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Abstract

Mad and Black:

The 1939 Notebook of the Évolué

Chienyn Ju Chi, M.A.

The University of Texas at Austin, 2016

Supervisor:  Jennifer M. Wilks

In A. James Arnold and Malachi Mcintosh's recent readings of  Aimé Césaire's

Cahier d'un retour au pays natal  (1939), the speaker “I” is presumed to be the author.

Moving away from this kind of reading, I offer a different approach. I analyze the poem

in psychoanalytic and rhetorical terms in order to delineate  a poetics of “black madness.”

Drawing  on  Suzanne  Césaire,  Aimé Césaire,  and  Frantz  Fanon's  psychoanalytic

observations, I argue that the speaker of Cahier, an évolué,  is “mad.” He is a black man

who believes he is white and is doubly alienated by this delusion. He is separated from

his own Martinican people and from Western society which seeks to objectify him. The

poetics  of  Cahier  presents  a  possible  “way  out”  for  the  speaker's  marginality  and

“madness.” It is in the poem's pathos, irony, metaphor, and allegory that the “madness” of

being black is brought out of the “unconscious.” 
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“la plage des songes et l'insensé réveil.” 

-Aimé Césaire

“Quelle folie le merveilleux entrechat par moi rêvé au dessus de la bassesse!” 

-A. Césaire, Cahier d'un retour au pays natal (1939)

Introduction

The Martinican poet,  Aimé Fernand David Césaire,  passed away on April  17,

2008.  Seven years after his death, this paper will look at the work that solidified his

reputation in the literary world:  Cahier d'un retour au pays natal  (1939). Aimé Césaire

left a legacy in two separate, at times contradictory fields: politics and literature. Because

of this, scholars have long had to grapple with two  Césaires, a literary  Césaire  and a

political Césaire. In addition to that, literary critics have also had to come to terms with

Cahier as a palimpsest as it was revised at different points of A. Césaire's career.1 In The

Original  1939  Notebook  of  a  Return  to  the  Native  Land  (2013),  A.  James  Arnold

compares the initial 1939  Cahier  with the more popular 1956 version.   It is clear that

after publishing the first version of the poem, A. Césaire revised the text multiple times

when  he  returned  to  Martinique  (Arnold,  The  Original  1939  Notebook xvi). Arnold

argues  that  the  changes  in  the  different  Cahier reflect  the  shifting  environments  and

political aims in A.  Césaire's life:  “From 1956 onward the reader is no longer oriented

1 In the Introduction of The Original 1939 Notebook of a Return to the Native Land (2013), A. James 
Arnold recounts the different publications and versions of the poem. In 1947, Bretano published the 
second edition of Cahier in New York and Bordas published another edition in Paris during the same 
year.  Later, the most well-known version of Cahier was published by Présence africaine, a literary 
magazine in Paris founded by Alioune Diop. 
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toward a network of metaphors that undergird a drama of personal sacrifice. Henceforth

the drama is a sociopolitical one that calls for decolonization of economic institutions”

(The Original  1939 Notebook  xix).    Malachi  McIntosh also analyzes the differences

between the two versions in “The 'I' as Messiah in Césaire's First  Cahier.” He contends

that the speaker in the original 1939 edition “definitively positions itself above the masses

as  their  Messiah-figure”  (77).  He  goes  on  to  add  that  the  speaker  “showcases  a

perspective that parallels the position of the interwar emigrant intellectual, and reveals

itself, in the poem's rarely analyzed conclusion, to possess an unusual reliance upon the

whiteness it often derides” (McIntosh 77).  As one can see in these two quotes, both

Arnold and McIntosh presume a direct connection between the “I” in the poem and the

poet himself.  In 1939, A. Césaire was finishing his education in France, so both scholars

read the speaker in the 39 version as a young black Parisian student, Westernized and

blindly naive. By 1956, A. Césaire had become mayor of Forte-de-France and deputy of

the French National Assembly. By this time, he also wrote Discours sur le colonialisme, a

radical manifesto against colonialism. Because of this, both McIntosh and Arnold deduce

that the speaker in the 1956 version is the older, more politically-aware A. Césaire.

Both scholars read A. Césaire's politics into his poetry and his poetry into his

politics.  The problem of  this  kind of  reading is  that  it  not  only ignores  the  distance

between the speaker and the author in the poem, it  also  sets up an arbitrary dichotomy

between the emigrant student and the anti-colonial warrior, when, in fact, the two are one

and the same as the speaker “I” in the poem.  This has also inadvertently produced a kind

of  reading  that  devalues  the  voice  of  the  “Europeanized  black  student.”  McIntosh

negatively  portrays  the  author  and the  speaker  in  the  1939 version  as  an  évolué,  an

“evolved” assimilated  black  student,  and  reproaches  the  speaker/author  for  his

“whiteness” (90-91). McIntosh's problematic reading reflects a larger problem in post-
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colonial  literary  criticism  that  Arnold  points  out  in  “Beyond  Post-colonial  Césaire:

Reading  Cahier d'un retour au pays natal Historically.” Arnold observes that  Gayatri

Chakravorty Spivak's critique of the elite for ventriloquizing the Other has become an

overused mantra  in  the  post-colonial  papers of  literature students  across  the English-

speaking world (“Beyond Post-colonial Césaire” 260).  In this article, I will show how

this  trend,  at  times,  overlooks  the  psychological  complexity  of  the Western-educated

black intellectual, which this essay will try to recover.  The speaker of Cahier is, in fact,

plagued by a kind of “madness”: he is a black man who believes he is white.  He is

deluded by his need to assimilate and is doubly alienated by this delusion. He is not only

alienated  from his  own  Martinican  people  and  culture  but  also  rejected  by  Western

culture and society which seeks to objectify him. 

In my paper, I will not concentrate on the biographical, political, or historical A.

Césaire but  will  investigate the way in which A.  Césaire's language and poetry find a

“way out” for  the  évolué, trapped in a  colonial  double bind.  This  “way out” can be

located in the poetics of “madness” in  Cahier, a subject yet to be discussed by literary

scholars,  and  is  brought  to  the  forefront  through  the  help  of  psychoanalysis.  Many

scholars have all  advocated for  or contributed to a  psychoanalytic  criticism on black

surrealism, negritude, and decolonization, paving a way to  a productive methodology.

However, considering the fact that A. Césaire and his wife Suzanne Césaire took a keen

interest in psychoanalysis, not nearly enough psychoanalytic criticism has been produced

on  the  two  authors'  works.  Hopefully,  this  essay  will  rectify  that  problem.  Ranjana

Khanna reflects on the psychoanalysis of A. Césaire and S. Césaire in Dark Continents:

Psychoanalysis and Colonialism. She writes,
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In the interwar years, and through the Second World War, Suzanne and  

Aimé Césaire's journal Tropiques offered an ongoing critique of the Vichy 

regime, and formed a psychoanalysis of political resistance that responded

to what they called 'colonial trauma.' The journal offered an interpretation 

of psychoanalysis quite distinct from Marxist surrealism and 

existentialism (to which it is often reduced). Suzanne Césaire,  and Aimé  

Césaire, and Rene Menil posed questions concerning how to address the 

specificities of colonialism through both psychoanalysis and politics (119).

