe, were thought to produce a 
dilution of being, a bastardization. Another unexpected fact is that this 
prejudice is slowly dying out, even if it remains strong in immobile, barri-
caded places.

The idea of atavistic belonging helps people to endure destitution 
and strengthens their courage in fighting servitude and oppression. In a 
composite society where the elements of culture are hierarchized, where 
one of them is made inferior compared to the others, the natural and the 
only possible reaction is to valorize this element in an atavistic manner, in 
a search for equilibrium, for certainty and permanence.

Could a homeless black American camping in cardboard boxes on an 
icy New York pavement accept the idea of creolization? He knows that his 
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23Repetitions

race and the singularity of his race for the Other have a great deal to do 
with the definition of his state.

Could the Amerindian societies threatened with extinction have 
defended themselves in the name of creolization, when the very mechanism 
that contributed, at least in the first instance, to their de-culturation 
seemed to be no different from creolization?

But that is what is at stake. We will not be able to untangle the contra-
dictions of the Americas or the convulsions of the Whole-World until 
we have resolved in our imaginations the quarrel of the atavistic and the 
composite, of single root identity and relation-identity.

*

The United States of America for instance is a multi-ethnic society but 
one in which the interchange of ethnicities, which should have been the 
norm for such multiplicity, hardly ever happens. Three isolating factors are 
in operation here:

– the ancient oppositions and the traditions of conflict between the 
religions that came from Europe, whose impact on the new situation can 
be more or less obscure, more or less innocent;

– the long struggle against the Amerindian nations (the Conquest of 
the West) and their almost complete extermination;

– the deportation of slaves from Africa (the Slave Trade) whose reper-
cussions are still visible.

In all these cases, oppressors and oppressed needed to refer themselves 
back to their ethnicity as a uniqueness or a value, and it is perhaps more 
convincing or efficacious that these ethnic singularities be maintained: with 
the result that history, at least up until the present, ends up in this apparent 
contradiction: a multiethnic society that is prey to interethnic isolation.

A country of multiculturalism, the United States is not – or not yet 
– a country of creolization. The latter, which is developing, needs general 
agreement, which is difficult to obtain. 

*

Finally, the question that should be implicitly inscribed in this debate 
is the following: would a modern theory of multiculturalism not allow us, 
in reality, just to camouflage the old atavistic reflex more effectively, by 
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24 Treatise on the Whole-World

presenting the relation between cultures or communities, within a large 
entity like the United States, as a reassuring juxtaposition and not as an 
unpredictable (and dangerous) creolization?

These propositions must be repeated, until they are at least heard.
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25Repetitions

The Street of Mounting Desire ends up in the middle of the one hundred 
and nine rivers that fall from the casuarinas and the wild mango trees. 
There, we can taste the bitter mauby. The Street of the Green Cave widens 
out, swells out its canefields until they reach the park of the sea, where the 
bulls are kept. One can hardly see on the horizon the smoky little lights 
where the zombies dance their dance, ah! all along the Street of Come Back 
Here. We go fishing there at night, guarded by the mosquitoes. These 
streets make up an archipelago, the archipelago makes foam, we inhabit 
the foam. Big and strong, and hypocritical, The Street fouté-fè offers itself 
to tourists. In its crossing, the Street of the Fine Evening Smoking fans the 
flames of its volcanoes, like Man Tine smoking her pipe, her eyes closed. 
We know that street can also be called ‘via’: we plunge into the Via dei 
umiliati, in the direction of the Via dei malcontenti. At the end of the day we 
run to make our bows, Street of the Mad Virgins. Then to do our washing, 
Street of the Crouching Old Men. We overflow into the entrance, covered in 
grass and culverts, of the Street of the End of the World.
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