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Punctuations

Through so many crises that are the deadly price of coming together, 
through so many wars where the One has been confronted via its all 
too human incarnations, the Mediterranean is once again becoming an 
archipelago, returning to what it perhaps was before finding itself engaged 
with History. The Pacific Ocean and the Caribbean are seas that have 
always been archipelagos. The continents, those masses of intolerance 
rigidly turned towards a Truth, in so much as they regroup into entities or 
confederate in common markets, are also archipelagizing into regions. The 
regions of the world become islands, isthmuses, peninsulas, advances, lands 
of mixing and passage, yet which still remain.
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Jacques Berque and Literatures
We agree, with surprise, that we are now witnessing an opening up of 

the word to the dimension of the world and that the supreme object of 
literature is precisely this world-totality.

The opening up does not imply the dilution of the voice in a vague 
Universal, nor a way of being nowhere, nor, for the being, a suspension, 
existence in suspense, nor a painful or gnawing erasure.

What we see and feel is that the place from which we utter the word, 
from which the voice makes itself heard, is all the more welcoming to 
their accents for being placed in Relation, opening up its subject matter, 
questioning its limit, destabilizing its limits.

In this way the poem forms a weave between the density of the place and 
the multiplicity of the diverse, between what is said here and what is heard 
over there. This is part of the jousting of the literary approach: to have to 
consult the unpredictability and the non-given of the world, through the 
fragile but persistent substance of our present, our surroundings.

There is a trajectory of wandering, from the place to the totality, and 
vice versa. The work does not go out into the world without returning to 
its source. This to-and-fro movement marks its true parabola. And Jacques 
Berque* teaches us this, each time that he has had to sum up his work, 
sketch out its general lines, its results. Whether it is about Islam, the Arab 
world, the West or the peoples of what used to be called the Third World, 
his detailed analyses never lose touch with a global vision: their conjunction 
allows him to study the episode of each day and to project the work of the 
future. He has always conceived of the approach to the Other in a vision 
of solidarity with the world.

I also realize (and he pointed it out himself) that when we met it was 
always to share a trembling, tiny or revelatory, physical or social or political, 
of the totality of the earth. Once in Florence, when the left-wing Catholic 
candidate La Pirra had just been elected mayor. In Algiers, the day of the 
Declaration of the Algerian Republic. In my home in Martinique, when 
a cyclone was about to pass over our heads and we stood at the window 
breathing the smell of lead and speculating on all those clouds that formed 
a blockade in the sky. Different places, but tethered to the same concern, 

* Jacques Berque (1910–1995) was an Islamic scholar and sociologist.
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governed by the same hope. The hope of a bright spell to come, the threat 
of an uncontrollable excess.

It is as though we had to repeat, all of us together, in the hazards of 
our existence, this common place of the intellectual and creative life of our 
time: to roam the imagination of the world to come to the debate of our 
own surroundings, or vice versa.

If the multiple root is missing, we are projected into an infertile space; 
but if the root closes up, encroaches, then we are blind to ourselves and to 
the world.

All the work that Jacques Berque has done on Islam, the Arab world, 
the colonized countries, also served to reflect on his own needs. So he saw 
in Islam its rationality but also its mystique. What does this mean, if not 
that that he believed that every conceptualization has its corresponding 
poetics? In the same way, he explained, through the subjects he studied, 
the often conflictual but always enriching encounter of orality and writing, 
in the double field of the Arabic language for example, but also in the 
context of modernity. All questions that are prominent in the literatures of 
today. He was one of the first in France to teach this, calmly, without any 
manifesto, with rectitude and clarity.

This clarity, in the structure of his thought and also in its expression, 
is close to what we could call a humanism. A clarity that is forever 
questioning. That of the pioneer, who clears the ground, or the ploughman. 
It is therefore also accompanied by an appeal to that which is blurred, 
to mystery, and by an anxious attention to whatever is weaving itself in 
the underside of the real, by an approach to the incomprehensible, the 
inexpressible.

Which does not in any way detract from its clarity.

*

Examiner of the disparities in the world, sensitive to its diversity, careful 
to emphasize its convergences, Jacques Berque gave us a privileged intro-
duction to the literatures of the peoples of our time. 
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The Subject of Africa
The poetry of Léopold Sédar Senghor,* ceremonial and splendid, brings 

us the rhythm of the verse, in which we find our breath, and we will not 
forget that it has also fulfilled a function, humble and proud, regulated by 
the scribe or the copier, whereby it has brought African subject matter into 
the knowledge and sensibility of the beginning of the twentieth century.

It is not of course the dazzling science, the divination by thunder, that 
the Romans practiced literally and that was re-established in literature by 
the ‘poètes maudits’, Arthur Rimbaud or Antonin Artaud, but the patient 
requisition of a whole area of reality that is knocking at the doors of the 
world, at these multiple windows that are now opening onto our common 
modernities.

*

A solemn repertoire. The transfiguration, the offering of a whole 
universe, that of the cultures of black sub-Saharan Africa, up until then 
trapped in the complacencies that the forces of oppression spread in order 
to manage their impudent violations.

The scribe is not a clerk with fearless hands and a cold heart, and poetry 
never rejects this kind of encyclopedic work that is worthy of its most secret 
intention, a work of reorganizing and collecting together the given, through 
which it brings us close to the world’s diversity, which we need so much. 
The poem is one of the matrices of the alchemy of the real.