In addition to Khanna, Franklin Rosemont and Robin D. G. Kelley, in  Black, Brown,

Beige, point out that the most insightful criticism on surrealism has been psychoanalytic

in nature (12). Rosemont and Kelley also argue that it is not until recently that many

black surrealists have been more adequately represented in discussions of surrealism.2

Rosemont and Kelley write that the surrealists were “passionately concerned with the

individual,  the  inner  self,  the  life  of  the  mind,  the  world  of  dreams,  and  chance

encounters”  (12).   Despite  Rosemont  and  Kelley's  effort,  current  psychoanalytic

interpretations have still been relegated to discussions of white, European surrealists. This

paper seeks to open up future psychoanalytic interpretations of Aimé Césaire's writings.

By moving away from A. Césaire's politics and life, I am not trying to underplay

the  way  in  which  A.  Césaire's  political  career  and  circumstances  shaped  his  works.

Instead, I want to avoid the inclination to read A. Césaire's poetry as symptomatic of his

ideological leanings. This paper is not strictly focused on a psychoanalytic reading of

Cahier. This is because I do not want to diagnose or categorize the black speaker in the

poem as a “mental patient,” nor do I have any interest in psychoanalysis as a science or a

2 Rosemont and Kelley argue that despite a rise in scholarship on black surrealists, such as, Aimé Césaire,
Wifredo Lam, Ted Joans, and Jayne Cortez, academic histories and anthologies still showcase 
surrealism as an all-white movement.

4



clinical  practice.  In  fact,  the  discussion  will  show how the  psychoanalysis  of  Frantz

Fanon, Suzanne  Césaire, and Aimé Césaire moves away from the psychoanalysis that

pathologizes the colonized subject. What I hope to do in this article is to create a reading

of the poetics of “black madness” in Cahier.   The major works that will help shape and

inform  my  methodology  are  Frantz  Fanon's  Peau  noire,  masques  blancs (1952),

Shoshanna  Felman's  Writing  and  Madness:  (Literature/Philosophy/Psychoanalysis)

(2003),  Charles Bernheimer's  Flaubert and Kafka: Studies of Psychopoetic Structures

(1982), and many more.  Each of these writings haunt my thoughts in different ways.

Frantz Fanon laid the ground work of analyzing colonialism not strictly as economic,

political,  and  military  conquest,  but  as  a  completely  different  kind  of  conquest,

psychological. According to Fanon, this psychological subjugation left its victims “mad,”

envious of “whiteness” and desperate to be initiated into European powers. Paul de Man,

Angus Fletcher, Felman, and Bernheimer opened my eyes to understanding literature and

the act of writing in psychoanalytical and rhetorical terms. That is, they located moments

in which “madness” is made present in language either through pathos or in metaphors,

allegory, and irony. This article is divided into three parts. The first part will deal with

psychoanalyzing the évolué. The second part will investigate the criticism and theoretical

aspects concerning the interpretation of  Cahier.  The third part,  after  laying down the

theoretical foundation of my paper, will engage in textual analysis of  Cahier  by taking

cues  from the first two sections.   In  analyzing the  1939  Cahier, I  will  show that  A.

Césaire's poetics, his use of irony, metaphor, personification, and allegory, do not simply

connote or examine the psychotic break of the évolué but participate experientially in the

“madness” of being black. 
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Psychoanalyzing the Évolué 

Focusing on the évolué in the 1939 Cahier will be the starting point of my paper.

The  double  alienation  and  “double  consciousness”  of  the  complicit  évolué  is  often

directly  or  indirectly  connected  to  “madness”  in  Fanon,  Suzanne  Césaire,  and  Aimé

Césaire's writing as they use psychoanalytic terms to describe his mental strife, such as

“inferiority complex,” “hysteria,” “narcissism,” and “nervous condition.” Before I begin,

it is best to understand historically the phenomenon that produced this figure, the évolué.

In Tropiques, Suzanne Césaire explains the forceful exclusion of blacks during the slave

regime that led to the colonial construction of the évolué.  She writes about how on April

30, 1764 some decrees prohibited “blacks” and “coloreds” from the practice of medicine

(S. Césaire 72). On May 9, 1765, other decrees forbade the practice of law clerks; and the

famous  order  of  February  9.  1779 strictly  prohibited  Blacks  from  wearing  clothes

identical  to  those of  Whites  (S.  Césaire  72).  After  the  slaves  were  freed in  1848,  S.

Césaire argues that this led to the false and dangerous assumption that assimilation meant

freedom.  Acquiring French language and culture became the main goal for families to

advance  in  the  class  structure  of  Martinique.   This  imitation  of  French  ways was

encouraged and enforced by French colonial policies in educational system and recruiting

networks. It was required that the students of the French colonies take the same exams

and  study the  same materials  as  their  peers  in  Lyons.   Consequently, the  history  of

plantation economy, of slavery, and the lived experience of the colonized were erased.

Black students were indoctrinated with how to be French so that they could become an

évolué, a  colonized  subject  who has  become more  “civilized.”   Many  évolués under

colonial  rule  would  later  journey  to  Paris  to  continue  their  education.  The  French

government would then offer the most promising students careers as administrators in its

overseas empire,  essentially turning the colonized into the colonizer. Martinicans had
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been prominent in this field, since the principal recruiting point for the Caribbean was the

Lycée Schoelcher of Fort-de-France, A. Césaire and Fanon's alma mater. 

In Peau noire, masques blancs, Fanon analyzes a black individual who is part of

this particular historical time and cultural milieu, a man similar to the speaker of Cahier.

Fanon's male analysand suffers from an “inferiority complex” as he desires to travel to

France,  speak  French,  and  be  accepted  in  French  society.3 In  Discours  sur  le

colonialisme,  A. Césaire adopts  the  phrase  “inferiority  complex”  to  describe  the

collective black experience, making no distinction between education, gender, or class.

In  Tropiques, Suzanne Césaire  examines  a more specific  group,  the “upward moving

Martinican”  that  desires  to  or  has  already  entered  the  “bourgeoisie”  by  becoming

Europeanized. Drawing on psychoanalytic insights,  A. Césaire, S. Césaire and Fanon all

attempt to identify this feeling of lack masked as “desire for whiteness.” In this article, I

will  not  focus  on  a  generalized  black  subject,  but  narrow my (psycho)analysis  on  a

specific group, Suzanne Césaire's “petite bourgeois.” This group can also be understood

as Amilcar Cabral's “marginal class,” in Return to the Source: Selected Speeches: 

In the course of two or three generations of colonization, a social class  

arises made up of civil  servants,  people who are employed in various  

branches of the economy, especially commerce, professional people, and a

few urban and agricultural landowners. This indigenous petite bourgeoisie 

which emerged out of foreign  domination  and  is  indispensable  to  the  

system  of  colonial  exploitation,  stands  midway  between  the  masses  

of the working class in town and country and the small number of 

3 In my essay, I will refer to the évolué and the madman as a man because both figures are portrayed as 
male in Discours sur le colonialisme, Cahier, and Tropiques. That is not to say there cannot be an 
évoluée. Suzanne Césaire is an example of such a figure as she is highly educated and well-versed in 
French history, culture, and language. Yet, she rebelled against the expected assimilation and spoke out 
about the psychological strife of the “upward moving Martinican.”
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local representatives of the foreign ruling class. Although they may have 

quite strong links with the masses and with the traditional chiefs, 

generally speaking, they aspire to a way of life which is similar if not  

identical with that of the foreign minority. At the same time while they  

restrict their dealings with the masses, they try to become integrated into 

this minority often at the cost of family or ethnic ties and always at great 

personal cost. Yet despite the apparent exceptions, they do not succeed in 

getting past the barriers thrown up by the system. They are prisoners of the

cultural and social contradictions of their lives. They cannot escape from 

their role as a marginal class, or a “marginalized” class (62). 

