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intellectual operations nor yet effects of intellectual operations. Intelligent
practice is not a step-child of theory. On the contrary theorising is one
practice amongst others and is itself intelligently or stupidly conducted.

There is another reason why it is important to correct from the start the
intellectualist doctrine which tries to define intelligence in terms of the
apprehension of truths, instead of the apprehension of truths in terms of
intelligence. Theorising is an activity which most people can and nor-
mally do conduct in silence. They articulate in sentences the theories that
they construct, but they do not most of the time speak these sentences out
loud. They say them to themselves. Or they formulate their thoughts in
diagrams and pictures, but they do not always set these out on paper. They
‘see them in their minds’ eyes’. Much of our ordinary thinking is con-
ducted in internal monologue or silent soliloquy, usually accompanied by
an internal cinematograph-show of visual imagery.

This trick of talking to oneself in silence is acquired neither quickly nor
without effort; and it is a necessary condition of our acquiring it that we
should have previously learned to talk intelligently aloud and have heard
and understood other people doing so. Keeping our thoughts to ourselves
is a sophisticated accomplishment. It was not until the Middle Ages that
people learned to read without reading aloud. Similarly a boy has to learn
to read aloud before he learns to read under his breath, and to prattle
aloud before he prattles to himself. Yet many theorists have supposed that
the silence in which most of us have learned to think is a defining prop-
erty of thought. Plato said that in thinking the soul is talking to itself. But
silence, though often convenient, is inessential, as is the restriction of the
audience to one recipient.

The combination of the two assumptions that theorising is the primary
activity of minds and that theorising is intrinsically a private, silent or
internal operation remains one of the main supports of the dogma of the
ghost in the machine. People tend to identify their minds with the ‘place’
where they conduct their secret thoughts. They even come to suppose that
there is a special mystery about how we publish our thoughts instead of
realising that we employ a special artifice to keep them to ourselves.

(3) KNOWING HOW AND KNOWING THAT

When a person is described by one or other of the intelligence-epithets
such as ‘shrewd’ or ‘silly’, ‘prudent’ or ‘imprudent’, the description
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imputes to him not the knowledge, or ignorance, of this or that truth, but
the ability, or inability, to do certain sorts of things. Theorists have been so
preoccupied with the task of investigating the nature, the source and the
credentials of the theories that we adopt that they have for the most part
ignored the question what it is for someone to know how to perform
tasks. In ordinary life, on the contrary, as well as in the special business of
teaching, we are much more concerned with people’s competences than
with their cognitive repertoires, with the operations than with the truths
that they learn. Indeed even when we are concerned with their intellectual
excellences and deficiencies, we are interested less in the stocks of truths
that they acquire and retain than in their capacities to find out truths for
themselves and their ability to organise and exploit them, when discovered.
Often we deplore a person’s ignorance of some fact only because we
deplore the stupidity of which his ignorance is a consequence.

There are certain parallelisms between knowing how and knowing that, as
well as certain divergences. We speak of learning how to play an instrument
as well as of learning that something is the case; of finding out how to
prune trees as well as of finding out that the Romans had a camp in a certain
place; of forgetting how to tie a reef-knot as well as of forgetting that the
German for ‘knife’ is ‘Messer’. We can wonder how as well as wonder whether.

On the other hand we never speak of a person believing or opining how,
and though it is proper to ask for the grounds or reasons for someone’s
acceptance of a proposition, this question cannot be asked of someone’s
skill at cards or prudence in investments.

What is involved in our descriptions of people as knowing how to make
and appreciate jokes, to talk grammatically, to play chess, to fish, or to
argue? Part of what is meant is that, when they perform these operations,
they tend to perform them well, i.e. correctly or efficiently or successfully.
Their performances come up to certain standards, or satisfy certain cri-
teria. But this is not enough. The well-regulated clock keeps good time
and the well-drilled circus seal performs its tricks flawlessly, yet we do not
call them ‘intelligent’. We reserve this title for the persons responsible for
their performances. To be intelligent is not merely to satisfy criteria, but to
apply them; to regulate one’s actions and not merely to be well-regulated.
A person’s performance is described as careful or skilful, if in his oper-
ations he is ready to detect and correct lapses, to repeat and improve upon
successes, to profit from the examples of others and so forth. He applies
criteria in performing critically, that is, in trying to get things right.
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This point is commonly expressed in the vernacular by saying that an
action exhibits intelligence, if, and only if, the agent is thinking what he is
doing while he is doing it, and thinking what he is doing in such a
manner that he would not do the action so well if he were not thinking
what he is doing. This popular idiom is sometimes appealed to as evidence
in favour of the intellectualist legend. Champions of this legend are apt to
try to reassimilate knowing how to knowing that by arguing that intelligent
performance involves the observance of rules, or the application of criteria.
It follows that the operation which is characterised as intelligent must be
preceded by an intellectual acknowledgment of these rules or criteria; that
is, the agent must first go through the internal process of avowing to
himself certain propositions about what is to be done (‘maxims’, ‘impera-
tives’ or ‘regulative propositions’ as they are sometimes called); only then
can he execute his performance in accordance with those dictates. He
must preach to himself before he can practice. The chef must recite his
recipes to himself before he can cook according to them; the hero must
lend his inner ear to some appropriate moral imperative before swimming
out to save the drowning man; the chess-player must run over in his head
all the relevant rules and tactical maxims of the game before he can make
correct and skilful moves. To do something thinking what one is doing is,
according to this legend, always to do two things; namely, to consider
certain appropriate propositions, or prescriptions, and to put into practice
what these propositions or prescriptions enjoin. It is to do a bit of theory
and then to do a bit of practice.

Certainly we often do not only reflect before we act but reflect in order
to act properly. The chess-player may require some time in which to
plan his moves before he makes them. Yet the general assertion that all
intelligent performance requires to be prefaced by the consideration of
appropriate propositions rings unplausibly, even when it is apologetically
conceded that the required consideration is often very swift and may go
quite unmarked by the agent. I shall argue that the intellectualist legend is
false and that when we describe a performance as intelligent, this does not
entail the double operation of considering and executing.