The copyist is not the unflinching imitator, who would never depart 
from the model that he has chosen, and whose hand fills in the outlines of 
other people’s drawing with monochrome colours. Léopold Sédar Senghor 
was suspected of having been as it were frozen by Catholic inspiration: a 
kind of paralysis in the face of the statue of the Commander in the shape of 
Claudel for example. But his model is African and, beneath the solemnity 
of the forms, the colours change according to the movement of the rivers 
and the assaults of the bush of the black country.

* Together with Césaire, Senghor was the founder of the Negritude movement.
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*

In Senghor we find that sacred bestiary, which suddenly escapes the 
conventions of exoticism: those reptiles of the Third Day, those agami 
birds, those monkeys whose cries are like cymbals. Beasts that sing like 
omens, in this day of annunciation. They are seen and respected by the 
eye of memory, of tradition and intimate legend, by the eye that interprets.

Beasts, and also trees, ardently meeting up with those of Victor Segalen 
and Saint-John Perse, across spaces still unknown and not yet joined 
together.

Let us explore this newly established geography, which is no longer the 
prey of the discoverers and the conquerors but the tender place of lovers, 
the object of hard work, the interjection of suffering and joy, which are 
added on to the real. Colonization has not carried everything away in its 
derision.

The emotion of meeting the kori, which we are told is a ‘thin line of 
greenery which, in the desert, marks the bed of a river, usually dried up’, 
or of running along the tann, ‘flat land covered by the sea or an inlet at the 
time of spring tides’. We carry within us our own koris, memories of ancient 
prosperity, and our tanns, promises of future fervour. This poetic geography 
announces sharing and Relation.

*

Let us learn, from the register of instruments of art as well as the 
catalogue of everyday tools. In this first half of the century, here are – 
offered and officiating – those objects that will become so familiar to music 
lovers, the kora and the balafon, and the khalam, quieter, ‘a kind of four-
stringed guitar, which is the usual accompaniment of the elegy’.

*

Africa! Africa! Country of colonialist tumult and devastation, but also 
country of the elegy, the sabar and the mbalakh, and of the woy, a song or 
poem, which the humanist Senghor realizes is ‘the exact translation of the 
Greek ode’.

It may be that we do not willingly subscribe to this image of the Greco-
Latin Negro, but do we not, ultimately, like the fact that Senghor, the son 
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of prestigious and very ancient cultures, tries in this way to share with 
Western man what the latter has uttered most profoundly? Shall we deny 
the woy its kinship with the ode, and vice versa?

Around these poems, a human community rises. Samana Ban Ana Baâ 
for instance, who is quite a joker, and Koli Satiguy, a holy man, or Abou 
Moussa, the usurper.

African names will from now on proclaim their genealogy in the song 
of the world.

Bestiary, account of kinship, catalogue, botanical textbook, plani-
sphere and portolan of the Senegalese country, Senghor’s poetic world, 
more than it seemed, opened the way for the novelists and film-makers 
who have explored the reality of this part of Africa and have revealed its 
true riches.

*

A world strewn with angry shouts, punctuated by the sacred tutoiement 
of the fundamental texts, and where the spoken word is truly the elder 
sister of writing. Senghor’s work is one of the first in which the traditional 
ease of African speech, solemn and joking, mocking or tragic, has informed 
the austere presence of the written poem.

It is not for me to point out that the work of the politician, the man 
of reflection and action, has met with objections and criticism: it is for 
the Senegalese people themselves to measure the distance that may have 
grown up between Senghor and them, to calculate the distance between 
Casamance and Normandy, which became the poet’s favourite place, and 
to decide whether this distance is significant or not.

I like the fact that the calm insurrection of Senghor’s words accom-
panied from the outset another exclamation, that of Aimé Césaire, and 
that the same new phase of the world came into being through these two 
representatives of Negritude: the man from the African source, the man 
from the diaspora.

The source moved elsewhere and Africa flowed into the Americas, after 
the holocaust of transportation. The Immense Waters of the Ocean drew 
them horribly together. Permanence has turned into diversity. Is this not 
what we sense in Senghor, when he confides in us, as though in a whisper: 
‘My heart is always wandering, and the sea has no limits.’
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I am also happy to remind you, very briefly, that another Senegalese 
intellectual, Alioune Diop, undertook to list, in the review Présence 
africaine, the same concrete and significant particularities of the black 
country as Senghor’s poem had pointed out. Présence africaine and La 
Société africaine, on which Senghor, Richard Wright, Cheik Anta Diop, 
Aimé Césaire, Frantz Fanon, Jacques Rabemananjara, and so many others 
collaborated.

Raise our voices for the bard that we see there serene and impassive. But 
his voice thrills with the trembling of his native land.
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Globalization, seen as non-place, would indeed result in a standardized 
dilution. But for each of us, the path that leads from our place to the world 
and back again, again and again, indicates the only permanence. The world 
in its finished totality cannot be considered a sufficient reason, a generality 
giving birth to its own generalization. The weave of the world is enhanced 
by all the particularities, quantified; by all the places, recognized. The 
totality is not what has been called the universal. It is the quantity, finished 
and realized, of the infinite detail of the real. And which, because it is a 
matter of detail, is not totalitarian.
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The Earth and the Territory*
The ‘realization’ of the earth-totality has changed the perception or the 

imagination that each human community has of ‘its’ land. The physical 
frontiers between nations have been made permeable to cultural and intel-
lectual exchanges, to the hybridization of sensibilities, which has meant 
that the nation-state is no longer powerful enough to barricade from the 
inside everyone’s relation to the earth.

This does not cause a dilution of nationality, but a reduction in the 
number of nationalisms, in spite of the current excesses which, in the 
world, are the vehement sign of a return of the nationalist repressed.