Because  of  this  “marginality,” Cabral  also  identifies  a  similar  “frustration  complex,”

namely  a  combined  feeling  of  bitterness  and  confusion  in  the  indigenous  petite

bourgeoisie. This group that Cabral describes includes the three analysts and theorists, A.

Césaire, Fanon, and S. Césaire. Moreover, the speaker of Cahier is part of this group.  He

is not some generalized black subject; he is a Martinican évolué. More specifically, he is

Suzanne Césaire's “upward moving Martinican” as well as Cabral's “marginal class.”    

A  closer  look  at  S.  Césaire,  A.  Césaire,  and  Fanon's  unique  brand  of

psychoanalysis will help in our understanding of the figure of the évolué.  Khanna writes

of  the  psychoanalysis  during  decolonization:  “During  the  time  of  decolonization,

particularly  in  the  aftermath  of  World  War  II,  there  was  widespread  adoption  of

psychoanalytic  narratives  in  both the  metropolis  and the  colonies.  They ranged from

wholesale endorsement of psychoanalysis to critical partial reinscription of some of its

techniques and assumptions” (28).  S. Césaire, A. Césaire, and Fanon fall squarely in the

more  critical  camp  as  they  questioned  Mannoni's  works  and  were  skeptical  of
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psychoanalysis  as  a  discipline.  Sartre  once  famously  argued  in  “Orphée  noir” that

surrealism, an European movement, had been stolen from Europeans by a black man.

Moreover, this  man, A.  Césaire,  has  turned the movement against Europe while  also

revitalizing it in full force (Sartre 28). I will adopt this analogy to Fanon, S. Césaire, and

A. Césaire's psychoanalysis.  Their “theft of psychoanalysis” is marked by their radical

departure from psychoanalysis rather than their allegiance to the discipline's fundamental

principles. Another way to conceive of their psychoanalysis is the Derridean concept of

bricolage. S. Césaire, A. Césaire and Fanon borrowed, adopted, and altered concepts of

psychoanalysis  to  fit their  needs,  while  also  deconstructing  the  idea  of  an “original”

European model of psychoanalysis. 

In Discours sur le colonialisme, A. Césaire profusely criticizes psychoanalysis as

a discipline but appropriates the term, “le complexe d'infériorité.” He writes, “Je parle de

millions d'hommes à qui on a inculqué savamment la peur, le complexe d'infériorité, le

tremblement, l'agenouillement, le désespoir, le larbinisme. On m'en donne plein la vue de

tonnage de coton ou de cacao exporté, d'hectares d'oliviers ou de vignes plantés”  (“I am

talking about millions of men in whom fear has been cunningly instilled, who have been

taught  to  have  an  inferiority  complex,  to  tremble,  kneel,  despair,  and  behave  like

flunkeys. They dazzle me with the tonnage of cotton or cocoa that has been exported, the

acreage that has been planted with olive trees or grapevines”; A. Césaire  20; Pinkham

43).   A. Césaire asserts in this quote that the inferiority complex of the black man is first

caused by economic structures of colonialism, not the other way around. In other words,

the black man could not have internalized his inferiority without an economic structure

that  supported  such an inferiority. This  is  important  because  in  Discours, A.  Césaire

satirizes a specific psychoanalyst, Mannoni, and argues that Mannonis' writing is racism

covered up as sensible and rational intellectualism.  Both A. Césaire and Fanon dismantle
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Mannoni's  supposed  compassion  for  the  colonized  when  Mannoni  claims  that  the

“dependency complex” in “the primitive” existed prior to colonialism.4 In Peau noire,

masques blancs, Fanon interprets a black patient's dream of becoming white when he has

recently become anxious about his job prospects. Fanon writes,“S'il trouve  à ce point

submergé  par le désir d'être blanc, c'est qu'il vit dans une société qui rend possible son

complexe  d'infériorité,  dans  une  société  qui  tire  sa  consistance  du  maintien  de  ce

complexe,  dans  une  société  qui  affirme  la  supériorité  d'une  race;  c'est  dans  l'exacte

mesure  où cette société lui fait des difficultés, qu'il se trouve placé dans une situations

névrotique” (“If he is overcome to such a degree by a desire to be white, it's because he

lives in a society that makes his inferiority complex possible, in a society that draws its

strength by maintaining this complex, in a society that proclaims the superiority of one

race over another; it is to the extent that society creates difficulties for him that he finds

himself positioned in a neurotic situation”; 100; Philcox 80).   Fanon also makes it clear

that  the  patient's  neurotic  condition  is  produced by social  structures  and institutions,

overthrowing  the  dominant  colonialist  narrative  that  the  colonizers  liberated  the

colonized from their inherent inferiority.   

Suzanne  Césaire, on the other hand, offers the most interesting psychoanalytic

insight out of the three.  She writes of mimicry, the imitation and adoption of European

ways by the Martinican petite bourgeoisie. This is not Homi Bhabha's “mimicry” as it

does  not  inadvertently  lead  to  a  disruption  of  colonial  authority.5 Suzanne  Césaire's

mimicry is in no way beneficial for the colonized, since it is a kind of slavish imitation.

She writes, “Le plus grave est que le désir d'imitation . . .au rang des redoutables forces

secrètes de l'inconscient. De même l'hystérique ignore qu'il ne fait qu'imiter une maladie,

4 For the critique of Mannoni's Psychologie de la colonisation, see page 37-43 of A. Césaire's Discours and 
Chapter Four of Fanon's Peau noire, masques blancs. 
5 See Homi Bhabha's work The Location of Culture and specifically the chapter “Of Mimicry and Men: The 
Ambivalence of Colonial Discourse” for the concept mimicry.  
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mais le médecin le sait, qui le soigne et le délivre de ses symptômes morbides. De même,

l'analyse  nous  révèle  du  Martiniquais  n'aura  pas  été  sans  créer  un  état  de  pseudo-

civilisation que l'on peut qualifier d'anormal, de tératique” (“The most serious thing is the

desire for imitation . . .  has now migrated to the area of fearsome secret forces of the

unconscious. In much the same way, the hysteric is unaware that he is only imitating an

illness, but the doctor treating him and curing him of his unhealthy symptoms knows it.

Similarly, the psychoanalyst reveals to us that the effort required of the Martinican in

adapting to an unfamiliar life style will not have been without creating a state of pseudo-

civilization that one can qualify as abnormal, of teratoid aberration”; S. Césaire 73-74;

Walker 32). Suzanne's mimicry leads to a crippling kind of “hysteria” within the black

psyche. Mimicry is the absurd desire to mimic one's master or slave-owner. Drawing on

psychoanalysis, she shows how the black individual is like the hysteric: he imitates an

illness when in reality he was never sick. Echoing Fanon and  A. Césaire, she makes it

clear that the black man believes he is inferior when, in fact, he never was. All three of

them attempt to make their “patient,” their reader, the Martinican bourgeoisie understand

that this neurosis, unconscious desire, or “inferiority complex” that is plaguing them is

not  a product of his or her  own making, an inherent  psychology, but  a perversity  of

society and of colonial economic structures.  They do not see their patient's problem as an

aberration of the normal healthy psyche, but instead begin to see that the problem lies in

society.  In  fact,  they  all  arrive  at  the  same  conclusion:  Western  Civilization  is  the

madness that the évolué has imitated, thus, causing him to be “mad.” 

