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The Time of the Other

The Time of the Other

Measure is seen as responding to a search for depth: one of the ways 
taken in the quest for the essence of things, a regulation of the pursuit 
of the True. The writing of the European languages, and in particular 
of French, complies with this: an architecture in which, as though in the 
nave of a sacred site, our singing rises up towards a presence that remains 
unattainable. This kind of measure, paradoxically, is wholly a sequencing, a 
metrics. The arrangement of a rhythm, which is a pre-existing rule, creates 
and expresses the mystery, or the depth. Metrics and prosody are protective 
obstacles.

Measure is also seen as the echo of the human breath. No longer the 
search for depth but the inspiration of the spatial expanse. This kind of 
measure enables us to drift through the fullness (or the surface) of the 
world, bringing it back to our own place.
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56 Treatise on the Whole-World

At the beginning of ‘universal’ Western time

The European Middle Ages fascinate us, and not just because the 
West for a long time imposed its models on almost everyone else, until 
the movement of the histories of peoples plunged us into other modes of 
knowledge. We find there both the dawn and the night, and that indistinct 
moment when all things seem to hesitate on the edge of their singularity, 
both drawn to it and troubled by it.

Midnight-midday. An age of bursting forth that is also a beginning of 
time. Conducive to both lucid wakefulness and tormented sleep.

One is tempted to link it to other periods, to what we think we know, 
albeit only slightly, about the different cultural zones of the world. Ages 
that are said to be dark, periods of renaissance, eras of classicism, times 
of transformation and revolution: we are inclined to find elsewhere this 
movement of European histories, which has had implications for the 
whole world. We believe that we are approaching both a mystery and 
its resolution. Influenced by the formidable powers of persuasion of the 
Western linear time that was conceived in this half-shadow, a time that 
we tend to consider a definitive result, we find ourselves almost adopting, 
in our exploration of this period, the attitudes and formulations of the 
sorcerer’s apprentice – convinced that we can easily gain an overview of 
it and that, as with modern chaos theory, we grasp its principal themes. 
Illusions that are emphasized by our innocently pedantic exposition of our 
knowledge, which will certainly irritate specialists in the subject.

The apparent disorder that seems to us to overwhelm these European 
Middle Ages is the main reason why we have linked it to our time (our 
times). Peoples and people today, who have had the privilege of reflecting on 
the passage of times and on their ‘reunion’ in a planet-wide intermingling, 
perhaps feel that the bursting open of our world will be followed by another 
beginning. The mystery, and its resolution. Such a hope, teleological in its 
inspiration, has made the European Middle Ages a precious object of study.

By its multiplicity first of all. For example, the multiple centres or 
cultural focus points, of which the main ones are: the Flemish or Nordic 
centre, where the tendency to mystical thought is dominant; the Celtic 
centre, in both islands and the mainland, where the ancient Gods and 
ancient powers unceasingly disappear and are reborn; the Languedoc 
centre, creator of fruitful heresies; the Provençal and Italo-Lombardian 
centre, which glories in allegory and brings the joyfulness of the repre-
sentation of the world; the Norman centre and the Île-de-France, which 

This content downloaded from 140.182.176.13 on Sat, 02 Apr 2022 19:59:05 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



57The Time of the Other

extends (and vice versa) into England and where there is very soon a 
strengthening of these attempts at synthesis and resolution that will end 
up as sumptuous autocentrisms.

These centres influence each other or fight each other, and quickly 
discover the secret of meetings with other sites of thought, classical Greek 
or Roman, Hebrew or Arabic, and consent to learn from them. Diversity 
does not at first lapse into self-sufficiency, and the cultures do not isolate 
themselves in sectarian complacency, at least not yet. It is at the turning 
point of the Middle Ages, once the muffled conflict that underlies this 
period (between wandering thought and systematic thought) has been 
resolved, that this whole constellation will keel over into the Unique, 
accompanying on the one hand the constitution of nations that are antago-
nistic towards each other but constituted on the same rationalizing model, 
and on the other hand the introduction of a universality of belief that will 
very soon become a belief in the universal.