The Poetics of Relation enables us to approach the difference between a 
land, which we relate to elsewhere, and a territory, whose doors we close to 
the wind blowing outside. Modernity swings uncontrollably between these 
opposite ways of our inhabiting of the place.

Summary of the Paper Given on This Occasion
I call creolization the meeting, the interference, the shock, the 

harmonies and disharmonies between cultures, in the realized totality of 
the world-earth.

Its characteristics are:
– the dizzying speed of the interactions that it sets up;
– the ‘consciousness of consciousness’ that we have of these;
– the mutual valorization that results and that makes it necessary for 

everyone to re-evaluate for themselves the components placed in contact 
(creolization does not presuppose a hierarchy of values);

– the unpredictability of the results (creolization is not limited to 
hybridity, whose syntheses were foreseeable).

The examples of creolization are inexhaustible and one observes that 
they first took shape and developed in archipelagic rather than continental 
situations.

My proposition is that today the whole world is archipelagizing and 
creolizing itself.

In these circumstances, it has become necessary for us to distinguish 
between two forms of culture:

Those that I will call atavistic, whose creolization took place a very long 
time ago, if it did take place, and which have meanwhile armed themselves 

* Paper given at a conference on modernity at the University of Tokyo, 
November 1996.
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with a corpus of mythical narratives aiming to reassure them as to the 
legitimacy of their relations with the land that they occupy. These mythical 
narratives usually take the form of a Creation of the world, of a Genesis.

Those that I will call composite, whose creolization is happening so 
to speak before our very eyes. These cultures do not generate a Creation 
of the world, they do not consider the founding myth of a Genesis. Their 
beginnings proceed from what I call a digenesis.

We observe that the composite cultures are tending to become atavistic, 
that is, to lay claim to a permanence, an honorability of time, which would 
seem to be necessary to any culture in order for it to be sure of itself and 
to have the boldness and the energy to express itself. They usually do this 
under the pressure of the necessities of their liberation (these cultures 
having almost all been the object of a colonization, violent or ‘discreet’), 
which demands the passionate certainty that one is oneself and not 
someone else.

The atavistic cultures, in contrast, are tending to break up, to creolize 
themselves, that is, to question (or to defend very dramatically) their 
legitimacy. They do this under the pressure of the generalized creolization 
whose object, we have said, is the earth-totality. 

This results in two conceptions of identity, which I have tried to define 
according to the image of the single root and the rhizome, developed by 
Deleuze and Guattari.

A sublime and deadly conception, which the cultures of Europe and 
the West have transported around the world, of identity as the single root, 
excluding the Other. The single root implants itself in a land that becomes 
a territory.

A notion that has now become ‘real’, in all composite cultures, of identity 
as rhizome, going to meet other roots. And that is how the territory once 
again becomes a land.

Among the myths that have led the way towards the consciousness 
of History, the foundational myths have had as their role to consecrate 
the presence of a community on its land, by attaching this presence to a 
Genesis, without any discontinuity and by legitimate filiation. This is what 
gives them their atavistic character.

The foundational myth provides obscure reassurance as to the unbroken 
continuity of this filiation, based on a Genesis, and from then on authorizes 
the community in question to consider this land where it lives, which has 
now become a territory, as absolutely its own.
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By an extension of the legitimacy, it happens that, in passing from myth 
into historical consciousness, the community considers that it has been 
given the right to extend the limits of this territory. This is what has given 
‘legitimacy’ to all colonizations.

For as long as the earth-totality had not been accomplished, for as long 
as there were lands to discover, an unknown to conquer, this drive towards 
the expansion of a territory appeared to be a kind of ontological necessity 
for the peoples and cultures that believed themselves chosen to discover 
and govern the world, and who did so.

In the earth-totality that is today physically realized, where creolization 
has replaced the drive towards expansion and the legitimacy of conquest, 
the Poetics of Relation enables us to approach the difference between a 
land (the crucial place of all beings) and a territory (reclamation as the 
ritual, now infertile, of the Being).

From this point of view modernity is the play, begun anew each time, 
of this difference and this mutation.
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Roche 

The time has come when the word becomes its own place. That is to 
say that it takes itself as its object, not through complacency, nor because it 
finds itself uprooted from its surroundings, but because it tries to consider 
whether, out of all the possible places of the world, there is an invariant, a 
place of places, neither a consensus nor a generalization, but a trace that 
persists. A trace that would keep alive vigilance, and humour, and the 
assaults of thought.

Maurice Roche’s writing is like this. And it approaches this place 
of places through suffering, solitude, healthy derision, faced with the 
stupidity and the derelictions of our human societies. Through laughter, 
the quietest possible. The writing does not work on the common place 
in the new sense that we have given to this expression - a meeting of the 
intuitive thoughts of the world - it brings the common place back down to 
its sad status as revelation of stupidity. And embroiders the object, explores 
it, turns it over and over, until we have succumbed to vertigo. I think it is 
one of the virtues of this writing that it unfailingly inclines us, through the 
simplicities that it stages and diverts, to this vertigo which leads us into 
the immeasurability of the world. ‘I don’t feel well’ [‘Je ne vais pas bien’] is 
a common place of the most ordinary kind, and ‘I don’t feel/go well, but I 
must go there’ [‘Je ne vais pas bien, mais il faut que j’y aille’] (the title of one 
of Roche’s novels) is already an introduction to the swaying lilt of a drifting 
meaning. A writing that dances.

Compact gave us its first music.* To use another of the common places 
of our time (a fashionable mode or thing), we can say that it is a cult work: 
one of the rare places, both secret and public, where we see confirmed 
something inexpressible that we had sensed in the mass of all things. 
But people say that about so many works whose only effect is to ratify 
the conventions (the most basic ones) of our collective drives. Compact is 
different: the book resists.