First, there are many classes of performances in which intelligence is
displayed, but the rules or criteria of which are unformulated. The wit,
when challenged to cite the maxims, or canons, by which he constructs
and appreciates jokes, is unable to answer. He knows how to make good
jokes and how to detect bad ones, but he cannot tell us or himself any
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 Donna Haraway 585

 practice of objectivity that privileges contestation, deconstruction,
 passionate construction, webbed connections, and hope for trans-
 formation of systems of knowledge and ways of seeing. But not
 just any partial perspective will do; we must be hostile to easy rela-
 tivisms and holisms built out of summing and subsuming parts.
 "Passionate detachment"12 requires more than acknowledged and
 self-critical partiality. We are also bound to seek perspective from
 those points of view, which can never be known in advance, that
 promise something quite extraordinary, that is, knowledge potent
 for constructing worlds less organized by axes of domination.
 From such a viewpoint, the unmarked category would really dis-
 appear-quite a difference from simply repeating a disappearing
 act. The imaginary and the rational-the visionary and objective
 vision - hover close together. I think Harding's plea for a successor
 science and for postmodern sensibilities must be read as an argu-
 ment for the idea that the fantastic element of hope for transfor-
 mative knowledge and the severe check and stimulus of sustained
 critical inquiry are jointly the ground of any believable claim to
 objectivity or rationality not riddled with breathtaking denials and
 repressions. It is even possible to read the record of scientific
 revolutions in terms of this feminist doctrine of rationality and ob-
 jectivity. Science has been utopian and visionary from the start;
 that is one reason "we" need it.

 A commitment to mobile positioning and to passionate detach-
 ment is dependent on the impossibility of entertaining innocent
 "identity" politics and epistemologies as strategies for seeing from
 the standpoints of the subjugated in order to see well. One cannot
 "be" either a cell or molecule-or a woman, colonized person,
 laborer, and so on-if one intends to see and see from these posi-
 tions critically. "Being" is much more problematic and contingent.
 Also, one cannot relocate in any possible vantage point without
 being accountable for that movement. Vision is always a question
 of the power to see-and perhaps of the violence implicit in our
 visualizing practices. With whose blood were my eyes crafted?
 These points also apply to testimony from the position of "oneself."
 We are not immediately present to ourselves. Self-knowledge re-
 quires a semiotic-material technology to link meanings and bodies.
 Self-identity is a bad visual system. Fusion is a bad strategy of posi-
 tioning. The boys in the human sciences have called this doubt
 about self-presence the "death of the subject" defined as a single
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 ordering point of will and consciousness. That judgment seems
 bizarre to me. I prefer to call this doubt the opening of noniso-
 morphic subjects, agents, and territories of stories unimaginable
 from the vantage point of the cyclopean, self-satiated eye of the
 master subject. The Western eye has fundamentally been a
 wandering eye, a traveling lens. These peregrinations have often
 been violent and insistent on having mirrors for a conquering
 self-but not always. Western feminists also inherit some skill in
 learning to participate in revisualizing worlds turned upside down
 in earth-transforming challenges to the views of the masters. All is
 not to be done from scratch.

 The split and contradictory self is the one who can interrogate
 positionings and be accountable, the one who can construct and
 join rational conversations and fantastic imaginings that change
 history.13 Splitting, not being, is the privileged image for feminist
 epistemologies of scientific knowledge. "Splitting" in this context
 should be about heterogeneous multiplicities that are simulta-
 neously salient and incapable of being squashed into isomorphic
 slots or cumulative lists. This geometry pertains within and among
 subjects. Subjectivity is multidimensional; so, therefore, is vision.
 The knowing self is partial in all its guises, never finished, whole,
 simply there and original; it is always constructed and stitched to-
 gether imperfectly, and therefore able to join with another, to see
 together without claiming to be another. Here is the promise of ob-
 jectivity: a scientific knower seeks the subject position, not of
 identity, but of objectivity, that is, partial connection. There is no
 way to "be" simultaneously in all, or wholly in any, of the privi-
 leged (i.e., subjugated) positions structured by gender, race, na-
 tion, and class. And that is a short list of critical positions. The
 search for such a "full" and total position is the search for the
 fetishized perfect subject of oppositional history, sometimes ap-
 pearing in feminist theory as the essentialized Third World
 Woman.14 Subjugation is not grounds for an ontology; it might be
 a visual clue. Vision requires instruments of vision; an optics is a
 politics of positioning. Instruments of vision mediate standpoints;
 there is no immediate vision from the standpoints of the sub-
 jugated. Identity, including self-identity, does not produce science;
 critical positioning does, that is, objectivity. Only those occupying
 the positions of the dominators are self-identical, unmarked,
 disembodied, unmediated, transcendent, born again. It is unfor-
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 Donna Haraway 587

 tunately possible for the subjugated to lust for and even scramble
 into that subject position-and then disappear from view.
 Knowledge from the point of view of the unmarked is truly fan-
 tastic, distorted, and irrational. The only position from which ob-
 jectivity could not possibly be practiced and honored is the stand-
 point of the master, the Man, the One God, whose Eye produces,
 appropriates, and orders all difference. No one ever accused the
 God of monotheism of objectivity, only of indifference. The god
 trick is self-identical, and we have mistaken that for creativity and
 knowledge, omniscience even.
 Positioning is, therefore, the key practice in grounding knowl-
 edge organized around the imagery of vision, and much Western
 scientific and philosophic discourse is organized in this way. Posi-
 tioning implies responsibility for our enabling practices. It follows
 that politics and ethics ground struggles for and contests over what
 may count as rational knowledge. That is, admitted or not, politics
 and ethics ground struggles over knowledge projects in the exact,
 natural, social, and human sciences. Otherwise, rationality is
 simply impossible, an optical illusion projected from nowhere
 comprehensively. Histories of science may be powerfully told as
 histories of the technologies. These technologies are ways of life,
 social orders, practices of visualization. Technologies are skilled
 practices. How to see? Where to see from? What limits to vision?
 What to see for? Whom to see with? Who gets to have more than
 one point of view? Who gets blinded? Who wears blinders? Who
 interprets the visual field? What other sensory powers do we wish
 to cultivate besides vision? Moral and political discourse should be
 the paradigm for rational discourse about the imagery and technol-
 ogies of vision. Sandra Harding's claim, or observation, that move-
 ments of social revolution have most contributed to improvements
 in science might be read as a claim about the knowledge conse-
 quences of new technologies of positioning. But I wish Harding
 had spent more time remembering that social and scientific
 revolutions have not always been liberatory, even if they have
 always been visionary. Perhaps this point could be captured in
 another phrase: the science question in the military. Struggles over
 what will count as rational accounts of the world are struggles
 over how to see. The terms of vision: the science question in
 colonialism, the science question in exterminism,s'5 the science
 question in feminism.
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In 1818, Joseph Jacotot, a lecturer in French lit¬ 
erature at the University of Louvain, had an intellectual adven¬ 
ture. 