There are two constant factors that work to crystallize, in the melting 
pot of this period, the whirlpool of opposites that, attracting and repelling 
each other, will ‘produce the universal’. The influence of the Middle East, 
less noticeable and immediate than that of Greece and Byzantium, for what 
concerns the science of Being. And technical needs, which are behind the 
huge wave of practical inventions in the Middle Ages and prefigure, with 
the first attempts at experimentation (such as those of Roger Bacon) a 
science of the world.

*

The melting pot, the universality of belief, the force that impels this 
play of opposites, is Faith. So that Gustave Cohen* can sum it up like this:

‘Everything here [i.e. in the Middle Ages] is seen from the angle of the 
Universal, Infinity and God, so that every object of perception appears  
as a reflection of the Cosmos, and this is the principle greatness of this 
time.’

Can it be proved that this lack of differentiation between the Universal, 
God, the Infinite and the Cosmos is admissible? God ‘represents’, for the 
Middle Ages, the supreme answer to the impossibilities or the unknowns 
of the Infinite and the Cosmos. In the eleventh century St Anselm 

* A French medievalist, 1879–1958. 
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pronounces the ‘Credo ut intelligam’, ‘I believe in order to understand’, which 
is not far off from ‘I believe because I understand’, and which increases the 
rationality of the ‘nisi credideritis non intellegetis’ of Isaiah, taken up again 
the in the ninth century by John Scotus, otherwise known as Eriugena.

But St Anselm’s formula is the best example of the opposition between 
this attempt at Christian rationality, which culminates in the Summa of 
Albert the Great and of Thomas Aquinas, and the temptations of the 
thought of the Infinite and the Cosmos, which during the same period 
follows more obscure paths, indirect and usually forbidden. Although 
unbelievers are rare, the mode of accession to knowledge through faith 
remains questionable. The luminous mysteries of the intelligible may for 
example seem less attractive than the ineffable experience of mystical 
intuition. Or the rough stature of thought that refuses to ‘understand’ the 
unknowable in a system of reassuring transparency and prefers to confront 
the impossible. There are no atheists, only heretics.

Mystical experiences and approaches based on knowledge are engaged 
in the same quest for a total knowledge, and one can say that in this sense 
Ramon Llul (who wrote The Book of the Friend and the Beloved) does not 
contradict Thomas Aquinas. But what is at stake is crucial, regarding the 
mode and soon the nature of knowledge, and will influence and orientate 
this set of cultures that will go on to dominate the world. Particular or 
ecstatic invention will give way to rationalizing bodies of thought and 
then to the absolute generalization of systematic thought, Descartes or 
Leibniz. What the West will export to the rest of the world, will impose on the 
world, will not be its heresies but its systems of thought, its systematic thought. 
English empiricism, Locke or Hume, despite its determination to refute 
the generalizations of thought, will nevertheless constitute a generalization 
of a different kind, a self-sufficient system, which will itself contribute to 
repressing the ardent and tumultuous mêlée of the Middle Ages.

Two stances, two opposing orders, two extremes in the search for 
knowledge: the Middle Ages will be the scene of their opposition and, 
when systematic thought has won, the Universal, first Christian and then 
rationalist, will take over as the specific achievement of the West, even after 
the latter has prepared what Nietzsche called the death of God.

The unique feature of this period is to have been the theatre for such a 
long quarrel, to have lived through the anxiety of such a decisive dispute, 
of a suspense that plunged the being into Gehenna, and to have first of 
all tried to put forward a response that was flamboyant, solar and lunar, 
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totalizing: that of the heresies, which was opposed to generalization, to 
Summa, to systematic thought. 

*

The feverish, breathless quality of medieval faith, and also its inhuman 
enormities, accompany this enterprise whose changes bring together the 
demand for belief and the demand for obedience, heroic heresy and 
the Inquisition, tolerance and the Crusades, Jewish teachings and the 
pogroms, Arabic medicine or philosophy and anti-Saracen racism, Thomist 
pre-rationalism and sombre Cathar penitence, the feudal turbulences 
and the search for monarchist order, the supporters of the pope and the 
servants of the emperor, scholastic knowledge and nocturnal knowledge.

