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probably read James Baldwin’s assessment of Césaire’s role in the First Congress of Negro Writ-
ers and Artists in Paris (1956), which Baldwin reprinted in Nobody Knows My Name (1961). 
Had I yet read Eldridge Cleaver’s homophobic dismissal of Baldwin in favor of the more virile 
Césaire in Soul on Ice (1968)? I no longer recall. At all events, the literary landscape was very 
confusing where Césaire was concerned, especially for a young white North American profes-
sor whose references in poetry were those of the French modernist tradition since Baudelaire. 
Only later would I realize that these were precisely the poets Césaire himself had read in the 
1930s and that my approach was more appropriate than it appeared at the time. After all, 
since Césaire was a black poet, his cultural context was supposed to be African. This was what 
the existing writing in and around the Negritude movement told us, and the enthusiasm for 
Jahn’s neo-Africanist poetics in both black and white America merely confirmed this inter-
pretation in a country where Dr. King’s message of integration was rapidly being eclipsed by 
the separatist rhetoric of Stokely Carmichael.2

Guadeloupean Nationalists and Béké Pupils

The circumstances surrounding my first meeting with Césaire were perhaps unusual enough 
to bear recounting. With my wife, Josephine, and daughter, Elizabeth, I had traveled to the 
French West Indies in the summer of 1970 in the hope of getting a sense of place that might 
help me better understand both Saint-John Perse and this black surrealist whom I had been 
reading with more intensity than understanding. After a visit to the ruins of the Leger estate 
in Guadeloupe, a chance encounter with a young Guadeloupean intellectual resulted in his 
offering me a copy of the clandestine publication Le procès des Guadeloupéens, which included 
Aimé Césaire’s statement to the Cour de Sûreté de l’Etat on 26 February 1968 in defense of the 
students and workers accused of fomenting insurrection the previous year.3 The young man’s 
conviction that France was intent on repressing West Indians just as it had done Algerians 
went some way toward convincing me of Césaire’s anticolonialist credentials. A few days later 
we arrived in Fort-de-France without reservations and the local tourist office recommended a 
guest house called La Vallée Heureuse on the Route de Didier. It was run by two maiden ladies 
whom I would only later recognize as békés (descendents of planters born in Martinique), the 
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