A long and eventful career should have made him immune to 
surprises: he had celebrated his nineteenth birthday in 1789, 
He was at that time teaching rhetoric at Dijon and preparing 
for a career in law. In 1792, he served as an artilleryman in the 
Republican armies. Then, under the Convention, he worked 
successively as instructor for the Bureau of Gunpowder, secre¬ 
tary to the Minister of War, and substitute for the director of 
the Ecole Polytechnique. When he returned to Dijon, he taught 
analysis, ideology, ancient languages, pure mathematics, tran¬ 
scendent mathematics, and law. In March 1815, the esteem of 
his countrymen made him a deputy in spite of himself. The re¬ 
turn of the Bourbons forced him into exile, and by the gener¬ 
osity of the King of the Netherlands he obtained a position as 
a professor at half-pay. Joseph Jacotot was acquainted with the 
laws of hospitality and counted on spending some calm days in 
Louvain, 

Chance decided differently. The unassuming lecturers les¬ 
sons were, in fact, highly appreciated by his students. Among 
those who wanted to avail themselves of him were a good num¬ 
ber of students who did not speak French; but Joseph Jacotot 
knew no Flemish. There was thus no language in which he could 
teach them what they sought from him. Yet he wanted to re- 



2 An Intellectual Adventure An Intellectual Adventure 3 

spend to their wishes. To do so* the minimal link of a thing in 
common had to be established between himself and them. At that 
time* a bilingual edition of Tilimaque was being published in 
Brussels/ The thing in common had been found, and Telerrn- 
chus made his way into the life of Joseph Jacoeot. He had the 
book delivered to the students and asked them* through an in¬ 
terpreter, to learn the French text with the help of the trans¬ 
lation. When they had made it through the first half of the 
book, he had them repeat what they had learned over and over, 
and then told them to read through the rest of the book until 
they could recite it. This was a fortunate solution, but it was 
also, on a small scale, a philosophical experiment in the style of 
the ones performed during the Age of Enlightenment. And Jo¬ 
seph Jacotot, in i8i8, remained a man of the preceding cen¬ 
tury. 

But the experiment exceeded his expectations. He asked the 
students who had prepared as instructed to write in French what 
they thought about what they had read: 

He expected horrendous barbarisms, or maybe a complete inability 
to perform. How could these young people, deprived of explanation, 
understand and resolve the difficulties of a language entirely new to 
them? No matter! He had to find out where the route opened by 
chance had taken them, what had been the results of that desperate 
empiricism. And how surprised he was to discover that the students, 
left to themselves, managed this difficult step as well as many French 
could have done! Was wanting all that was necessary for doing? Were 
all men virtually capable of understanding what others had done and 
understood?1 

Such was the revolution that this chance experiment un¬ 
leashed in his mind. Until then, he had believed what ail con- 

* Fermion's didactic and utopian 24-volume novel, TCimaqm (1699), recounts the peregri¬ 
nations of Tdemachus, accompanied by his spiritual guide, Mentor, as he attempts to find his 
father, Odysseus, in it, F£nefon proposes an "Art of Reigning’’ and invents an ideal city, $a- 
lente, whose peace-loving citizens show exemplary civic virtue. The book was extremely dis¬ 
pleasing co Louis XIV, who saw himself in the portrait of Idomeneus. But it was much admired 
by Enlightenment philosophers, who proclaimed Fenelon one of their most important pre¬ 
cursors. In terms of jacotor's adventure, the book could have been Teiemaqm or any other. 
•—TRANS. 

scientious professors believe: that the important business of the 
master is to transmit his knowledge to his students so as to bring 
them, by degrees, to his own level of expertise. Like all con¬ 
scientious professors, he knew that teaching was not in the 
slightest about cramming students with knowledge and having 
them repeat it like parrots, but he knew equally well that stu¬ 
dents had to avoid the chance detours where minds still inca¬ 
pable of distinguishing the essential from the accessory, the 
principle from the consequence, get lost. In short, the essential 
act of the master was to explicate: to disengage the simple ele¬ 
ments of learning, and to reconcile their simplicity in principle 
with the factual simplicity that characterizes young and igno¬ 
rant minds. To teach was to transmit learning and form minds 
simultaneously, by leading those minds, according to an or¬ 
dered progression, from the most simple to the most complex. 
By the reasoned appropriation of knowledge and the formation 
of judgment and taste, a student was thus elevated to as high a 
level as his social destination demanded, and he was in this way 
prepared to make the use of the knowledge appropriate to that 
destination: to teach, to litigate, or co govern for the lettered 
elite; to invent, design, or make instruments and machines for 
the new avant-garde now hopefully to be drawn from the elite 
of the common people; and, in the scientific careers* for the 
minds gifted with this particular genius, to make new discov¬ 
eries. Undoubtedly the procedures of these men of science 
would diverge noticeably from the reasoned order of the peda¬ 
gogues. But this was no grounds for an argument against that 
order. On the contrary, one must first acquire a solid and me¬ 
thodical foundation before the singularities of genius could take 
flight. Post hoc, ergo propter hoc. 

This is how all conscientious professors reason. This was how 
Joseph Jacotot* in his thirty years at the job, had reasoned and 
acted. But now* by chance, a grain of sand had gotten into the 
machine. He had given no explanation to his '‘students’* on the 
first elements of the language. He had not explained spelling 
or conjugations to them. They had looked for the French words 
that corresponded to words they knew and the reasons for their 
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grammatical endings by themselves. They had learned to put 
them together to make, in turn, French sentences by them¬ 
selves: sentences whose spelling and grammar became more and 
mote exact as they progressed through the book; but, above all, 
sentences of writers and not of schoolchildren. Were the school¬ 
master's explications therefore superfluous? Or, if they weren’t, 
to whom and for what were they useful? 

The Explicative Order 

Thus, in the mind of Joseph Jacotot, a sudden illumination 
brutally highlighted what is blindly taken for granted in any 
system of teaching; the necessity of explication. And yet why 
shouldn’t it be taken for granted? No one truly knows anything 
other than what he has understood. And for comprehension to 
take place, one has to be given an explication, the words of the 
master must shatter the silence of the taught material. 

And yet that logic is not without certain obscurities. Con¬ 
sider, for example, a book in the hands of a student. The book 
is made up of a series of reasonings designed to make a student 
understand some material. But now the schoolmaster opens his 
mouth to explain the book. He makes a series of reasonings in 
order to explain the series of reasonings that constitute the 
book. But why should the book need such help? instead of pay¬ 
ing for an explicator, couldn’t a father simply give the book to 
his son and the child understand directly the reasonings of the 
book? And if he doesn’t understand them, why would he be any 
more likely to understand the reasonings that would explain to 
him what he hasn’t understood? Are those reasonings of a dif¬ 
ferent nature? And if so, wouldn’t it be necessary to explain the 
way in which to understand them? 