Wild and shadowy, or mystical and feverish, or pre-rationalist and 
dreamily lucid, according to the common place that we have made of it and 
given it, medieval faith remains the detour whereby these cultures, through 
massacres and violent deaths, tried to bring about the progress, or simply 
the salvation, of the individual, so that he could accede to the dignity of 
the human person. This is why, in this faith, a special status was accorded 
to Jesus Christ, who became man, and to Our Lady, who is his mother 
without sin. Individuation is a primary mystery, and the individuation of 
Christ opened up the way to its becoming general. It alone could do that. 
If the whole of man, flesh, soul and spirit, is in Christ, then the universal 
can take off. Still today, Western cultures hold together the generality of 
the Universal and the dignity of the human individual, in spite of all the 
brutalities, oppressions and exploitations that their societies have inflicted 
on the world.

After that of the Incarnation, the other question that tormented for 
example the thinkers of the Carolingian Middle Ages, Alcuin or Eriugena, 
revolved around the impossibilities of the Resurrection and was formulated 
as follows: how does the soul separate itself from the body? – in other 
words: how do bodies ‘become’ spirit?

Let us not forget that in the seventeenth century Descartes was still 
proposing to solve the problems of the relation between body and mind 
only by the hypothesis of animal spirits.

These same torments, in so many different forms, overwhelm medieval 
thinking. How could animality, which was responsible for the fall, be 
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transcended in Love – in courtly love? How might the individual contain 
or resume in his imperfections the absolute dimension of the person? This 
will later be Pascal’s question. Should the diverging temporal authorities 
not submit to a single spiritual authority? How could matter, in its gross 
disruptions, lead to the pure receptacle of the philosophers’ stone? And, 
finally – this will become the question of Montaigne’s time – how could 
diversity raise itself up into universality? But we know that Montaigne, in 
his time, will mistrust universal resolution.

A dialectical torment, and one that affects all levels, from the 
metaphysical to the technical. Transmute the disparate weights of marble 
and stone into the convergent momentum and daring of the arch, and you 
will have cathedrals.

Call for the single Word in the silence, which is the annulment of the 
diversity of voices, and it will be the cloister.

A number of technical inventions are thus motivated or secretly impelled 
by this pressure to support the Unique, even if this is not yet scientific.

The clock challenges the disparities of solar and lunar time, and calls 
for the universal of an absolute time. Polyphony is the perfect unitary 
resolution of diversities of sound and voice, insufficient to themselves in 
their specificity.

The space of the world, the time of the world, the sound of the world 
will be transcended in intelligible perfection.

The mystical experiences and the rationalizing summae are identical 
in nature. The latter, the Summae, hold out the promise of access to a 
soothing totality, where mysteries are accepted with all the will of the 
person. It is not surprising that the principles of Aristotle’s Organon should 
at first have led in this direction. The former, the mystical experiences, do 
not plunge the individual into the closed depths of the singular but into 
the ecstasy of a super-knowledge of the Whole. The heresies alone preserve, 
powerfully, the voice of specificities, the piling up of irreducible diversities, 
and finally the determination not to try to ‘understand’ the unknown, just 
in order to then generalize it into formulae and systems. But they will be 
swept away.

We admire the poet Marcabru’s claim that the people of France accept 
the ‘afar Deu’: the ‘thing of God’, perhaps the Thing-God, or perhaps the 
affair of God, or the Affair-God. 

The multiple meaning of such an expression, of such an image, suggests 
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that it has to do with a sacred expedient, a sacred detour, in order to ‘under-
stand’ oneself as essence and project. God is the all-powerful generalizer, 
and so the vector of a human, an all too human power, which will soon 
engender the thinking of the Universal.