It was written, literally, in a multicoloured fashion. A different poet has 
said, ‘life needs all the colours’. We were not aware of this poetic intention, 
since the first editions of the work were monochrome, classical, even if the 
diffracted layout and the playful dispersion of the words already alerted 

* Compact, trans. Mark Polizzotti (Illinois: Dalkey Archive Press, 1988).
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us to the fact that here was a field of weaves, an unknotting of structures: 
a different way of practicing writing: ‘A texture of signs, of scars, a tactile 
weave coming apart …’

The ‘object’ of the novel is simple and complex (that is to say total): a 
man is wasting away (dying? waking up?) in his bedroom, or in any other 
solitary place, a hospital room, an operating theatre, and he goes blind, and 
he fantasizes, or realizes, the world. ‘You will lose sleep as you lose sight.’ 
– ‘As you lose sight, you will lose sleep.’ To see truly.

The beauty of the new edition of Compact, in colours, published by 
Tristram, means that at first we seem to have been awarded the favour of a 
more elementary, faster reading – we follow the line of a colour, as they say 
in planes that we will have to follow a phosphorescent trail to the ground, 
in the case of an accident – but we immediately realize that this simplicity 
acted as a mask: the mystery of these words remains, to the extent that 
they convince us, most importantly, that we are all of us participating ‘in 
everything’.

The clever reader soon finds satisfaction in entering into these colours 
of the text and specifying them. I tell myself, for example, that all the tones 
of a novel, from the emotional to the documentary, from the direct address 
to the confidential, from realism to symbolism, are intervening here. And 
I believe that I can spot them through an organization that I seem to have 
guessed: the colours are organized, or rather disorganized, by means of the 
table of personal pronouns.

The colour green: I.
The black: you singular.
The light orange: he.
The light brown: we.
The white on a black background: you plural.
To which is added the blue of any situation described, where the real 

is captured in the dazzling net of its perception, and the red, which corre-
sponds to the impersonal ‘one’: at the same time I, you singular, he, we and 
you plural. The ‘one’ of tragic debate. The ‘one’ also of the anonymous letter 
and of clichés. The ‘one’ of the world bewildered and hunted down.

So. We have understood how it functions. We can read ‘linearly’, by 
following one of these colours from one end of the book to the other. There 
would then be complete series of meanings that would simply marry up, at 
the point where one colour (a pronoun, a tone, a situation) would take over 
from another, and be interrupted itself and then come back further on. We 
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hardly stop to ask what symbolism is involved in the choices and attribu-
tions of the colours, why the green is for I, why the ‘ordinary’ printing fonts 
(in black) are used only for the you singular, which is this I that examines 
and usually underrates itself? Or is it the demands of the printing works 
that has decided these attributions? Clever reader, although it doesn’t take 
much (all of that was easy to work out), but conceited as well.

Because he very soon comes across these moments where the green 
confronts the blue, for example, and the black irrupts into the mass of light 
brown, like a volcanic island in a sea of faded lava: in other words, these 
internal articulations of the text as a whole. And it is not linear as we had 
thought. It requires the pleasure of a different kind of reading. The blue 
contaminates the green, the light orange pushes the black to its greatest 
excesses, and we never know how they will all react to being woven together 
in this way, which both constrains and liberates them. The word works on 
itself, arises each time from its own birth, its own contradiction, its internal 
Relation, the enormous duration accumulated from so many revelatory 
dispersals. The mass that emerges from this is a dizzying Whole-World, 
which involves us. ‘We are the sum of all that’.

It was not so simple and our linear readings (a red reading, a blue 
reading) were naïve and fallacious. Here, we learn to read by panting hard, 
by the call of our breaths, by breathing in all the air around us, and I cannot 
help coming back here to the prose of Michel Leiris, although it is true that 
this is organized into an obvious weave, whereas Maurice Roche doggedly 
maintains the gap in the cloth.

They have a great deal in common, despite these opposite rhetorics. 
The passion for pure geometry, for the plan, for the projection of straight 
lines between the stars in the sky. The inclination therefore towards an 
idea or a sensibility of the rough, the exact, the non-lyrical, materials that 
constitute the solid basis for another distraction, a different kind of vertigo. 
And then, the word-play, which diffracts the unity of the meaning. Leiris’s 
Aurora, or aux rats is echoed in douleur, doux leurre, d’où l’heure, which is 
no less compromising and contaminating. For illness and death, it is never 
(it is always) the time [l’heure].

*

All of History, all the histories, all the languages, all the pidgins, and 
Old French, the slangs, the digests, the oratory sentence, the musical score, 
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the proverbs, the recipes for just about everything that exists, has been 
made or imagined, the instructions for use, the graphics, Latin and Greek, 
Chinese or Japanese characters, and also invisible ink, summaries of texts 
(which are not the same as digests) or pharmaceutical formulae, all of this 
organized in a scrum, like in rugby, to be deployed, all of this invading us, 
readers affected in turn. ‘And – regressus ad originem to coincide with the 
cosmogony – this went backwards through time’.*

*

‘One feels more and more cramped as the world grows larger.’** No, really 
not, dear Maurice Roche, not restricted: fragile, uncertain and threatened, 
and perhaps a little despairing of so many pitfalls in the world, but as lucid 
as possible. The proof, Compact. This book has brought together for us 
what was scattered, crossed out (writing like an obstinate scratching), the 
most beneficial corruptions, and what there will be in his later books of 
music, of illness and death, an endless dust. But one which comes together 
as granite, as pillars of lava. As a totem, devastated humanity, carves its 
shadow in the stone, as a language invents itself within language, like a 
world. Burst open, winding, its colours shimmering, its subject matter 
dispersed, and at the same time full and compact. Like a rock [roche]. 
It seems to me that everything that we shout out in the exaltation and 
excitement of the world-thought, Maurice Roche carefully invents it, under 
the accumulation of crossings out, which taken together in(tro)duces – to 
talk like Roche – such a field of energies. The question remains, for all of 
us who are perhaps blind to our time: ‘How can we now tell apart day and 
night?’ We consult Compact, which is our Braille in these shadows.