So the logic of explication calls for the principle of a regres¬ 
sion ad infinitum: there is no reason for the redoubling of rea¬ 
sonings ever to stop, What brings an end to the regression and 
gives the system its foundation is simply that the explicator is 
the sole judge of the point when the explication is itself expli¬ 
cated. He is the sole judge of that, in itself, dizzying question: 
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has the student understood the reasonings that teach him to un¬ 
derstand the reasonings? Ibis is what the master has over the 
father: how could the father be certain that the child has under¬ 
stood the books reasonings? What is missing for the father, 
what will always be missing in the trio he forms with the child 
and the book, is the singular art of the explicator: the art of 
jfaSggg- 'The tmstcPTsecret is to know how to recognize the 
distance'~5etween the~taught materiaTand the person beingjij- 
struefed, the distance also between learning ancfu nderstanding. 
1 hrexplicator sets up and abolishes this distance—deploys It 
and reabsorbs it in the fullness of his speech. 

This privileged status of speech does not suppress the regres¬ 
sion ad infinitum without instituting a paradoxical hierarchy. 
In the explicative order, in fact, an oral explication is usually 

nmcessafy";o explicate The written explication. This presupposes 
that-reasonings are clearer, are be tterirn printed on the mind of 
rtrersTudent, whenTHey are'conveyed bv the speech of the mas, 

'ter;—which dissipates in an instant, than when conveyed by the 
book, "where they are inscribed forever in indelible characters. 
HowTan we understand this paradoxical privilege of speech over 
writing, of hearing over sight? What relationship thus exists 
between the power of speech and the power of the master? 

This paradox immediately gives rise to another: the words the 
child learns best, those whose meaning he best fathoms, those 
he best makes his own through his own usage, are those he 
learns without a master explicator, well before any master ex¬ 
plicator. According to the unequal returns of various intellec¬ 
tual apprenticeships, what all human children learn best is what 
no master can explain: the mother tongue. We speak to them 
and we speak around them. They hear and retain, imitate and 
repeat, make mistakes and correct themselves, succeed by 
chance and begin again methodically, and, at too young an age 
for explicators to begin instructing them, they are almost all— 
regardless of gender, social condition, and skin color—able to 
understand and speak the language of their parents. 

And only now does this child who learned to speak through 
his own intelligence and through instructors who did not ex- 



6 An Intellectual Adventure 

plain language to him'—only now does his instruction, properly 
speaking, begin. Now everything happens as chough he could 
no longer learn with **he aid of the same intelligence he has used 
up until now, as though the autonomous relationship between 
apprenticeship and verification were, from this point on, alien 
to him. Between one and the other an opacity has now set in. 
It concerns understanding, and this word alone throws a veil over 
everything; understanding is what the child cannot do without 
the explanations of a master—later, of as many masters as there 
are materials to understand, all presented in a certain progres¬ 
sive order. Not to mention the strange circumstance that since 
the era of progress began, these explications have not ceased 
being perfected in order better to explicate, to make more com¬ 
prehensible, the better to learn to learn—without any discern¬ 
ible corresponding perfection of the said comprehension. In¬ 
stead, a growing complaint begins to be heard: the explicative 
system is losing effectiveness. This, of course, necessitates re¬ 
working the explications yet again to make them easier to un¬ 
derstand by those who are failing to take them in. 

The revelarion that came to Joseph Jacotot amounts to this: 
the logic of the explicative systemJiacLto be overturned., Ex¬ 
plication is not necessary to remedy an incapacity to under¬ 
stand.On the contrary, that very incapacit^Lpim^ 
tunhg^ction ot the explicative conception of thcjwiijddi-T^- 

and not the other way.. 
around; it islie who constitutes the incapable as such. To explain 
something to someone i^TTrsTof all to show him he cannot un¬ 
derstand it by himself. Before being the act of the pedagogue, 
explication is the myth of pedagogy, the parable of a world di¬ 
vided into knowing minds and ignorant ones, ripe minds and 
immature ones, the capable and the incapable, the intelligent 
and the stupid. The explicator’s special trick consists of this 
double inaugural gesture. On the one hand, he decrees the ab¬ 
solute beginning: it is only now that the act of learning will 
begin. On the other, having thrown a veil of ignorance over 
everything that is to be learned, he appoints himself to the task 
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of lifting it. Until he came along, the child has been groping 
blindly, figuring out riddles. Now he will learn. He heard 
words and repeated them. But now it is time to read, and he 
will not understand words if he doesn’t understand syllables, 
and he won’t understand syllables if he doesn’t understand let¬ 
ters that neither the book nor his parents can make him under¬ 
stand—only the masters word. The pedagogical mvth. we said 
divides the world into two. More precisely, it divides intelli- 
genceTntoTwo. IFsays that there "is an inTenor iTTtHngencrarid 

•r^trpenor one. The former registers perceptions by chance/re- 
tains them, interprets and repeats them empirically, within the 
closed circle of habit and need. This is the intelligence of the 
young child and the common man. The superior intelligence 
knows things by reason, proceeds by method, from the simple 
to the complex, from the part to the whole. It is this intelligence 
that allows the master to transmit his knowledge by adapting 
it to the intellectual capacities of the student and allows him to 
verify that the student has satisfactorily understood what he 
learned. Such is the principle of explication. From this point 
on, for Jacotot, such will be the principle of enforced stultifica¬ 
tion* 

To understand this we must rid ourselves of received images. 
The stulrifier is not an aged obtuse master who crams his stu¬ 
dents' skulls full of poorly digested knowledge, or a malignant 
character mouthing half-truths in order to shore up his power 
and the social order. On the contrary, he is all the more effica¬ 
cious because he is knowledgeable, enlightened, and of good 
rajith. The more lie knows, the more evident to himJ^heldis.- 
tance between his knowledge and the ignorance of the ignorant 
onesTTfie more He is enlightened, the more evident he finds the 
difference between groping blindly and searching methodically, 
the more he will insist on substituting the spirit for the letter, 
the clarity of explications for the authority of the book. Above 

# to the absence of a precise English equivalent for the French term ahrt/tir (xo render stupid, 
to treat like a brute), Tve translated It as ‘ stultify." Stultify carries the connotations of numbing 
and deadening better than the word "stupefy,' which implies a sense of wonderment or amaze¬ 
ment absent in the French.—trans. 
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all, he will say, the student must understand, and for that we 
must explain even better. Such is the concern of the enlightened 
pedagogue: does the little one understand? He doesn't under¬ 
stand. I will find new ways to explain it to him, ways more rig¬ 
orous in principle, more attractive in form—and I will verify 
that he has understood. 