Frantz Fanon, Aimé Césaire, and Suzanne Césaire do not cynically end with the

patient's incurable sickness. In fact, the three of them are more interested in the “cure”

than  the  “diagnostics.”   Fanon  writes  of  a  solution:  “Ce  qui  apparaît  alors,  c'est  la

nécessité d'une action couplée sur l'individu et sur le groupe. En tant que psychanalyste,
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je dois aider mon client à conscienciser, son inconscient, à ne plus tenter une lactification

hallucinatoires, mais bien  à agir dans le sens d'un changement des structures sociales”

(“what emerges then is a need for combined action on the individual and the group.  As a

psychoanalyst I must help my patient to 'consciousnessize' his unconscious, to no longer

be tempted by hallucinatory lacitification, but also to act along the lines of a change in

social structure”; 100; Philcox 80).  “Lactification” is a word coined by Fanon to describe

the desire of the black man to whiten the black race.  All three thinkers have diagnosed

this desire as a “complex” that one should be freed from. And all three would agree that

to undo the évolué's “lacitification” requires not only a complete reorganization of the

mind but that of society as well.  There are undeniably disagreements among them as to

the order and the specific ways in which these reorganizations should take place. Whether

it is through Fanon's violent revolution for Algerian independence or A. Césaire's rise of

the  international  proletariat,  this  article  does  not  have time to  examine or  parse  out.

However, for all three, language is a crucial part of Fanon's process of  conscienciser,

bringing  to  surface  the  “unconscious.”  Language  is  not  simply  a  way  to  explain  or

rationalize the “madness” but a “way out” from “madness.”  It is important to point out

that unlike Mannoni, Fanon, A. Césaire, and S. Césaire speak directly to the mad évolué,

the  “colonized  subject”  as  opposed  to  a  community  of  psychoanalysts.  Their

psychoanalytic insights are meant to hold up a mirror against the reader/patient/black

man so that he may see the insanity of desiring to be white.   They write to awaken the

madman not  to  study him.  In addition to  that,  for  A.  Césaire and Suzanne Césaire,

surrealist poetry is a possible “way out” from colonialism's psychological trauma or the

“madness”  of  Western  civilization.   Poetic  language  is  their  grand  experiment  of

restructuring the symbolic order and society; it is an attempt to re-imagine a new future.

In many ways, A. Césaire, S. Césaire and Fanon blur the distinction between the analyst
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and the patient in their psychoanalytic observations. Ironically, the “mad” black patient is

also the analyst as well. A. Césaire, S. Césaire, and Fanon are all évolués. Their language

departs from the scientific and objective language of Manonni that seeks to pathologize

and categorize the “savage” as “mad.”   The goal in their writing is, thus, twofold: to

speak  to  the  “madman”  so  that  s/he  can  understand  him/herself  and  speak  as  the

“madman” so that s/he may be understood by others. 

The Poetics of Black Madness

It has long been established that the speaker of Cahier is an emigrant intellectual,

or  as  McIntosh  will  call  him,  an  évolué.   A.  Césaire,  S.  Césaire  and  Fanon's

psychoanalysis ingeniously analyzes this figure while deconstructing psychoanalysis as a

discipline and science. Certain problems in psychoanalysis have also crossed over into

contemporary literary criticism as scholars analyze the évolué and the speaker of Cahier.

The  relationship  between  the  literary  critic  and  the  speaker  is,  at  times,  akin  to  the

psychoanalyst  who holds  a  superior  position  to  the  “madman.”    Wole Soyinka saw

negritude's poetry of self-contemplation as a form of “narcissism.”  In his essay, “And

After the Narcissist?” Soyinka writes, “one of the unfortunate by-products of Negritude

was 'a mounting narcissism' which involved contemplation of the contrived self in the

supposed tragic grandeur of the cultural dilemma” (130). McIntosh also examines the

évolué in Cahier and finds that the speaker is imprisoned by his own “whiteness.”   There

is a tendency for the literary critic to diagnose the  évolué  as  “complicit.” The critic of

negritude also reduces, at times, the movement and the figure of the évolué, to a symptom

whose only purpose is to point to larger systemic problems.  This not only reduces the

évolué and his poetry to his  “madness” i.e.  narcissism, but  also further alienates and

marginalizes him. 
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For better or for worst, discussions of A. Césaire's Cahier and of negritude have

been  affected  and  influenced  by  this  kind  of  censure.   Some  scholars  have  subtler

critiques about the speaker and their views reveal a distrust of the évolué. For example,

Arnold sees the narrator in the opening scene as the typical emigrant intellectual standing

in Europe looking down at Martinique.   In Modernism and Negritude: The Poetry and

Poetics of Aimé Césaire  (1981),  Arnold writes that the use of negative expressions to

describe the black people of the islands “assume[s] a view of the black experience from

the outside” (Modernism and Negritude  155). This reading, widely accepted by many,

including Doris L. Garraway, follows the logic that an évolué will always be estranged

from himself and his people.   Analyzing the opening scene of the 1939 Cahier, McIntosh

takes  an  even  more  critical  stance.  He  argues  that  it  is  impossible  “to  situate  the

degrading  depiction  [of  Antilles]  as  a  criticism  of  France,  slavery  or  colonialism”

(McIntosh 81).  He goes on to add, “the 39 poem puts island degradation at its forefront;

its immediate focus is the damaged, abandoned condition of the Caribbean and there is

nothing  to  suggest  that  the  islands  possess  some  hidden  or  overlooked  potential”

(McIntosh 81).   These criticisms do more harm than good as they invalidate what the

évolué is  trying  to  say.   Just  as  Fanon  argues  that  it  is  a  psychoanalyst's  job  to

conscienciser (bring to surface) the patient's “madness,” similarly, as literary analysts, it

is our job to find moments or ways in which the process of  conscienciser takes place.

These  readings  that  focus  more  on  the  “complicit  speaker”  have  either  silenced  or

overlooked the poetics of Cahier. 

Now we turn away from psychoanalysis to poetry.  It is true that “madness” does

not exclusively exist  in the domain of psychoanalysis as it surreptitiously entered the

realm of  literature  and  art in  20th century  surrealism.  Psychoanalysis  may, at  times,

alienate and objectify the madman. Yet, surrealism celebrates and embraces the artist as a
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madman.  To the surrealists,  the  Cartesian  “reason” is  symptomatic  of  the  oppressive

order, of the monarchic, imperialistic, and bourgeois regime. To rebel against this, the

surrealists celebrated and embraced “unreason” and “madness” in their artistic works.

The surrealist's goal was to find a language; a language other than that of reason, which 

masters and represses madness, and other than that of psychoanalysis, which transforms it

into an object with which no dialogue can be engaged. That is why the surrealists were

fascinated by hysteria, psychosis, neurosis, Oedipus complex, and the unconscious but

ambivalent about psychoanalysis as a science or a clinical practice (Rosemont and Kelley

13).   The  surrealists'  obsession  with  “madness”  as  a  form of  aesthetic  and  political

revolution  spoke  to  A.  Césaire and  S.  Césaire's  sense  of  revolt.   In  “Poésie  et

connaissance,” A. Césaire writes, “La connaissance poétique naît dans le grand silence de

la connaissance scientifique” (“poetic knowledge is born in the great silence of scientific

knowledge”; 157; Richardson and Fija�kowski 134). Furthermore, surrealism, A. Césaire

explained in a interview with Kelley, helped him to summon up powerful “unconscious

forces.”  Suzanne  Césaire writes  of  what  surrealism meant  to  her:  “Voilà le  poète,  le

peintre, l'artiste présider à ces métamorphoses et à ces retournements du monde sous le

signe de l'hallucination et de la folie” (“Here are the poet, the painter, and the artist,

presiding over  the metamorphoses and the inversions  of the world under the sign of

hallucination and madness”; 51; Walker 17).  As one can see the Césaires were transfixed

by poetry's ability to defy scientific and objective language and characterized this power

in poetry as “madness” or “the unconscious.” 