* Compact, p. 14.
** Compact, p. 10.
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‘But look, History still goes on rehashing these recalls to the identitarian, 
based on a territory . . etc.’* 

Those are the last desperate bursts of the return of the identitarian 
repressed. The more the progress of Relation is ascertained, the more 
creolization grows, the more the madness of those who are panicked by this 
movement of the world is exacerbated. Their new demon, the absolute Evil 
that they intend to exorcise, is what they call globalization. Then the places 
of hybridity and sharing, the Beiruts and the Sarajevos, are systematically 
crushed and hammered. In the smallest village where a bridge had been 
built between two communities, this bridge is blown up. The Rwandas are 
maintained in their dereliction. It would seem that we cannot do anything 
about it. But we are changing in ourselves, and, all around, there are these 
breaths of the last night.

* Compact, p. 87.
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The difficulty is that the forces of oppression, which are multinational 
and whose interest lies in realizing their earth-totality, where they will be 
able to go everywhere to carry out their profiteering, the biggest cities, the 
smallest island, also make use of a strategy that seems to encourage our 
relation to the world. ‘Open up! Don’t close yourself up in your identity’. 
Which in this case means: ‘Give in to the unstoppable necessity of the 
market’. In this way they hope to dilute you in the current trends. Some 
peoples resist. Yes, with difficulty. The necessary opposition can in fact 
sometimes lead to a closing-off and, by a terrible irony, ratify the implicit 
threat decreed by the capitalist.
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Measure, Immeasurability

Measure, Immeasurability

The One magnifies and the Diverse acclaims.
That we are integral to this constellation of humanities. That this does 

not turn into a system. That the totality is forever totalizing. That the All 
is not closed nor sufficient. This is living the world.

Dreaming it as well. The magnificence of O. V de L. Milosz!* ‘How 
beautiful is the world, beloved, how beautiful is the world.’

But to dream the world is not to live it. For us, beauty does not grow 
from the dream, it explodes in the entanglement.

* Oscar Vladislas de Lubicz Milosz (1877–1939) was a French poet of Lithuanian 
origin.
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Infinitive of time
Does time ratify legitimacy? Is it not rather
Filiation, desiring and measuring time
Providing duration when duration is lacking
That supports, by nature and right,
Its principle?

When the horde of filiations has tumbled down
Legitimacy vanishes. Then
No more indicator – that arrow – of time
Bursting forth
Projecting, ravaging 
In the consuming fire of linearity
The space of the world.

Filiation tried hard to keep the line
Of the generations, it counted out
The almanac of time. But it is
In pain and leprosy, the dry force
That fastened its necessity
Pegged its joint, to the whole
Of this body, all plunder and root
The territory.

Legitimacy was that peg
And this rivet. It was the Shore
From where to set out to conquer, by negating
Happy multi-time, and through the ecstasy
Of root-time.

It is why we have seen
This growing rapacious time-world
Which intended to eat the world
Expel it
Into universal concretion, that is
Into absolute Territory.

And just like the landscapes the countries
Which share and come to life
Are the Finistères of the territory
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Open it up into paths, make it infinite
Yes just like that.

To disengage filiation
That absolute of legitimacies, to divert
The supposed time-world from its line,
Is to gush forth in chaos at last
In the multiplicities of time
Which all mean that anyone can envisage it
Or stare it down
Without faltering.
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The drifting of languages makes for a painful passion: no-one was more 
subject to this than Gaston Miron. In a Montreal street, he would stoop 
down to the pavement, pick up his poor beautiful Quebecker language, 
and say to me: ‘Look, look at these people passing by, they are suffering 
in their language. Perhaps they cannot pick it up like this. And how could 
we imagine bilingualism or multilingualism, when they are stealing our 
language?’ I would repeat that for my own part the Creole language was 
also left abandoned, and many others were disappearing, and that we must 
go out to meet the languages of the world without confining ourselves to 
our own voice. He would continue, and of course he was right: ‘That’s fine, 
with our guts and our heads, we will hold up high our French languages, 
and also our Creole languages’. Michael Smith, the murdered poet, worked 
in a different way, with the singers of Dub poetry, from within the very 
foundation of the English language. The result was a baroque tension, 
a raucous concentration of accents, like someone who has already been 
shouting for too long in a desert. I deplore the fact that I do not know the 
Arabic language, I cannot appreciate how Mahmoud Darwish takes it into 
new landscapes, as one can sense from the French translations of his texts. 
But translation is the very thing that enables us to sense this. Darwish 
has spoken about the Americas, engaged in his poetry with Columbus, 
sung the praises of Relation. To open the imagination of languages, to give 
them new places, is a way of truly combatting uniformities, dominances, 
standards. 
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Martinique
Let us say that Utopia is just and enduring when it is shared with 