Therefore the question that I would ask about the European Middle 
Ages is not that of the opposition of Reason and Faith, since both of these 
will endeavour to reach this Universal, and will succeed, that is to say not 
in ‘realizing’ it, but in imposing it. Rather, my question is the following: 
why, in this search for knowledge, have the paths of the non-generalizing, 
of the esoteric for instance (which is always marked with the sign of the 
ambiguous and the unpredictable), and the mystical, in any case of heresy, 
gradually given way to the striving towards totalitarian generalization? 
Why has the rationality of the Universal become the precious and semi-
exclusive claim of this collection of cultures that has been called the West?

In my mind I hurtle down spaces and times, the rivers of China and 
their smooth silence, which extend into archipelagos and overflow into 
the lands, each time engulfing many thousands of men and women and 
children in their ritual floods, the calendars of Heaven that preside over 
the destinies of Empire, and the hiding places in the bush and the Chain 
of Ancestors of the African countries, the savannahs pulsing beneath 
their grasses laid low by heat and the stories of the griots imbued with 
a wisdom that grows into a shade-giving tree, the delicate details of the 
Indian mythologies with their green marble and their gymnastic couplings, 
the temples pillaged in the peaks of the Andes and the oblique words of 
the Amerindian Myths, the chronicles of the hundred kingdoms of feudal 
times in Japan, the shortened proverbs of the Madagascan and Oceanic 
and Caribbean countries and the archipelago of the Indian Ocean, the 
splendours of the desert and of pre-Islamic rhetoric, and the drapes of their 
women poets, half slaves and half goddesses, the stiff and gentle baroque 
of Creole languages, and so many flowery anthologies declaimed in so 
many islands, and the stone roots lifting up gods who can see everything, 
in the flooded gorges of the Indo-Chinese peninsula, and the swell and 
the backwash of all the seas ploughed in circles by their peoples (not that 
deadly projection towards new lands to be conquered), I cross the heights 
of yet more deserts, deserts that are always around and that are in fact truly 
universal, and the silences of the Sierras, I quake with the earthquakes and 
the eye of the hurricane is watching me, and so many wars have ravaged 
everywhere that there are no longer any dreams where one could gather 
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oneself, and so many unfathomable epidemics have eaten up the thought 
of the world like a rotten overripe fruit, I travel the twelve routes of Egypt’s 
Book of the Dead, and the enormous flatness of towns crackles on the edge 
of the Archipelagos, carrying its mangroves of poverty and sudden sounds, 
I admire everywhere so many inventions, techniques woven into the humble 
artisanal energy of every day, I shout so many poems and I try to decipher 
so many depths, but nowhere in the little that I know and in nothing of 
what I imagine of this world, do I come across the ardent stigmata of that 
rigid will that leads to the Universal, of which the Middle Ages were the 
battleground, the arena and the painful and triumphant resolution.

*

There is no point in stating that Reason was born with the Greeks 
and that the medieval period gradually rediscovered and then extended 
its principles, which will be perfected in the following centuries. Reason 
could have developed on the margins of generalization. Of all the civili-
zations, that of the West is the only one to have experienced this drive 
towards generalized expansion, conquest, knowledge and faith, all inextri-
cable, which required the Universal as a guarantee of its legitimacy. The 
European Middle Ages lived through the tumultuous struggle between 
the Diverse and its constraining opposite, the struggle of particular beliefs 
and universal belief, and, fighting against itself, let go (this is its suffering 
and its victory, which is why it is fascinating) of the weave of illegitimate 
diversity, the daring of fragmented knowledge, not total and systematic but 
so totalizing and wandering.
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63The Time of the Other

In times when writing conferred privilege on certain individuals, chosen 
ones in chosen peoples, the writer was free to distance himself from the 
world or the idea of the world. But it is true that today the very substance 
of his work is expanded by that which constitutes it: the entanglement of 
human communities and things and vegetation, the rocks and the clouds of 
our universe. In solidarity and in solitude, he engages in the debate, from 
the depths of his work. That is why in so many places people want to silence 
writers. Banning their words (for all the sworn opponents of the existent) is 
a way of deepening the shadow in the very darkness in this entanglement.
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End-of-Century Rhetorics

The division of Western linear time into centuries has a specific 
relevance. It becomes part of the unconscious of the peoples of this region 
of our earth, it has entered into our common sensibility, it has imposed 
itself everywhere, it has marked a rhythm.