Shoshana  Felman's  work  Writing  and  Madness:

Literature/Philosophy/Psychoanalysis is helpful in understanding surrealism's interest in

“madness.” In the book, Felman evaluates Foucault's project in The History of Madness

as  insurmountable  and  circular:  how does  one  construct  a  history  of  madness  when
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discourse suppresses and expels madness?  The key here is the circularity of oppression

in  language/discourse.    Instead  of  focusing  on  the  impossibility  of  Foucault's  task,

Felman ingeniously theorizes  The History of Madness  and find ways and moments in

which the “silence of history” speaks.  Felman arrives at the conclusion that it is in fact to

literature that Foucault searches for the authentic voice of madness. She observes this

also through Derrida's critique of Foucault as Derrida argues that madness is not said in

the logos of The History of Madness but rendered present by its pathos, in a metaphorical

manner. Felman explains, “Madness, which is not simply mental illness, not an object, is

nothing other than the excess of its  pathos, a 'lyrical explosion,' a 'torn presence,' it is

precisely this  capacity  for  suffering,  for  emotion,  for  vertige,  for  literary fascination.

Madness,  in  other  words,  is  for  Foucault  pathos  itself,  a  metaphor of  pathos,  of  the

unthought residue of thought” (52). 

A Reading of the 1939 Cahier

Shoshana Felman’s work on “literary madness” is  enlightening to the difficult

project of Cahier that is, to undo the silencing of Antillean history, black interiority, and

black voices with the same language that gains power in such a silence.  The opening

scene  of  Cahier starts  with  the  silencing  of  Antillean  history  and,  I  argue,  the

simultaneous  unraveling  of  this  silence  through  the  poetics  of  “madness.”   In  the

beginning,  the  speaker  describes  the  physical,  emotional,  economical,  and  spiritual

devastation that is colonialism. The hidden omniscient speaker says, “Au bout du petit

matin, l'extrême, trompeuse désolée eschare sur la blessure des eaux ; les martyrs qui ne

témoignent pas; les fleurs du sang qui se fanent et s'éparpillent dans le vent inutile comme

des  cris  de  perroquets  babillards ;  une  vieille  vie  menteusement  souriante,  ses  lèvres

ouvertes  d'angoisses  désaffectées ;  une  vieille  misère  pourrissant  sous  le  soleil,
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silencieusement; un vieux silence crevant de pustule tièdes” (“At the end of first light, the

extreme, deceptive desolate eschar on the wound of the waters; the martyrs who do not

bear witness; the flowers of blood that fade and scatter in the empty wind like the cries of

babbling parrots; and aged life mendaciously smiling, its lips opened by vacated agonies;

an  aged  poverty  rotting  under  the  sun,  silently;  an  aged  silence  bursting  with  tepid

pustules”;  A.  Césaire  2;  Arnold  3).  In  this  passage,  one  can  see  how  A.  Césaire

characteristically takes us from the concrete, to the metaphorical, to the allegorical, which

grows obscure the more precisely it is expressed.  The language here is marked by excess,

an abundance of metaphors that pile on to one another.   Yet, the overload of metaphors

illustrates  the  impossibility  of  meaning.  The  cacophony  of  anguished  sounds  is

meaningless  and  the  visceral  images  of  past  violence  are  fragmented.   The  past  is

overwhelming  overloaded  with  stimulus  but  incomprehensible.   Paradoxically,  the

incredible lyric cadence and visuality of the verses express the inability to hear or see.

The recurring motif of “muteness” and “blindness” represents the repression of Antillean

past by colonialism: “les martyrs qui ne témoignent pas” (A. Césaire 2). Yet, the speaker

gives  this  “silence”  a  myriad  voices,  smells,  emotions,  and  faces,  as  if  “silence”  is

energetically  waiting  to  be  unleashed,  albeit, in  a  gruesome  way:  “un  vieux  silence

crevant de pustule tièdes” (A. Césaire 2).   Indeed, the silence of Antilles speaks through

a kind of madness, what Felamn described as “metaphors of pathos.”  

The speaker then takes the reader to an inert town, Fort-de-France. In this section,

there  are  two sets  of  recurring  images,  the  “throng”  and the  “morne.”   The speaker

introduces “cette foule criarde si étonnamment passée à côté de son cri” (“this squalling

throng so astonishingly detoured from its cry”; A. Césaire 2, 4; Arnold 3, 5).  The throng

that does not know how to express itself or assert itself represents the inability to speak,

continuing the motif of “silence” in Antilles. The repetition of the morne that does not

17



want to erupt represents impotence, the inability to act:  “le morne oublié, oublieux de

sauter”  (“the  morne  forgotten,  forgetful  of  exploding”;  A.  Césaire  4;  Arnold  5).

McIntosh,  Garraway, and Arnold all  believe  that  these passages  are indicative  of  the

“complicit évolué” who belittles Martinique and its hopeless peoples. McIntosh writes,

“the many problems portrayed in the people are connected to weakness, silence and a

lack of strength” (81). However, a better way to understand the “throng” and the “morne”

is through A. Césaire's psychoanalytic insights on “colonial trauma” and the “collective

unconscious.”  Both the silence and inaction indicate the way in which past atrocities are

psychologically repressed in a group of people.  In Présence africaine, A. Césaire wrote

of the “trauma” of colonialism of which poetry bore the trace: “Victime du traumatisme

colonial et à la recherche d'un nouvel équilibre, le nègre n'en a pas fini de se libérer. Tous

les  rêves,  tous  les  désirs,  toutes  les  rancunes  accumulées,  toutes  les  espérances

informulées et comme refoulées pendant un siècle de domination colonialiste, tout cela

avait besoin de sortir et quand cela sort et que cela s'exprime et que cela gicle, charriant

indistinctement  l'individuel  et  le  collectif,  le  conscient  et  l'inconscient,  le  vécu  et  le

prophétique, cela s'appelle la poésie” (“Victim of the Colonial trauma and in search of a

new equilibrium, the black man has not yet finished liberating himself. All the dreams, all

the desires, all the accumulated rancor, all the formless and repressed hopes of a century

of colonialist domination, all that need to come out and when it comes out and express

itself  and  squirts  bloodily  carrying  along  without  distinction  the  conscious  and  the

unconscious,  lived  experience  and  prophecy, that  is  called  poetry”;  3;  Khanna  126).

