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for us to recall at this time the searing nature of the situation to which, like other black writ-
ers, Césaire was responding, the grim reality of what Paul Gilroy has called “the racial terror” 
visited on the black race during the long history of degradation that has marked our modern 
experience. The primary import of Césaire’s poetry thus derives from its forceful articulation 
of our historical grievance as black people.

Ma 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.

The gesture of identification and of self-dedication denoted by these lines underlies the portrait 
of a wounded consciousness projected by the principal character, Le Rebelle, in his play Et 
les chiens se taisaient:

Mon nom: offensé
Mon prénom: humilié
Mon état: révolté
Mon âge: l’âge de la pierre

This is the voice of Aimé Césaire, the Nietzschean man of Resentment, giving expression 
to his tragic apprehension of the black condition. This has determined the pathetic strain 
that runs through so much of his verse, as for example in the poem “Le griffon,” with its 
poignant accents that reflect the acute disarticulation in the psyche that so many individu-
als of Césaire’s generation felt as a factor of their immediate sense of self, and which Frantz 
Fanon has analyzed with such penetration in Peau noire, masques blancs. To remark upon 
the deep pathos that forms so much of the structure of feeling in Césaire’s work is to call 
attention to a factor of the poetry that we tend to lose sight of at the present time, that is, the 
profound sentiment of alienation bred in black subjects of his time by the colonial context 
of their human experience. For as Césaire himself had occasion to remark sometime during 
the seventies, the psychological malaise from which this sentiment springs and which came 
to color his expression was no mere view of the mind (“une vue de l’esprit”) but a pervasive 
factor of blacks’ very existence.

Cesaire’s poetry testifies to the intensity with which he lived this experience, in which the 
poet’s sense of his own integrity was conditioned by the black situation in the world, by the 
very mode of our original insertion in history. Cahier has been called an epic of consciousness, 
but the observation is true of all Césaire’s poetry, which represents the enactment of a personal 
drama entailed by the collective predicament of the race. We need to bear this in mind when 
we consider the vehemence of Césaire’s language, an aspect of his poetry that seems to bewil-
der a younger generation of his readers, unfamiliar with the peculiar tensions from which it 
issues—the same generation to which he is now passing the torch of poetic illumination.