It is part of the very principle of History. And even capable of swallowing 
up, digesting perhaps, the intrusions of the histories of peoples, of forcibly 
inscribing them into its linearity. There are only advantages in accepting 
this linearity of time, whether it is determined on the basis of the birth of 
Jesus Christ or the start of the Hegira or the first Jewish Passover.

But at the same time, to refuse or question this division into centuries 
is already to challenge, perhaps without knowing or really wanting to, the 
universalizing generalization of Judeo-Christian time. A role that has fallen 
to diversifying thoughts, mad poets and heretical relativists.

In fact, if there is a feeling of unreality in contemporary Europe, just as 
it tries to create itself, this is not because of the well-known torments that 
one feels at the end of a century, but because of the enormous multiplicity 
in which History is now going astray, and the pain caused by the lack of 
power or control over this History, felt by those who had conceived it as an 
origin projecting itself towards an end.

This was at stake in the systems of relation, so baroque and so precious, 
decided not so long ago by European thinkers, between a diachrony posed 
as a neutral movement (a History without flesh) and a synchrony placed 
there as a time without object. These systems, which engendered rhetorics, 
did not bear witness to a millennial fear, but, very subtly, to a consciousness 
of the new multiplicity of the world and the nostalgia of no longer being 
able to govern it, of no longer making History. These rhetorics are the 
ingenious lasso or the rope that Western thought (at its most alert) has put 
around the neck of History.

That is what they do. Relativize History, but without being willing to 
accept the histories of peoples.

If the end of the century (and the end of this century) seems significant, 
it is because at the same time, so to speak, it has kept its function as the 
pendulum of linear time, but, already taken unawares by the multiplicity of 
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times and histories that have risen up from the depths of the world and are 
finally joining together, its significance is no longer so absolute.

*

‘We would also sing of what people said was the approaching end of the 
century; and although we didn’t know which century or in relation to what, 
we could feel that it referred to whole heap of time, an incalculable number 
of harvests: this end surrounded us with a sadness full of strange bursts of 
joy, of excitement at something beyond the end. We sang:

The end of the century is the end of poverty
The century and us we are undressed
A century is dead and buried
The Negro is a century and has lost his true self.

That was our way of marking the passage of time. Adoline too seemed 
to be moving towards her end. She was more than a century that rolls 
into decadence, she was a century full of its own fallen greenery. She was 
falling, like the greenery of the country attacked by burnings and axes. 
The country was growing less dark, like a shack whose walls of planks 
let in bursts of the flower of sunlight at midday. We were going from the 
civilization of the forest to the civilization of the savannah: at least that is 
what we would have said if we had owned a little more land in a little more 
time …’

(La case du commandeur) 

*

Having thus considered that, in these countries where the gulfs of time 
and the vertigo of collective memory give birth to so many cries, the rhythm 
of our words perhaps follows the lines of a secret disorder, I have chosen to 
summarize here some aspects of our oral rhetorics, in the provocative form 
of the memorandum, the ultimate in writing.
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Rhetorics of Orality, or Not

(Summary)

Introduction: What Orality Is Not

It is difficult to develop or explore a rhetoric, an art of speech and the 
spoken word, when writing is today tempted, tormented, with the evident 
but unclear passions of the oral.

It is not a question of a simple transition from the written to the oral, 
as is sometimes said. Nor of knowing if one should replace texts conceived 
for contemplation or meditation (for the ‘inner voice’, in some sense) with 
texts of a different kind, constructed for declamation and hearing.

When we envisage the histories of human communities, we see that 
they all involved the relay between the oral and the written, that is to 
say, where writing appeared first as progress, then as transcendence. The 
foundational books stand tall like monuments on the frontiers of these 
countries where voices were gradually fixed onto concrete objects, tablets, 
rocks, monuments and parchments. The Iliad and the Old Testament for 
example bring together the tracks of the earlier oral traditions and fix them, 
obliging the singer to repeat them in this fixed form.