everyone. When, shared, it does not descend into presumptuousness and 
collective madness. Let us forget the politicians’ worries, we, the people of 
Guadeloupe, Martinique and French Guiana. Certainly, we were right not 
to let those people who in French Guiana had fought against denial, 
equivocation and injustice languish in prisons built on our land without 
protesting. In the same way we will be right to join together into a single 
body to attempt a great work. We are used to thinking in archipelagic 
terms; let us act, too, in accordance with this fine immeasurability, which 
is neither disorder nor bewilderment. Let us summon Barbados and 
Jamaica, Trinidad and Puerto Rico, let us call Cuba and Haiti. See how we 
graft Utopia onto all these plants of the Creole vegetation. At least, let us 
propose it. We need them, they need us. No, the notion of need is too 
limiting. The peoples of the Caribbean are in us, and we are in them. Let’s 
contribute if we can to making these Archipelagos strong places in the 
world, proudly common places. Let’s begin to clean up our surroundings, 
so that Martinique for example proclaims and maintains itself, integrally, 
a land of organic products and clarity. Let’s stop believing in the production 
of unsaleable, badly protected commodities, whose fate depends on policies 
that are always changing and decided elsewhere. Let’s no longer limp from 
readjustments to bankruptcies, from subsidies to job losses. Let’s look 
elsewhere in the world for places where products that we will want, develop, 
realize through our common determination, could be offered and accepted. 
In the world there is a place (buyers, people who know what they like and 
are excited by the exchange) for everything that would come out of a space 
of light, for everything that would proceed from the determination to clean 
up the seas and the clouds, the Gardens and the Sands. What is called a 
market means that the peoples who can do so pay more for the objects and 
commodities in the world that they know fulfill the assurances that the 
general mentality is increasingly demanding: untouched by industrial or 
chemical pollution, conforming to a new kind of beauty in the world and a 
new health for contemporary human communities. Many others have 
started along this path. But for us, it is not too late. We believe in the future 
of small countries, when they form an archipelago like this. Let’s remember, 
as far as we are concerned, that the statutory problems in our relations with 
France produce nothing but endless badly argued discussions, for as long 
as independence of thinking, deciding and acting is not there. France is a 
country that can no longer, apart from its old politicians, afford to coerce 
another country. It is too fragile within itself, victim of its xenophobic 
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impulses, to sustain another quarrel. If its leaders are not following up on 
the discussions, it is because we ourselves are not speaking with one voice 
and perhaps they really do not know whom to believe. The question of the 
status can be handled from within our position in the Caribbean. Let’s 
speak to France, not to fight against it, nor to be its servants, nor its 
employees, but to tell it with a single voice that we are going to undertake 
something different. Let’s also explain to France that the norm of its 
language would soon become obsolete (there are in France shriveled old 
specialists of this language, just as anachronistic and pretentious as those 
old politicians we were talking about), if the language did not run the risks 
of the world. And that we have transmuted it, this language, by taking it 
with us. As for example the Jamaicans have with the English language or 
the Cubans with Spanish. Let’s seize on this first of all, and first of all from 
the depths of ourselves: the independence of thought. Let’s go openly 
towards this utopia which we need so much. Let’s make Martinique a place 
of the world, this is our vocation: that is, a place from which we will 
gradually neutralize the built-up areas that for a long time we believed to 
be obvious signs of prosperity, where we will regenerate our lands rotten 
with pesticides, where we will remake the course of our rivers, where we 
will tirelessly clean up our coastlines so that the fish return, where we will 
slow down the deadly flood of cars that eat away at the country like ants in 
an abandoned plate of stew, where we will teach according to our own 
reference points, thus going to meet up with the forms of knowledge 
accumulated from all over the world, where we will never again fail to help 
those young people who go around in nothingness and anxiety, where we 
will stop having these pointless arguments among ourselves that turn nasty. 
But let’s do it, let’s propose it to all, with the calmness of those who do not 
claim to be teaching others a lesson. Let’s stop thinking that our entire 
crazy consumption of goods, exacerbated by the shenanigans of commerce, 
can produce happiness. It’s not true. Let’s not believe that we are the most 
privileged people of the Caribbean. This over-excited consumption 
engenders a subterranean uneasiness, which we can nevertheless feel, a 
hostility between people who do not even know why they can no longer get 
along. A mediocrity that is unaware of itself. Let’s try to make the 
Caribbean a healthy lung of the Earth, a persistent blue patch in the 
surrounding grey, until the blue spreads everywhere. Our collective identity 
is a result of this, but let’s not think that it is therefore bastardized. It is 
the mark and the sign of the unpredictable, to which our imagination is 
becoming accustomed. Our rhizome-identities are through with essences, 
exclusivities, the rites of withdrawal. Let’s enter our own world, which also 
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means entering the world. Let’s make room for all the languages, and our 
Creole language first of all, because it is an unpredictable resultant, and let’s 
make room for all the langages, of the individual or the collectivity, of a poet 
or a craftsman, which envisage and illustrate the immeasurable diversity of 
the world. And to this Immeasurability let’s apply our Measure, which 
cannot be a restriction. The measure is the sign of real independence of 
thought, the gauge of a determination that will not weaken. It is not the 
narrow dimension of the accepted order or of arbitrary regulations. It does 
not claim to predict everything in the movement of the world or to make 
ambitious plans. Our human communities have given up, let’s hope, on 
five-year plans. Measure is boldness and renewal, supported. All peoples are 
young in the world-totality. There are no more old civilizations that would 
protect the health of the Whole, like patriarchs draped in ancient wisdom, 
while other peoples would be burning, almost wild, with a youth not yet 
tested. Immeasurability has shortened times and multiplied them. To be 
ancient is to sense most closely the resolution of these times, although it is 
unpredictable. To be ancient is to flow in unanimity into this movement of 
the world. Ancientness can no longer be evaluated by a bygone age. We are 
all young and ancient, on the horizons. Atavistic cultures and composite 
cultures, former colonizers and colonized, oppressors and oppressed today. 
We fight the oppressions in our own place, we also open onto the neigh-
bouring islands, and onto all lands. This does not mean leaving our 
ancestors, either known or unknown. Those who sank to the bottom of the 
Immense Waters during transportation, those who smothered the fruit of 
their loins in order to save them from slavery, those who laboured on the 
Plantations, who marooned in the hills. We must bring them with us as we 
enter into the renewal of all things. Give a meaning to what they were, 
which it is so difficult for us to imagine. Look in the face those desperate 
times that haunt us. Is it necessary to summon up these times? Yes, to open 
them up. And not to fall back on the old definitions. The advantage of an 
island is that one can go right round it, but an even more precious advantage 
is that this trip can never be finished. And see how most of the islands in 
the world form archipelagos with others. The islands of the Caribbean are 
among these. Every archipelagic thought is a thought of trembling, of 
non-presumption, but also of openness and sharing. It does not demand 
that one starts by defining Federations of States, administrative and insti-
tutional orders, it starts everywhere on its work of entangling, without 
bothering to state the preliminaries. As regards our relations in the 
Archipelago, let’s start with the small things, but while bearing in mind the 
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big ones. We are the higglers* of the Caribbean reality. And let’s loudly 
proclaim this motto: Martinique, organic country of the world. It will be a 
response not to a fashion for ecology, but to precise needs linked to the 
concerns of ecology. We will adapt as we go along, and it will certainly be 
a long and difficult process, our organization of work, our distribution of 
resources, the equilibrium of our societies. It is a hallmark, as long as it 
corresponds to a reality, which would speak to those who come to our 
country, to those who would buy its products elsewhere. Yes, difficult and 
long. We would have to cope with the redeployments of loss, the new habits 
to create, the stormy periods of adaptation, the need to roll out progressive 
change, the initial excesses and the individual and collective moments of 
discouragement. But is our present situation enviable or viable? Can we 
continue like this? We believe so but immediately we wonder: why this 
displeasure, this anxiety within us? Isn’t the relative comfort of some 
accompanied by this general malaise, which corrupts us all, and by the 
absolute lack of comfort of the majority? Will we wait forever for the 
reassurances and solutions coming from France, and which in this case are 
not really such? And if we do not dedicate ourselves to this Utopia, will we 
not anyway have to imagine another one? In what is called the global 
market, the small countries save themselves by making themselves specialists 
of very particular productions, that the industrial machine cannot compete 
with or steal. Let’s invent these new products, the fruits of new methods. 
Let’s run this risk. Our responsibility in the matter is collective, and our 
action should be too. We must make our place immeasurable, that is, link 
it up with the Immeasurability of the world. Let’s also look at its beauty. 
My hope lies in this voice of the landscapes. The edges of our forests fade 
into the cultivated lands that lose their momentum in the sands. It is a 
whole repertoire in miniature. Neither the pineapples nor the bananas 
really flatten their surroundings. Petite Guinée is next door to Petite 
Suisse. The Hills are green and red. The great apricot trees provide shade 
for the Valleys. What is just as beautiful is to find all these landscapes all 
over the Archipelago, with all the possible nuances and variations. The 
fabric of our countries raises its volcanoes and plunges into its ravines, sinks 
under the sea and is reborn, reappears, changed but continuous with itself, 
in St Lucia or Marie-Galante, Dominica or the Dominican Republic. Let’s 
talk to all those who share such countries with us. And let the Creole 
Caribbean talk to the world which is itself creolizing. It has brought its 