A noble concern. Unfortunately, it is just this little word, 
this slogan of the enlightened—understand—that causes all 
the trouble. It is this word that brings a halt to the movement 
of reason, that destroys its confidence in itself, that distracts it 
by breaking the world of intelligence into two, by installing the 
division between the groping animal and the learned little man, 
between common sense and science. From the moment this slo¬ 
gan of duality is pronounced, all the perfecting of the ways of 
making understood, that great preoccupation of men of methods 
and progressives, is progress toward stultification. The child 
who recites under the threat of the rod obeys the rod and that's 
all: he will apply his intelligence to something else. But the 
child who is explained to will devote his intelligence to the work 
of grieving; to understanding, that is to say, to understanding 
that he doesn’t understand unless he is explained to. He is no 
longer submitting to the rod, but rather to a hierarchical world 
of intelligence. For the rest, like the other child, he doesn't have 
to worry: if the solution to the problem is too difficult to pursue, 
he will have enough intelligence to open his eyes wide. The 
master is vigilant and patient. He will see that the child isn't 
following him; he will put him back on track by explaining 
things again. And thus the child acquires a new intelligence, 
that of the master’s explications. Later he can be an explicator 
in turn. He possesses the equipment. But he will perfect it: he 
will be a man of progress. 

Chance and Will 

So goes the world of the explicated explicators. So would it 
have gone for Professor Jacotot if chance hadn't put him in the 
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presence of a fact. And Joseph Jacotot believed that all reason- 
ing should be based on facts and cede place to them. We 
shouidn t conclude from this that he was a materialist, On the 
contrary, like Descartes, who proved movement by walking 
but also like his very royalist and very religious contemporary 
Maine deBtran, he considered the fact of a mind at work, acting 
and conscious of its activity, to be more certain than any ma¬ 
terial thing. And this was what it was all about: the fact was that 
his students had learned to speak and to write in French without 
the aid of explication. He had communicated nothing to them 
about his science, no explications of the roots and flexions of the 
French language. He hadn’t even proceeded in the fashion of 
those reformer pedagogues who, like the preceptor in Rous¬ 
seau’s Emile, mislead their students the better to guide them 
and who cunningly erect an obstacle course for the students to 
learn to negotiate themselves. He had left them alone with the 
text by Fsinelon, a translation—not even interlinear like a 
schoolbook—and their will to learn French. He had only given 
them the order to pass through a forest whose openings and 
clearings he himself had not discovered. Necessity had con¬ 
strained him to leave his intelligence entirely out of the pic¬ 
ture that mediating intelligence of the master that relays the 
primed intelligence of written words to the apprentice’s. And, 
m one fell swoop, he had suppressed the imaginary distance chat 
is the principle of pedagogical stultification. Everything had 
perforce been played out between the intelligence of Fenelon 
who had wanted to make a particular use of the French lan¬ 
guage, the intelligence of the translator who had wanted to give 
a Flemish equivalent, and the intelligence of the apprentices 
who wanted to learn French. And it had appeared that no other 
intelligence was necessary. Without thinking about it, he had 
made them discover rhis thing that he discovered with them: 
that all sentences, and consequently ail the intelligences that 
produce them, are of the same nature. Understanding is never 
more than translating, that is, giving 
BuTin htTWiylTS-feason. There is nothing behind the written 
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page, no false bottom that necessitates the work of an other in- 
telligence, that of the explicator; no language of the master, no 
language of the language whose words and sentences are able to 
speak the reason of the words and sentences of a text. The Flem¬ 
ish students had furnished the proof: to speak about Telmaqm 
they had at their disposition only the words of Telmaqm. Fe- 
nelon's sentences alone are necessary to understand Fenelon’s 
sentences and to express what one has understood about them. 
Learning and understanding are two ways of expressing the 
same act of translation. There is nothing beyond texts except 
the will to express, chat is, to translate. If they had understood 
the language by learning Fenelon, it wasn’t simply through the 
gymnastics of comparing the page on the left with the page on 
the right. It isn't the aptitude for changing columns that 
counts, but rather the capacity to say what one thinks in the 
words of others. If they had learned this from Fenelon, that was 
because the act of Fenelon the writer was itself one of transla¬ 
tion: in order to translate a political lesson into a legendary nar¬ 
rative, Fenelon transformed into the French of his century Ho¬ 
mer’s Greek, Vergil's Latin, and the language, wise or naive, of 
a hundred other texts, from children’s stories to erudite history. 
He had applied to this double translation the same intelligence 
they employed in their turn to recount with the sentences of his 
book what they thought about his book. 

But the intelligence that had allowed them to learn the 
French in Telmaqm was the same they had used to learn their 
mother tongue; by observing and retaining, repeating and ver¬ 
ifying, by relating what they were trying to know to what they 
already knew, by doing and reflecting about what they had 
done. They moved along in a manner one shouldn't move 
along—the way children move, blindly, figuring out riddles. 
And the question then became: wasn’t it necessary to overturn 
the admissible order of intellectual values? Wasn’t that shame¬ 
ful method of the riddle the true movement of human intelli¬ 
gence taking possession of its own power? Didn't its proscrip- 
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tion indicate above all the will to divide the world of intelli¬ 
gence into two? The advocates of method oppose the 
nonmethod of chance to that of proceeding by reason. But what 
they want to prove is given in advance. They suppose a little 
animal who, bumping into things, explores a world that he isn’t 
yet able to see and will only discern when they teach him to do 
so. But the human child is first of all a speaking being. The 
child who repeats the words he hears and the Flemish student 

lost” in his Telmaqm are not proceeding hit or miss. All their 
effort, all their exploration, is strained toward this: someone has 
addressed words to them that they want to recognize and re¬ 
spond to, not as students or as learned men, but as people; in 
the way you respond to someone speaking to you and not to 
someone examining you: under the sign of equality. 