It is a question of speculating, tentatively, as to whether this 
transcendence in which writing had been established will now be 
challenged. The languages and practices of orality have reappeared in the 
panorama of literatures, they have begun to influence its sensibility with 
flamboyant energy and presence. We must think, passionately, not how 
to manage this transition, now from the written to the oral, but how 
to encourage a renewed poetics where the oral would remain a force in 
the written, and vice versa, and where the exchange between the spoken 
languages of the world would burn brightly.

Such new kinds of poetics are not to be confused with the old dramatic 
art or the tricks of ‘spoken’ writing. Writing in drama and the ‘spoken 
language’ of novels are literary procedures, that question neither the nature 
nor the status of the written.
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Moreover we must not accept the media effects of the audiovisual and 
the written press. These effects use techniques – news flash, script, scenario, 
short report – that claim to represent reality in an abbreviated form that is 
almost always oversimplified. There is no orality there. There is nothing but 
brief pieces of writing, arranged for recording or filming. Writing is never 
fruitfully brief except when it inhabits or borders on silence, but without 
disappearing. From the point of view of a rhetoric of writing, the brevity 
of the audiovisual is always idle chatter.

It is also a way of playing tricks with the real: they try to capture what 
is essential in reality and claim to describe it in its totality, whereas in 
fact they have carefully chosen from it, isolated or readjusted something 
that they will illustrate and present as permanent or definitive. If ‘repre-
sentation’ of the real is the law of the audiovisual, the mimesis here is 
deceptive: it acts in a present time that is always fleeting. This helps us to 
understand that the imitation of the real, one of the foundations of writing 
in Western cultures, has to be re-examined.

And if the ‘duplication’ of the real is at the basis of the world of 
computers, we must know or suspect all that such a redoubling opens up 
in variations, beyond an elementary cloning that would have been without 
echoes.

Orality, this passion of the peoples who in the twentieth century have 
emerged into the visibility of the world, and in so far as it enters writing, 
manifests itself first through the fruitful quarrels it introduces there, 
multiplicity, circularity, repetitions, accumulation and irreligion. Relation 
in fact.

It escapes from the systems of traditional rhetorics which always 
supported a linearity or a unity of time and language.

1. Multiplicity, Circularity

The histories (that have emerged) of the peoples that are now visible dissipate 
the linear harmony of time

It is not certain that in the world-totality the temporal linearity 
consecrated by the expansion of Western cultures can be maintained as a 
universal regulatio. At least on the level of the imagination.
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In these circumstances, neither the ‘century’ nor its end any longer have any 
normative value

One can imagine contemporary peoples who live different times and 
who continue to be in action and reaction with other presences in the 
Chaos-World. And who thereby express ‘ends’ that diverge from the 
temporal norm accepted by everyone.

In this sense, and for our time, each year, each day, each minute can be 
a century or the end of a century. And also each individual. This is summed 
up in the Antillean proverb that says: ‘A Negro is a century’. Not so much 
that he endures, or that his resentment is patient, as that he is impenetrable 
and one cannot see through him.

The traditional rhetorics continue to be monolingual and unilateral
They cannot conceive of the diffractions of our times, or the distances 

and vertiginous attractions between all given languages. They can conceive 
of themselves only in the use of a single language, which has delimited its 
periods in the linearity that we have said (before and after Jesus Christ). 
But, oh Rabelais, oh Joyce, oh Pound, oh playful entanglements.

The non-hierarchical multiplicity of languages leads irreversibly to new 
langages

The phenomena of creolization at work in our world concern not only 
the diversity of times experienced by communities which may or may not 
be in contact, but also the interchange of the written and spoken languages. 
Beyond these languages, the imagination (or imaginations) of human 
communities could inspire langages, or archipelagos of langages, which 
would be the equivalent of the infinite variation of our relations. Language 
is the ever shattered crucible of my unity. Langage would be the open field 
of my Relation.

Transrhetorics, whose usages are not yet known to us.

End of Century or End of History?
Will the twentieth century really come to its end? Can we not rather 

consider that what is endlessly ending for us is History, or rather the 
philosophies of History, which have constructed normative linearity and 
at the same time defined their own exclusive finality in the torment of 
human times?