According to  A.  Césaire,  the  function  of  poetry is  to  express  the  affect  of  “colonial

trauma.” Interestingly, A. Césaire chooses to use the poetic language of personification to

describe  how  colonial  trauma  becomes  unrepressed,  by  “squirting  bloodily.”  This

reinforces what Felman asserts in her work that the silence of history speaks through the
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fictionality and literariness of language and its pathos.  In other words, what is expelled

from discourse still leaves pathetic residue and reverberation and can be accessed through

poetic language.  Similarly, in Cahier, the speaker says, “nul ne sait mieux que ce morne

bâtard pourquoi le suicide s'est étouffé avec complicité de son hypoglosse en retournant

sa langue pour l'avaler” (“no one knows better than this bastard morne why the suicide

choked with a little help from his hypoglossal jamming his tongue backward to swallow

it”; A. Césaire 6; Arnold 7).  As one can see in this passage, the silence of complicité is

more complicated than simply a sign of weakness in the Martinican people. These verses

reveal to the reader that the “muteness” of the crowd is agonizingly painful, violent, and

isolating; it is turned inward as total self-destruction. This jarring and brutal passage also

evokes  A.  Césaire's  construction  of  a  “collective  unconscious.”  Khanna  writes,  “For

Césaire . . . it was necessary to articulate some theory of a collective [unconscious], as the

poetry was conceived in terms of a large and fairly abstract group – black people who had

gone  through  something  both  concrete  and  vague  –  'colonial  trauma'”  (126).  In  the

opening scene, the extended metaphor of the suicidal yet silent “crowd” is A.  Césaire's

attempt at  articulating this repressed “collective unconscious.” Yet, the silence of this

“collective” is not entirely silent.  The “throng” still speaks through the  pathos  of its

repressed sufferings, that is, the affect of its “colonial trauma.”    

After the opening scene of the silence of Antilles, Martinique, and Fort-de-France,

the poem moves away from the elaborate metaphorical and allegorical  language to a

more specific depiction of the speaker's home. After the Christmas festivity section, the

“I” finally emerges. The speaker focuses on his foul-smelling shack, his family, and his

perception of his people and his environment. This is where the narrative of the évolué

begins. Information of the speaker's family establishes the separation between the author

and speaker. As Arnold points out, A. Césaire's family lived more comfortably than this
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impoverished family in the poem (Modernism and Negritude  3).  In addition, he had 6

siblings, while the speaker has 5 (Modernism and Negritude 3).  There is no denying the

fact that the speaker admits that he is ashamed of his home and desirous of Europe. The

speaker mentions the street he grew up on: “Et une honte, cette rue Paille” (“This Straw

Street, this disgrace”; A. Césaire 14, Arnold 15). He then continues to add, “cet autre petit

matin d'Europe . . . Partir. Mon cœur bruissait de générosités emphatique” (“that other

dawn in Europe arises … To leave. My heart was humming with emphatic generosities”;

A. Césaire 16; Arnold 17).  This particular section is used by many literary critics as

proof that the speaker is the typical emigrant intellectual who looks down on his own

people and desires to go to Europe and also speak for the “other.”  After he establishes

that he is embarrassed with his home, he imagines his own heroic return to the island:

“j'arriverais lisse et jeune dans ce pays mien et je dirais à ce pays dont le limon entre dans

la composition de ma chair: 'J'ai longtemps erré et je reviens vers la hideur désertée de

vos plaies. . .'My bouche sera la bouche des malheurs qui n'ont point de bouche, ma voix,

la liberté de celles qui s'affaissent au cachot du désespoir'” (“I would arrive sleek and

young in this land of mine and I would say to this land of mine and I would say to this

land whose loam is part of my flesh: 'I have wandered for a long time and I am coming to

the deserted hideousness of your sores.'  .  .  .  'My mouth shall  be the mouth of those

calamities that have no mouth.'”; A.  Césaire 16; Arnold 17)  McIntosh's misreading of

Cahier comes from making this passage central to the poem.  In fact, after this passage,

the speaker gradually comes to a realization of his own alienation as a consequence of

colonial education. In other words, he becomes painstakingly aware of his “inferiority

complex” and his status as an évolué, i.e. an individual of the “marginal class.” This same

strophe that explores his marginality includes the long narrative segment devoted to the

old black man on the streetcar. The speaker finally realizes his hypocrisy as he mocks a
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fellow black man's ugliness (A. Césaire 28 -31).  He realizes that he cannot speak for his

people  because  tragically  he  cannot  speak at  all:  “Je  me cachais  derrière  une vanité

stupide/ le destin m'appelait  j'étais  caché derrière/ et voici l'homme par terre! Sa très

fragile  défense  dispersée,/  ses  maximes  sacrées  foulées  aux  pieds,  ses  déclamations

pédantesques rendant du vent par chaque blessure” (“I was hiding behind a stupid vanity/

destiny called me I was hiding behind it/ and suddenly there was man on the ground! His

feeble defenses scattered,/ his sacred maxims trampled underfoot, his pedantic rhetoric so

much hot air through each wound”; A. Césaire 32; Arnold 33).  The “I” who desires to

return to his home and save it disappears after the street car scene. What happens is a turn

towards an obsession with how to find a “way out” from his “inferiority complex” in his

redefinition of “blackness.”  The surprising twist in the plot is that returning home as the

Messiah to speak for his people is a failed allegory. 

In the new translation,  The Original 1939 Notebook of a Return to the Native

Land,  Arnold writes in the Introduction, “Negritude is posited in the poem as the ideal

result  of a dramatic transformative process that must overthrow the old behaviors (la

vieille negritude) so that a new black humanity (negritude in its positive sense) could

emerge.  Consequently  the  meanings  attaching  to  nègre and  its  compounds  in  the

'Notebook'  run the gamut from extremely negative to supremely positive” (xv-xvi).  I

argue that this drastic transition from the negative to the positive is only possible through

the poem's use of irony.   In order for the positive negritude to emerge, the negative

negritude has to first be ironized.  The old negritude is so often one-sidedly analyzed as

self-loathing  or  a  hatred  of  blackness,  reemphasizing  the  évolué's  complicity  and

alienation.  Instead, Paul de Man's theorization of “irony” is helpful in elucidating the

double-self within the “mad évolué.”  Paul de Man has stressed in his influential article

“The Rhetoric of Temporality,” “Absolute irony is a consciousness of madness .  .  .  a
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reflection  on  madness  from the  inside  of  madness  itself.  But  this  reflection  is  made

possible only by the double structure of ironic language, the ironist invents a form of

himself that is mad but that does not know its own madness; he then proceeds to reflect

on his madness thus objectified” (216).  After the street car scene, the  évolué becomes

two split selves, a madman speaking from a place of madness and a sane man reflecting

on  his  madness.   He  says, “Par  une  inattendue  et  bienfaisante  révolution  intérieure

j'honore  maintenant  mes  laideurs  repoussantes”  (“By  a  sudden  and  beneficent  inner

revolution I now honor my repugnant ugliness”; A. Césaire 24; Arnold 25). As Paul de

Man pointed out, there can be two interpretations in any ironic usage. In this verse, the

speaker either views his negritude as repulsive and ironically celebrates it or ironizes his

“ugliness” and celebrates this irony. In other words, the speaker invents a form of himself

who  does  not  see  himself  as  ugly,  while  embracing  the  évolué  who  think  he  is.

Additionally, the speaker also ironizes his slavish mimicry of Western rhetoric, “Parbleu

les Blancs sont de grands guerriers/ hosannah pour le maître et pour le châtre-nègre!”

(“By  Gad  the  Whites  are  great  warriors/  hosannah  to  the  master  and  to  the  nigger

gelder!”; A. Césaire 24; Arnold 25). Another example is when the speaker says, “Les

Blancs disent que c'était un bon nègre, un vrai bon nègre, le bon nègre à son bon maitre”

(“The Whites Say He is a good nigger, a really good nigger, massa good ole' darkey”; A.