The fact was there: they had learned by themselves, without 
a master explicator. What has happened once is thenceforth al¬ 
ways possible. This discovery could, after all, overturn the prin¬ 
ciples of the professor Jacotot. But Jacotot the man was in a bet¬ 
ter position to recognize what great variety can be expected from 
a human being. His father had been a butcher before keeping 
the accounts of his grandfather, the carpenter who had sent his 
grandson to college. He himself had been a professor of rhetoric 
when he had answered the call to arms in 1792. His compan¬ 
ions’ vote had made him an artillery captain, and he had showed 
himself to be a remarkable artilleryman. In 1793, the Bureau 
of Powders, this Latinist became a chemistry instructor work- ( 
ing toward the accelerated forming of workers being sent every¬ 
where in the territory to apply Fourcroy’s discoveries. At Four- 
croy’s own establishment, he had become acquainted with Van- 
quelin, the peasant’s son who had trained himself to be a 
chemist without the knowledge of his boss. He had seen young 
people arrive at the Ecole Polytechnique who had been selected 
by improvised commissions on the dual basis of their liveliness 
of mind and their patriotism. And he had seen them become 
very good mathematicians, less through the calculations Monge 
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and Lagrange explained to them than through those that they 
performed in front of them/ He himself had apparently prof¬ 
ited from his administrative functions by gaining competence 
as a mathematician—a competence he had exercised later at the 
University of Dijon. Similarly, he had added Hebrew to the an¬ 
cient languages he taught, and composed an Essay on Hebrew 
Grammar. He believed, God knows why, that that language had 
a future. And finally, he had gained for himself, reluctantly but 
with the greatest firmness, a competence at being a represen¬ 
tative of the people. In short, he knew what the will of indi¬ 
viduals and the peril of the country could engender in the way 
of unknown capacities, in circumstances where urgency de¬ 
manded destroying the stages of explicative progression. He 
thought that this exceptional state, dictated by the nation's 
need, was no different in principle from the urgency that dic¬ 
tates the exploration of the world by the child or from that other 
urgency that constrains the singular path of learned men and 
inventors. Through the experiment of the child, the learned 
man, and the revolutionary, the method of chance so successfully 
practiced by the Flemish students revealed its second secret, 
The method of equality was above all a method of the will. One 
could learn by oneself and without a master explicator when one 
wanted to, propelled by one’s own desire or by the constraint of 
the situation. 

The Emancipatory Master 

In this case, that constraint had taken the form of the com¬ 
mand jacotot had given. And it resulted in an important con¬ 
sequent e, no longer for the students but for the master. The 
students had learned without a master explicator, but not, for 
all that, without a master. They didn’t know how before, and 

* Antoine Francois Fourcroy (1755-1809), chemist and politician, participated in the es¬ 
tablishment of a rational nomenclature in chemistry, The principal work of the mathematician 
Joseph Louis dc Lagrange (1736—1813) was the Mkanique analyfique (j788), The mathema¬ 
tician Gaspard Mange (1746-1818) helped create the Ecole Normaie and founded the Ecole 
Polytechnique. —TRANS. 
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now they knew how. Therefore, Jacotot had taught them some¬ 
thing. And yet he had communicated nothing to them of his 
science. So it wasn’t the master’s science that the student 
learned. His mastery lay in the command that had enclosed the 
students in a closed circle from w'hich they alone could break 
out. By leaving his intelligence out of the picture, he had al¬ 
lowed their intelligence to grapple with that of the book. Thus, 
the two functions that link the practice of the master explicator, 
that of the savant and that of the master had been dissociated. 
The two faculties in play during the act of learning, namely 
intelligence and will, had therefore also been separated, liber¬ 
ated from each other. A pure relationship of will to will had 
been established between master and student: a relationship 
wherein the master’s domination resulted in an entirely liber¬ 
ated relationship between the intelligence of the student and 
that of the book—the intelligence of the book that was also the 
thing in common, the egalitarian intellectual link between 
master and studenr. This device allowed the iumbleTcamg^ri.^ 
of the pedagogical act to be sorted cmr and evplirariv^ fti- 
ficinonTo be precisely defined. There is stultihoirmn 
one intelligence is subordinated to another. A person—and a 
chTTeTin particular—may need a master when his own will is 
not strong enough to set him on track and keep him there. But 
that subjection is purely one of will over will It becomes stul¬ 
tification when it links an intelligence to another intelligence, 
jn the act of teaching and learning there are two wills and two 
�ntdligences We will call their coincidence stultification. In the 
experimental situation jacotot created, the student svas linked 
to a will, Jacotot’s, and to an intelligence, the book's-—the two 
entirely distinct. We will call the known and maintained dif¬ 
ference of the two relations—the act of an intelligence obeying 
only itself even while the will obeys another will ~pms,n<Tpatio$r 

This pedagogical experiment created a rupture with the logic 
of all pedagogies. The pedagogues’ practice is based on the op¬ 
position between science and ignorance. The methods chosen to 
render the ignorant person learned may differ: strict or gentle 
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methods, traditional or modern, active or passive; the efficiency 
of these methods can be compared. From this point of view, we 
could, at first glance, compare the speed of jacotot s students 
with the slowness of traditional methods. But in reality there 
was nothing to compare. The confrontation of methods presup¬ 
poses a minimal agreement on the goats of the pedagogical act: 
the transmission of the master’s knowledge to the students. But 
jacotothad transmitted nothing. He had not used any method. 
The method was purely the student’s. And whether one learns 
French more quickly or less quickly is in itself a matter of little 
consequence. The comparison was no longer, between^ methods 
but rather between two uses of intelligence and two conceptions 
of the intellectual order. The rapid route was not thatpof a better 
pedagogy. It was another route, that of liberty—-that route that 
jacotot had experimented with in the armies of Year II, the fab¬ 
rication of powders or the founding of the Ecole Polytechnique, 
the route of liberty responding to the urgency of the peril, but 
just as much to a confidence in the intellectual capacity of any 
human being. Beneath the pedagogical relation of ignorance to 
science, the more fundamental philosophical relation of stul¬ 
tification to emancipation must be recognized. There were thus 
not two but four terms in play. The act of learning could be 
produced according to four variously combined determinations: 
by an emancipatory master or by a stultifying one, by a learned 
master or by an ignorant one. 

The last proposition was the most difficult to accept, it goes 
without saying that a scientist might do science without expli¬ 
cating it. But how can we admit that an ignorant person might 
induce science in another? Even Jacotot s experiment was am¬ 
biguous because of his position as a professor of French. But 
since it had at least shown thar it wasn't the master’s knowledge 
that instructed the student, then nothing prevented the master 
from teaching something other than his science, something he 
didn’t know. Joseph Jacotot applied himself to varying the ex¬ 
periment, to repeating on purpose what chance had once pro¬ 
duced. He began to teach two subjects at which he was notably 
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d him to be given a vacant chair in their faculty. But the 
University of Louvain was already worried about this extrava! 
gant lecturer, for whom students were deserting the magisterial 
courses, in favor of com,ng, evenings, to crowd into a much too 
sma 1 room lit by only two candles, in order to hear: "I must 

romh n r haVC njth/ng f° tCaCh y°u/" The thorny they 
consulted thus responded that he saw no point in calling this 

dung, Jacotot was experimenting, precisely, with the gap 
between accreditation and act. Rather than teaching a L 
course m french, he taught the students to litigate in Flemish 
They litigated very well, but he still didn’t know Flemish. 