Transhistory is spreading.
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*

II. Accumulation and Irreligion

Orality Outside Transcendence
The transcendence of writing compared to orality, particularly in 

Western cultures, is based on the ambiguity of the term Word, where one 
cannot actually distinguish if it designates only the spoken word of God 
or also the form of his written Law. Every case of the transcendence of 
writing results from an absolute of Revelation. Of a primary Dictation, just 
as determining as a Genesis.

Works of orality, especially when it is composite and not atavistic, are 
woven in Relation. The Sacred for us perhaps comes from this Relation, no 
longer from a Revelation or a Law.

Poetics of the Oral-Written
These do not constitute systems of rhetoric.
One could list their themes, without having to order them:
A poetics of duration, which does not ‘itemize’ the different times.
Piling up and accumulation, which take the word out of its linearity.
Return and repetition, which do not cheat the signified.
Rhythms of assonance, which weave the memory of our surroundings.
The obscure, which is the echo of the Chaos-World.

III. Poetics of Relation, Poetics of Chaos

Rhetoric and Identity.
Let us repeat that what we have discussed here is linked to the 

conception that everyone has of his or her identity.
The Being-Root is exclusive, it does not enter into the infinite and 

unpredictable variations of the Chaos-World, where only being-as-Relation 
is active.

The traditional rhetorics could be seen as the glorious effort of the 
Being-Root to confirm itself as Being.

Relation, Unpredictable, Cannot Conceive of Rhetoric.
Where the written associated itself with transcendence and tried to 

illustrate Being, the oral-written-oral multiplies openness and traces its 
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path in the flaming impromptu of the world, which is the only form of its 
permanence.

The Chaos-World, Unpredictable, Multiplies Rhetorics
Also, a system can be conceived in this context only if it ‘comprehends’ 

all envisageable rhetorics, and also all the possibilities of a non-universal-
izing trans-rhetoric.

The words of the Chaos-World do not presuppose any normative 
generalization.

The burning light projects limitlessly.

And there, quite suddenly, the crazy arum lilies, the red gingers, 
sculpted scentless flowers, steal from the Balata forest* its writing: the 
muffled propagation of its sparkling incense.

* ‘Le Jardin de Balata’ is a well-known, partially ‘wild’, garden in Martinique.
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For baroque art, knowledge grows through extension, accumulation, 
proliferation and repetition, and not above all through depths and dazzling 
revelation. Baroque is usually of the order (or the disorder) of orality. In 
the Americas it meets up with the ever-renewed beauty of hybridities and 
creolizations, where the angels are Indian, the Virgin black, the cathedrals 
like vegetation in stone, and this echoes the words of the story-teller which 
also spread through the tropical night, accumulate and repeat. The story-
teller is Creole or Quechua, Navajo or Cajun. In the Americas, the baroque 
is naturalized. 
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Writing

Writing

To write is to say: the world.

The world as totality, which is so dangerously close to the totalitarian. 
No science can give us a truly global opinion of it, can enable us to appre-
ciate its extraordinary hybridity, or can reveal to us how much living in it 
changes us. Writing, which leads us to unpredictable intuitions, allows us 
to discover the hidden constants of the world’s diversity, and we are happy 
to feel how these invariables also speak to us.

This saying of writing, which thus brings us closer to such a knowledge, 
also means that we can feel why it is the world as totality, and not an 
exclusive, chosen or privileged part of the world, that transports us.

We discover that the place that we live in, that we speak from, can no 
longer be separated from this mass of energy that calls to us in the distance. 
We can no longer grasp its movement, its infinite variations, its sufferings 
and its pleasures, unless we relate it to that which moves so totally for us, 
in the totality of the world. The ‘exclusive part’ that would be our place, 
we cannot express its exclusivity if we make of it an exclusion. We would 
then have a totality that really did border on totalitarianism. But, instead 
of that, we establish Relation. 