Césaire 50; Arnold 51). On the one hand, the speaker is the mad évolué who loathes his

“blackness” and speaks from the place of Western civilization and racist discourse. He

copies the white master's language and submits to becoming the desired “black subject”

in the eyes of the West.  On the other hand, he is also conscious of his own madness and

his mimicry as he mocks himself.  The purpose of these verses is not only to ironize the

évolué who adopts mimicry,  but also to satirize and subvert what he mimics as well,

French  language  and  discourse.  The  ironized  negritude  is  a  way  to  unrepress  the
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“inferiority complex” within the speaker. To laugh at the absurdity of Western-civilization

is,  I  would  argue,  part  of  the  psychoanalytic  process  of  making  conscious  the

“unconscious complex” in the évolué.  

Both  McIntosh  and Arnold  interpret  the  1939  Cahier as  filled  with  Christian

allegory and symbolism; the speaker is the Messianic leader of his people.  Although the

two critics arrive at similar conclusions, they do not share the same reasoning. Arnold

delves into the overlooked passages of prayerful verses and Christian references to make

his case (The 1939 Original Notebook xiii).  McIntosh, on the other hand, writes that the

1939 Cahier “actively questions where and how the self-exiled Caribbean intellectual can

fit in with his people. The answer it provides is that he should, if not must, lead them as a

prophet/Redeemer” (79).  After the street car scene, the speaker does return to think about

the fate of his home. He no longer imagines himself saving his country from its failings;

he re-imagines instead a future where he and his nation are both standing hand in hand.

The speaker cries, “Et nous sommes debout maintenant, mon pays et moi, les cheveux

dans le vent, ma main petite maintenant dans son poing énorme et la force n'est pas en

nous, mais au dessus de nous, dans une voix qui vrille la nuit et l'audience comme la

pénétrance d'une guêpe apocalyptique” (“And we are standing now, my country and I,

hair in the wind, my hand puny in its enormous fist and the strength is not in us, but

above  us,  in  a  voice  that  drills  the  night  and  the  hearing  like  the  penetrance  of  an

apocalyptic wasp”; A. Césaire 46; Arnold 47). As one can see, the nation and the nation's

ability to rise does not come from the speaker's ability to speak, but comes from outside

the speaker, a mysterious voice. Arnold, on the other hand, takes note of how the speaker

uses the term “Eia.” Arnold disagrees with most scholars who believe that A.  Césaire

borrowed this “Eia” from Greek tragedies and argues that it comes directly from the Latin

missal. He argues  that  the catholic usage of “Eia” lends “gravity to the litany of [the
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people's]characteristics” (Arnold,  The 1939 Original Notebook xii).   However, certain

passages contradict and complicate this reading. For example, the speaker says, “Eia pour

ceux qui n'ont jamais rien inventé/ pour ceux qui n'ont jamais rien exploré/ pour ceux qui

n'ont jamais rien dompté” (“Eia for those who never invented anything/ for those who

never  explored  anything/  for  those  who  never  conquered  anything”;  A.  Césaire 36;

Arnold 37). In these verses, the “Eia” and the people's characteristics are ironized in the

same  way  that  negritude  is  ironized  throughout  the  poem.  The  ironic  language

accentuates  the  duality  within  the  speaker.  On  the  one  hand,  the  speaker  ironically

celebrates  the  definition  that  black  equates  to  lack.  On  the  other  hand,  the  speaker

embraces  an  African  past  and  ironizes  Western  perspectives  of  African  civilizations.

Whether “Eia” is from Greek tragedy or from the Latin missal, the prayerful cry should

not  be  interpreted  as  demonstrative  of  Christian  or  divine  allegories  since “Eia”  is

ironized and the act of praying and divinity are, thus, subverted. 

It was Angus Fletcher who reminded us that throughout Western literary history,

allegory is closely linked to Christianity. It is therefore understandable that McIntosh and

Arnold would have  settled for  this kind of reading.  Cahier does have many allegories,

ranging from its repetitive and extended metaphors to its recursive ironic prayers. These

ritualistic and religious characteristics have often been identified in psychoanalysis as a

kind of “madness” that one can see in patients.  Freud drew analogies between three

kinds  of  neurosis  and  three  kinds  of  non-neurosis  activity,  between  obsessions  and

religious ritual, between paranoia and philosophy, between hysteria and mimetic art (73).

Fletcher ingeniously draws a parallel between allegory and the madness of obsession and

compulsion.  Indeed, during this part of the poem where negritude is at last allegorized,

the évolué reaches his “insane awakening” foreshadowed in the beginning of the poem:

“Au bout du petit matin, sur cette plus fragile épaisseur de terre que dépasse de façon
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humiliante son grandiose avenir – les volcans éclateront, l'eau nue emportera les taches

mûres du soleil et il ne restera plus qu'un bouillonnement tiède picoré d'oiseaux marins –

la plage des songes et l'insensé réveil” (“At the end of first light, on this very fragile earth

thickness exceeded in a humiliating way by its grandiose future – the volcanoes will

explode, the naked water will bear away the ripe sun stains and nothing will be left but a

tepid bubbling pecked at by sea birds – the beach of dreams and the insane awakening”;

A. Césaire 2; Arnold 3). In the section of the “positive negritude,” the Messianic évolué

has been relegated to a failed allegory. The person “I” is not the allegorical hero, but what

is allegorized is, instead, negritude and the slaves on the ship.  Fletcher, Bernheimer and

Walter  Benjamin  describe  the  20th century  allegory  that  departs  from  a  theory  of

knowledge,  naïve  mimetic  representation,  and  reductive  generic  definitions,  and

Benjamin goes on to say it is something that reminds human beings of their limitations,

their differences from the material world.  J. Hillis Miller explains, “allegory reveals the

eternal  disjunction  between  the  inscribed  sign  and  its  material  embodiment”  (365).

Similarly, the poem's negritude is allegorized as it widens the gap between “blackness” as

object  and  non-being,  and  “blackness”  as  an  abstraction  that  invites  and  frustrates

interpretation.  The speaker says, “ma négritude n'es pas une pierre, sa surdité ruée contre

la clameur du jour/ ma négritude n'es pas une taie d'eau morte sur l'oeil mort de la terre/

ma négritude n'est ni une tour ni une cathédrale/ elle plonge dans la chair rouge du sol/

elle plonge dans la chair ardente du ciel/ elle troue l'accablement opaque de sa droite

patience” (“my negritude is not a stone, its deafness hurled against the clamor of the

day/My negritude is not a leukoma of dead liquid over the earth's dead eye/ my negritude

is neither tower nor cathedral/ It takes root in the red flesh of the soil/ it takes root in the

ardent flesh of the sky/it breaks through opaque prostration with its upright patience”; A.

Césaire 36; Arnold 37).  As one can see in this quote, negritude is not “symbol” where
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representation and meaning coincide.  It cannot be pinned down or defined. Negritude is

an allegory that expands the gap between meaning and representation.  Previously, the

poem's allegory was the speaker himself,  now the allegorical “negritude” is both within

and outside of himself.  Negritude is no longer a silent stone (object) or a blind eye (non-

being)  but  uncontainable  movements.  Negritude  goes  against  both  exclusion  and

inclusion by “taking root” and “breaking through.”   The 1939 poem rejects the colonial

allegory of the évolué who comes back to enlighten his people and in doing so, makes an

anti-assimilation stance against the civilizing project and colonial education.  Moreover,

the  failed  allegory  of  the  évolué  is  replaced  by  negritude  and  the  real  allegorical

protagonists in the poem: the unnamed slaves who revolted against their masters on the

slave ship. In strophes 103 -105, the speaker details the horrors inflicted upon the slaves

of the Middle Passage.  In strophe 107- 108, the adverb “debout” appear seventeen times

as the slaves rebel.  Most historical accounts of slave revolts were erased by colonial

history or categorized as insubordination. Their  deeds, the aftermath, and their names

were buried and silenced.  Therefore, the speaker fictionalizes the outcome of a rebellion

and  describes  the  moment  at  which  the  slaves  find  themselves  alone,  facing  the

technology of navigation. The speaker imagines the interiority of those slaves.  Through

the allegory of these slaves, the poem  delineates  the  pathos  of silenced and repressed

history through the fictionality of language. Furthermore, the vertical posture of these

slaves completely abolishes the prostrate and repressed “collective unconscious” in the

beginning of the poem. 