The Circle of Power 

J^PTmem *eeme.d1to him sufficient to shed light: one 
can teach what one doesn t know if the student is emancipated, 
that is to say, if he is obliged to use his own intelligence The 
master is he who encloses an intelligence in the arbitrary circle 
rom which it can only break out by becoming necessary to it- 

self To emanapate an ignorant person, one must be, and one 
need only be, emancipated oneself, that is to say, conscious of 
the true power of the human mind. The ignorant person w,)l 
ream by himself what the master doesn't know if the master 

eheves he can and obliges him to realize his capacity: a circle 

°Jfrr Tl0gT t0 the drCie °f P�er!essness that ties the 
student to the expheator of the old method (to be called from 
now on, simply, the Old Master). But the relation of forces is 
very particular. The circle of powerlessness is always already 
there: it is the very workings of the social world, hidden in the 
evident difference between ignorance and science. The circle of 
power, on the other hand, can only take effect by being made 
public. But it can only appear as a tautology or an absurdity. 

,°W 5an.the ,eairned mastef understand that he can teach 
what he doesn t know as successfully as what he does know=> He 
cannot but take that increase in intellectual power as a deval- 
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uation of his science. And the ignorant one, on his side, doesn't 
believe himself capable of learning by himself, still less of 
being able to teach another ignorant person. Those excluded 
from rhe world of intelligence themselves subscribe to the ver¬ 
dict of their exclusion. In short, the circle of emancipation must 
be begun. 

Here lies the paradox. For if you think about it a little, the 
"method" he was proposing is the oldest in the world, and it 
never stops being verified every day, in all the circumstances 
where an individual must learn-something without any means 
or having it explained to nirn. There is ncaWfeon earth who 
hasn’t learnedTbmething by himself and without a master ex- 
plicator. Let’s call this way of learning “universal teaching" and 
say of it; "In reality, universal teaching has existed since the 
beginning of the world, alongside all the explicative methods. 
This teaching, by oneself, has, in reality, been what has formed 
all great men." But this is the strange part: "Everyone has done 
this experiment a thousand times in his life, and yet it has never 
occurred to someone to say to someone else: Fvc learned many 
things without explanations, I think that you can too. , , . 
Neither I nor anyone in the world has ventured to draw on this 
fact to teach others."' To the intelligence sleeping in each of us, 
it would suffice to say; age quod agis, continue to do what you 
are doing, "learn rhe fact, imitate it, know yourself, this is how, 
nature works."4 Methodically repeat the method of chance that 
gave you the measure of your power. The same intelligence is 
at work in all the acts of the human mind. 

But this is the most difficult leap. This method is practiced 
of necessity by everyone, but no one wanes to recognize it, no 
one wants to cope with the intellectual revolution it signifies. 
The social circle, the order of things, prevents it from being 
recognized for what it is: the true method by which everyone 
learns and by which everyone can take the measure of his ca¬ 
pacity. One must dare to recognize it and pursue the open ver¬ 
ification of its power—otherwise, the method of powerlessness, 
the Old Master, will last as long as the order of things. 

An Intellectual Adventure 

Who would want to begin? In Jacotots day there were all 
kinds of men of goodwill who were preoccupied with instruct¬ 
ing the people: rulers wanted to elevate the people above their 
brutal appetites, revolutionaries wanted to lead them to the 
consciousness of their rights; progressives wished to narrow, 
through instruction, the gap between the classes; industrialists 
dreamed of giving, through instruction, the most intelligent 
among the people the means of social promotion. All these good 
intentions came up against an obstacle: the common man had 
very little time and even less money to devote to acquiring this 
instruction. Thus, what was sought was the economic means of 
diffusing the minimum of instruction judged necessary for the 
individual and sufficient for the amelioration of the laboring 
population as a whole. Among progressives and industrialists 
the favored method was mutual teaching. This allowed a great 
number of students, assembled from a vast locale, to be divided 
up into smaller groups headed by the more advanced among 
them, who were promoted to the rank of monitors. In this way, 
the master’s orders and lessons radiated out, relayed by the mon¬ 
itors, into the whole population to be instructed. Friends of 
progress liked what they saw: this was how science extended 
from the summits to the most modest levels of intelligence. 
Happiness and liberty would trickle down in its wake. 

That sort of progress, for Jacotot, smelled of the bridle. "A 
perfected riding-school," he said. He had a different notion of 
mutual teaching in mind; that each ignorant person could be¬ 
come for another ignorant person the master who would reveal 
to him his intellectual power. More precisely, h*s problem 
wasn’t the instruction of the people: one instructed the recruits 
enrolled under one’s banner, subalterns who must be able to un¬ 
derstand orders, the people one wanted to govern—-in the pro¬ 
gressive way, of course, without divine right and only according 
to the hierarchy of capacities. His own problem was that of eman¬ 
cipation: that every common person might conceive his human 
dignity, take the measure of his intellectual capacity, and de¬ 
cide how to use it. The friends of Instruction were certain that 
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true liberty was conditioned on it. After all, they recognized 
that they should give instruction to the people, even at the risk 
of disputing among themselves which instruction they would 
give, jacotot did not see what kind of liberty for the people 
could result from the dutifulness of their instructors. On the 
contrary, he sensed in all this a new form of stultification. 
Whoever teaches without emancipating stultifies. And whoever 
emancipates doesn't have to worry about what the emancipated 
person learns. He will learn what he wants, nothing maybe. He 
will know he can learn because the same intelligence is at work 
in ail the productions of the human mind, and a man can always 
understand another man's words. Jacotor’s printer had a re¬ 
tarded son. They had despaired of making something of him, 
Jacotot taught him Hebrew. Later the child became an excellent 
lithographer. It goes without saying that he never used the He¬ 
brew for anything—except to know what more gifted and 
learned minds never knew; it wasn’t Hebrew. 

The matter was thus dear. This was not a method for in¬ 
structing the people; it was a benefit to be announced to the 
poor: they could do everything any man could. It sufficed only 
to announce it. Jacotot decided to devote himself to this. He pro¬ 
claimed that one could teach what one didn't know, and that a 
poor and ignorant father could, if he was emancipated, conduct 
the education of his children, without the aid of any master 
explicator. And he indicated the way of that “universal teach¬ 
ing”—to learn something and to relate to it all the rest by this prin¬ 
ciple: all men have equal intelligence. 

People were affected in Louvain, in Brussels, and in La Haye; 
they took the mail carriage from Paris and Lyon; they came from 
England and Prussia to hear the news; it was proclaimed in Saint 
Petersburg and New Orleans. The word reached as far as Rio de 
Janeiro. For several years polemic raged, and the Republic of 
knowledge was shaken at its very foundations. 