And not by an abstraction, an idealization of everything, that would 
have led us to see in our particular place a sort of reflection of a beneficial, 
profitable universal. We have renounced that as well. The claim that one 
has abstracted a universal from a particular no longer excites us. It is the 
actual substance of each of the places, their minute or infinite detail and 
the thrilling sum of their particularities, that is to be placed in complicity 
with those of all places. To write is to summon up the savour of the world.

The idea of the world is no longer sufficient. A literature based on the 
idea of the world may be skilful, ingenious, giving the impression of having 
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‘seen’ the totality (this is for example what in English is called ‘World 
Literature’), but it will pontificate in non-places and be nothing but an 
ingenious destructuring and a hasty recomposition. The idea of the world 
takes advantage of the imagination of the world, the intertwined poetics 
that allow me to sense how my place joins up with others, how without 
moving it ventures elsewhere, and how it carries me along in this immobile 
movement.

*

Writing is saying, literally.

The brilliance of the spoken word is the manifesto of all those peoples 
who are suddenly clamouring to sing their languages, before they perhaps 
disappear, worn out and erased by the international pidgins. The adventure 
is beginning, for all these oral languages, that up to now have been despised 
and dominated. Standardizations, transcriptions, with their traps that 
must be avoided; but also, the inscription of these languages within a social 
formation that perhaps tends, or is forced, to use what is called a major 
language of communication, a dominant language. The diversity of the 
world needs the languages of the world.

The brilliance of the oral literatures has thus come, not of course to 
replace the written text, but to change its structure. Writing really is 
saying: opening up to the world without dispersing or diluting oneself in it, 
and without being afraid to use in writing those powers of orality that are 
so much in accordance with the diversity of all things: repetition, accumu-
lation, circularity, the spiralling cry, the breaks in the voice.

In this new state of literature, the ancient and very fruitful division into 
literary genres is perhaps no longer compulsory. What is a novel and what is 
a poem? We no longer believe that narrative is the natural form of writing. 
The story that one tells and controls used to be inherent to the History 
that one makes and governs. The latter was the guarantee of the former, 
for the peoples of the West, and the former was the legitimate celebration 
of the latter. There is still some prestige attaching to this solidarity in the 
popularity of fashionable novels, in Europe and the Americas. But we 
are drawn to different forms. The explosion of the world-totality and the 
rushing towards audiovisual or computerized techniques have opened the 
field to an infinite variety of possible genres, of which we have as yet no 
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idea. Meanwhile, the poetics of the world are gaily mixing up genres, thus 
reinventing them. This means that our collective memory is prophetic: at 
the same time as it assembles the given of the world, it tries to remove 
from it the elements that encouraged hierarchy, the scale of values, a falsely 
transparent universal. We know today that there is no model that works. 

*

The poet, beyond the language that he uses, but mysteriously within 
that very language, on the level of the language and in its margin, is a 
builder of langage. The clever but mechanical game-playing of languages 
may soon appear outdated, but not the work that churns away at the base 
of langage. The poet attempts to rhizomatically connect his place to the 
totality, to diffuse the totality into his place: permanence in the moment 
and vice versa, the elsewhere in the here and vice versa. That is the small 
amount of divination that he claims for himself, faced with the derelictions 
of our reality. He does not play the game of the universal, which would not 
be a way of establishing Relation. He always supposes, from the first word 
of his poem: ‘I speak to you in your language, and I hear you in my langage’.
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Towns, big villages of nothing! Real places of the All! Have you lost 
your Xamaniers* and your arapes? The end of the evening, what is left of 
its cloud, has run away over the acacias. Now it is late, you have no more 
paths left to plough. Your daciers fight with your assembled Majors. Your 
smoke becomes visible in the carobs as they grow cold. The storm has gone 
up into the hills of your salènes. You mix up the words and the languages 
and the echoes with the solidified mud of the huques. You create new ones. 
It’s a langage, which infiltrates the grease of your roads, we hear it, we speak 
it. You stay there, heavy with the weight of so many breaths. Without even 
seeing that we grind your spelt flour on your rose bushes.

* The italicized words in this passage are words that Glissant has invented, as 
he explains in a note at the end of the book.
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