* Peddlers.
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multiplicity together into a surprisingly convergent diversity. But without 
any kind of uniformity. Let’s consecrate that among us. This is not a Call, 
nor a manifesto or a political programme. The Call would be, for whoever 
makes it, the sign of a pre-eminence that has no place here. The manifesto 
would presuppose putting oneself forward. The political programme would 
not be suitable or convincing. This is a cry, quite simply a cry. Of a realizable 
Utopia. If the cry is taken up by some or by all, it becomes speech. A 
common song. The cry and speech work together to lift up the possibilities, 
and also what we have always believed to be the impossibilities, of our 
countries.
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One returns to the place, just as one escapes from the story. Mathieu, 
the one who is not Béluse, glancing accidentally at this text that I am 
struggling to weave, ingenuously recommends (‘wouldn’t it be possible, 
please’) that I write as ‘he’ rather than ‘I’. He likes hearing narratives, 
stories. He authorizes and establishes the art of the novel. I tell him (using 
‘he’) that Mathieu Béluse has come back. He has stopped running through 
times because, he says, one can no longer move forward. There are people 
who go to Mars and will soon go to Betelgeuse, but we do not have their 
techniques. He prefers to spell out the earth, as though he were learning a 
lesson from it. And if we have to go to Betelgeuse, and soon to Fomalhaut?

Mathieu Béluse consults a branch of shell ginger,* he tries to work out 
the future. He learns from Marie Celat that impossible art: to inhabit 
the unpredictable. He enters the archipelago. One does not cultivate this 
garden, distance is not withdrawal. The Creole garden is stubborn, it takes 
care of itself and its plants protect each other, like islands banding together. 
And then, the defeat of time: Oriamé, Désira, Mycéa. The novel remakes 
itself as marine huts. Mathieu Béluse has come back here.

* ‘L’à-tous-maux’, a plant with medicinal properties.
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The narrative used to find its source in the troubled or measured calm 
of the communitarian, in that requirement that separated it from any other 
places. Its symbolic system found its meaning there.