After the slave ship sequence, there appears a Dove that draws the reader to a

surreal and uncanny end in the 1939 Cahier.  The speaker ends with, 

monte, Colombe

monte
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monte

monte

Je te suis, imprimée en mon ancestrale cornée blanche 

Monte lécheur de ciel

Et le grand trou noir ou je voulais me noyer l'autre lune

C'est la que je veux pêcher maintenant

la langue maléfique de la nuit en son immobile verrition! (A. Césaire 56)

rise, Dove

rise

rise

rise

I follow you who are imprinted on my ancestral white cornea 

Rise skylicker

And the great black hole where a moon ago I wanted to drown

It is there I will no fish

the malevolent tongue of the night in its still verticity! (Arnold 57) 

McIntosh sees the ending of Cahier as strange and questionable: “where the terms 'black'

and  white'  are  never  used  casually,  it  seems  particularly  odd  that  the  speaker,  the

Redeemer, has white so closely with his vision. . . where the speaker wanted to drown in

a moon ago—what is being said? Does this not return us to the idea of blackness being

some kind of lack—the 'old negritude'? ” (90). I  disagree.  The white cornea and black

hole  create  an  image  of  an  eye.  This  image  of  the  eye  supplants  the  blindness  and

inability to see in the opening scene.  Furthermore, the image of the eye is superimposed

with the image of a tongue. The tongue sticks out of the black pupil.  Again, the image of
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the tongue overcomes the muteness and the silence in the beginning of the poem.  The

last sentence “la langue maléfique de la nuit en son immobile verrition!” have kept critics

quite confused.  A. Césaire said that he made up the word verrition by borrowing from

the Latin verb verri which means to sweep or to scrape a surface. The ending describes

“la langue,” a tongue or a language that is “still” but also “sweeps” or “scraps.” In other

words, this is a language that “uncovers” a surface yet is paradoxically immobile. The

tongue  signifies not  any  type  of  language  but  a  particular  kind  of  language:  poetic

language. The last sentence describes a new discourse that does not violently or actively

categorize, connote, or rationalize like scientific language but achieves greatness through

its “stillness.”  It speaks of a new “tongue” or “poetry” that does not limit or objectify but

instead  “stirs  up”  as  in  “sweeping”  the  surface  of  the  “unconscious.”    In  the  end,

blackness  as  abyss  is  turned  into  deep  well-spring  of  meanings  and  interpretations.

Blackness as absence becomes poetically full of potential and the place where the speaker

will “fish” for his inspirations. 

Conclusion

In the opening scene of Cahier, the impossibility of interpretation and of meaning

confronts the reader as one is thrown into a meaningless world in breach of its “fauna and

flora.” The reader is presented with a modern wasteland where Antilles has been silenced

by colonialism.  In the beginning, the poetics seeks to represent the inexpressible, as the

lyrical  cadence and surplus  of  signification  seek to  portray  the  “silence”  of  Antilles.

Although the landscape of Antilles is marked by a lack of meaning, “silence” still speaks

in a masochistic and gruesome way through the  pathos of its metaphors.  A. Césaire's

psychoanalytic  insights  of  “colonial  trauma”  fittingly  explains  the  tension  of  the

“incommunicable” in the beginning of the poem.  The “silence” and “muteness” represent
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the erasure and repression of colonial atrocities through ideologies and institutions. At the

same time,  all  the  repression from a  century of  colonialist  domination  is  in  need of

coming out, expressing itself through an “insane awakening.”   

As the poem progresses, the reader moves away from Antilles and encounters the

speaker “I” who recounts his personal history as an évolué. In this section, it is exactly

the speaker's failure to interpret his environment,  his  people's poverty, his  status as a

“civilized” and “Westernized” black individual that leads to his “complicit downfall” at

the  streetcar  scene.   It  is  understandable why the  reader  or  the critic  would want  to

separate him/herself from the “complicit speaker” who misunderstands his world and his

situation. Defending himself against this misreading, McIntosh reproaches the speaker's

blindness. The speaker, it is argued, should realize that the meaning of his complicity is

everywhere in the poem from beginning to end. He has desired to be white even though

he will  never be white.   In making this  reproach, the critic  McIntosh also implicitly

asserts that the speaker within the poem is the poet himself as he extends his critique of

the speaker to the poem as a whole, especially in the ending. McIntosh's viewpoint is

moralistic and prescriptive, guiding his reader to the “self-awareness” that the deluded

protagonist/poet lacks.  Similarly, Arnold and Garraway have analyzed the opening scene

of  Cahier in a similar fashion as they describe the omniscient narrator as the typical

emigrant intellectual who looks down at Antilles and Martinique from the perspective of

an objective Europe. Their claims seem descriptive but are, in fact, evaluative, further

alienating the évolué as an outsider.  When literary criticism becomes diagnostic, it no

longer does justice to the poetics that seeks to find a “way out” for the alienated évolué.

To hold a superior position as a critic in relationship to the speaker is just as problematic

as  the  psychoanalyst  who,  at  times,  treats  his/her analysand  as  inferior.  This  power

dynamic  in  psychoanalysis  is  extensively  criticized  and  deconstructed  in  the

29



psychoanalytic observations of S. Césaire, A. Césaire, and Fanon. Departing from the

psychoanalysis  of  Mannoni,  their  psychoanalysis  moved  away  from  a  science

distinguished by its control, it position of mastery, of domination over the primitive, the

savage, the black individual, and the madman. 

 Turning  away  from the  scientific  side  of  psychoanalysis,  surrealist  artists  S.

Césaire and A. Césaire searched for a new status of discourse in art which would undo

both exclusion and inclusion in madness, which would obliterate the line of demarcation

and the opposition between subject and object, savage and civilized, reason and unreason.

The surrealists saw in psychoanalysis a tendency to speak about madness only in the

serene, objective terms of mental illness which essentially obliterated its pathos and its

lyrical poetry. Therefore, they sought to undo this.  As surrealists, Suzanne Césaire and

Aimé Césaire were interested in this poetics of “madness” and applied it to an exploration

of colonial trauma, the silence of history, blackness, and black interiority.  While they

saw in  surrealism a  radical  potentiality  in  “madness,”  they  also  saw, in  French  and

Western discourse that black interiority and experiences have either been relegated to

“non-being”  or  reduced  to  a  “pathology.”    Therefore,  A.  Césaire  and S.  Césaire's

psychoanalytic  and  poetic  language  sought  to  express  instead  of  rationalize  the

“madness” of the évolué.  It is in Cahier's  pathos, irony, personification, metaphors and

allegory that  the silence of history, and the madness of being black is made present.

Ultimately, it is my hope that moving away from the overt politics of A. Césaire and

negritude, I have opened up a new terrain of the poetics of “black madness” to investigate

in Cahier. 
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