Words have moved away from the mysteries of the imperious narrative 
and from the fragmented fullness of the poem. They have abdicated the 
narrow confidence of the language. It is as though, given in or fallen from 
all this clashing around us, they eluded our meanings.

They no longer form planets or galaxies, each one wrapped around its 
sun or its movement. They disperse themselves into infinity, before this 
movement explodes and the sun becomes a giant dead star, a burnt dwarf.

In this explosion, which perhaps presages a single primitive and final 
galaxy – but which one? – narrative loses its symbolic power, those layers 
of meaning that supported themselves, just as the poem loses that passion 
for envisaging words as a material, outside the concept.

What does this mean? For someone who sees words as nothing but a 
familiar neighbourhood, too immediate dreams, the imposition, with no 
further echo, of the day that passes and the night that goes on forever?

What can this mean, you who advance with no support or gulf in which 
to place yourself, with no all-powerful heritage or memory, in this sparkling 
of all new-born things?
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Totalities 
Creolization is forever envisaging its opposite, and the Archipelago joins 

with every Switzerland.
A Switzerland? Perhaps, planned by the all-Being, which maintains 

itself as being-everything.
And what would the Archipelago be? The dispersion of non-Being, 

which brings together the being of the world.
The being as beings.

Being is immobile in the mountain, it has protected itself from the snow 
and the impenetrable avalanche.

Non-Being no longer extinguishes the will in the happiness of passivity, 
nor exacerbates it in blind thrusts. Non-Being does not mean not being.

I was there, not a Being but a painful being, immobile and stiff in this 
icy downhill street of this village of the Pyrenees, with its few inhabitants. 
Stuck on these old frozen cobbles, dismayed by my impossible position, 
shouting to my friends in the distance to leave me alone. Until I decided to 
jump onto the edge, where streaks of fresh snow at the bottom of the hedge 
allowed one to hang on and walk. Then I could go down or up, as I wished.

Creolization receives and conceives of the Unique, the unthought of 
Being, but it also admits the opposite.

The infinite stages of the illusory graduation are all valid, from Being to 
being, from Switzerland to the Archipelago, in creolization. That amounts 
to saying that one could not really conceive of a Being-as-being.

The Archipelago is wandering, from land to sea, it is open to the waves 
and the dawn.

But there are also dawns on the cultivated plain, in the unmoving hills, 
in the peninsula that watches over the advance of the lands and evokes the 
unknown. They are inhabited. If they were not, they would deserve to be. 
These human communities occupy the path, from Being to being.

There are so many identities of peoples, and of a single people when it 
has undergone changes, that it would be raging madness to try to spell out 
the norms. To extol every time the absolute contradiction.

Creolization is non-Being finally in action: at last the feeling that the 
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resolution of identities is not at the brink of dawn.* That Relation, that 
end result of contact and process, changes and exchanges, without losing 
or distorting you.

We are not told to renounce (being) in order to finally accept (the beings 
of the world). No, that has not been said, or even supposed. You can escape 
from that street with the frozen cobbles where you had got stuck, escape to 
admire at last the surroundings and breathe the cold air.

The multi-energy of creolizations does not create a neutral field where 
the sufferings of humanity would doze off; it reactivates that dizzying 
expansion which undoes not differences but the old sufferings born of 
difference.

This path, from Being to being, to merciful beings! We follow it without 
disfiguring it.

* ‘Au bout du petit matin’: this is the first line of Césaire’s Cahier d’un retour au 
pays natal (Paris: Présence Africaine, 1997).
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Yes, our monuments in the Americas! Bois-caïman in Haiti, the Sierra 
Maestra in Cuba, the Château Dubuc at the end of the Pointe de la 
Caravelle in Martinique - of which the only remains at ground level are 
buried traces of the dungeons where the arriving slaves were imprisoned - 
the ruins of Saint-Pierre, the marks of cleavers on the trunks of the rubber 
trees that have reappeared around Bélem and Manaus, and so on: what the 
landscapes, without the help of stone or carved wood, have produced by 
way of stories and memory, imperceptible but insistent.

But also, in all the spaces roundabout: the Heights of the sky losing 
themselves in galaxies, the tracts of brush that encumber their own depth, 
the frantic tastes of the cultivated land, the savannahs with their shadows 
compressed like bonsaï trees, the sands in the desert that expand your 
mind, the salt flats where you can study pure geometry, the mangroves 
inextricably enlaced, the overflowing glaciers, the depths of the sea from 
where the coming evening rises up, the infinite tundras that overwhelm 
you, the hills that root you to the spot. Singular and similar, with for each 
of them not only its word, but its langage. Not only its language, but its 
music.
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They say that creolization is an overview, after which we would gain, or 
profit, from going into specifics. This is to go back to the old divisions, the 
universal, the particular, etc. They do not know how to read the world. The 
world does not read itself in them.
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Ode to Stone and to Carthage*

see how the céments and the urubes have united
the village gets together where the ridge is celebrated
the wind distracts yesterday’s bean from the fig tree here

this day will come, this day will come

*

from the most fragile wall we have seen, below,
the trireme exhaled into the rust-red sea, and naked
run towards the entry to the Port – the sail swooning on its way

we who are the current and the swell for so many past times

*

is it the rock with the rough brow of the centurion

is it drinking pastis and the misused serpente

is it three times the ring that rolls on the breaking wave

listen,

*

urubes, cégaliers, frusques, metals and beautiful doves.
     18 March 1997

* The words in italics here are commented on in the section ‘Some New Words’ 
(p. 157).
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