All this because a learned man, a renowned man of science 
and a virtuous family man, had gone crazy for not knowing 
Flemish. 

The Ignorant Ones Lesson 

Let’s go ashore, then, with Telemachus onto Calyp- 
so s island. Let’s make our way with one of the visitors into the 
madman s lair: into Miss Marcellis s institution in Louvain; into 
the home of Mr. Deschuyfeleere, a tanner transformed by Ja¬ 
cotot into a Latinist; into the Ecoie Normale Militaire in Lou¬ 
vain, where the philosopher-prince Frederick of Orange had put 
the Founder of universal teaching in charge of educating future 
military instructors: 

“Imagine recruits sitting on benches, murmuring in unison: 'Ca¬ 
lypso, Calypso could, Calypso could not/ ere., etc.; two months 
later they knew how to read, write, and count. . . . During this pri¬ 
mary education, the one was caught English, the other German, this 
one fortification, chat one chemistry, etc,, etc.” 

“Did the Founder know all these things?” 
“Nor at all, but we explained them to him, and ! can assure you 

he profited greatly from the Ecoie Normale/' 
But I m confused. Did you all, then, know chemistry?” 

‘No, but we learned it, and we gave him lessons in it. That’s uni¬ 
versal teaching. It’s the disciple that makes the master.”* 

There is an order in madness, as in everything. Let’s begin, 
then, at the beginning: Telemaque, “Everything is in every¬ 
thing/' says the madman. And his critics add: “And everything 
is in TelemaqueBecause Telemaque was apparently the book 
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Assembled in a Riotous Manner

Esther Brown did not write a political tract 
on the refusal to be governed, or draft a plan for 
mutual aid or outline a memoir of her sexual adven-
tures. A manifesto of the wayward: Own Nothing. 
Refuse the Given. Live on What You Need and No 
More. Get Ready to Be Free — was not found among 
the items contained in her case !le. She didn’t 
pen any song lines: My mama says I’m reckless, My 
daddy says I’m wild, I ain’t good looking, but I’m 
somebody’s angel child. She didn’t commit to paper 
her ruminations on freedom: With human nature 
caged in a narrow space, whipped daily into submis-
sion, how can we speak of potentialities? The card-
board placards for the tumult and upheaval she 
incited might have said: Don’t mess with me. I 
am not afraid to smash things up. But hers was a 
struggle without formal declarations of policy, slo-
gan, or credos. It required no party platform or 
ten-point program. Walking through the streets of 
New York City, she and Emma Goldman crossed 
paths, but failed to recognize one another. When 
Hubert Harrison encountered her in the lobby 
of the Renaissance Casino after he delivered his 
lectures on “Marriage versus Free Love” for the 
Socialist Club, he noticed only that she had a pretty 
face and a big ass. Esther Brown never pulled a 
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soapbox onto the corner of 135th Street and Lenox Avenue to make a speech 
about autonomy, the global reach of the color line, involuntary servitude, free 
motherhood, or the promise of a future world, but she well understood that 
the desire to move as she wanted was nothing short of treason. She knew 
!rsthand that the o"ense most punished by the state was trying to live free. 
To wander through the streets of Harlem, to want better than what she had, 
and to be propelled by her whims and desires was to be ungovernable. Her 
way of living was nothing short of anarchy.

Had anyone ever found the rough notes for reconstruction jotted in the 
marginalia of her grocery list or correlated the numbers circled most often in 
her dog-eared dream book with routes of escape not to be found in Rand 
McNally’s atlas or seen the love letters written to her girlfriend about how 
they would live at the end of the world, the master philosophers and cardhold-
ing radicals, in all likelihood, would have said that her analysis was insu#-
cient, dismissed her for failing to understand those key passages in the Grun-
drisse about the ex-slave’s refusal to work — they have ceased to be slaves, but not 
in order to become wage labourers — she nodded in enthusiastic agreement at 
all the wrong places — content with producing only what is strictly necessary for 
their own consumption — and embraced indulgence and idleness as the real lux-
ury good; all of which emphasized the limits of black feminist politics. What 
did they know of Truth and Tubman? Or the contours of black women’s war 
against the state and capital? Could they ever understand the dreams of 
another world which didn’t trouble the distinction between man, settler, and 
master? Or recounted the struggle against servitude, captivity, property, and 
enclosure that began in the barracoon and continued on the ship, where some 
fought, some jumped, some refused to eat. Others set the plantation and the 
!elds on !re, poisoned the master. They had never listened to Lucy Parsons; 
they had never read Ida B. Wells. Or envisioned the riot as a rally cry and 
refusal of fungible life? Only a misreading of the key texts of anarchism could 
ever imagine a place for wayward colored girls. No, Kropotkin never described 
black women’s mutual aid societies or the chorus in Mutual Aid, although he 
imagined animal sociality in its rich varieties and the forms of cooperation 
and mutuality found among ants, monkeys, and ruminants. Impossible, 
recalcitrant domestics weren’t yet in his radar or anyone else’s. (It would be a 
decade and a half before Marvel Cooke and Ella Baker wrote their essay “The 
Bronx Slave Market” and two decades before Claudia Jones’s “An End to the 
Neglect of the Problems of the Negro Woman.”)

It is not surprising that a negress would be guilty of con$ating idleness 
with resistance or exalt the struggle for mere survival or confuse petty acts 
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for insurrection or imagine a minor !gure might be capable of some signi!-
cant shit or mistake laziness and ine#ciency for a general strike or recast 
theft as a kind of cheap socialism for too fast girls and questionable women 
or esteem wild ideas as radical thought. At best, the case of Esther Brown 
provides another example of the tendency to exaggeration and excess that is 
common to the race. A revolution in a minor key was hardly noticeable before 
the spirit of Bolshevism or the nationalist vision of a Black Empire or the 
glamour of wealthy libertines, fashionable socialists, and self-declared New 
Negroes. Nobody remembers the evening she and her friends raised hell on 
132nd Street or turned out Edmund’s Cellar or made such a beautiful noise 
during the riot that their screams and shouts were improvised music, so that 
even the tone-deaf journalists from the New York Times described the black 
noise of disorderly women as a jazz chorus.

Wayward Experiments

Esther Brown hated to work, the conditions of work as much as the very idea 
of work. Her reasons for quitting said as much. Housework: Wages too small. 
Laundry work: Too hard. Ran away. General Housework: Tired of work. Laun-
dress: Too hard. Sewing buttons on shirts: Tired of work. Dishwasher: Tired of 
work. Housework: Man too cross. Live-in-service: I might as well be a slave. At 
age !fteen, when she left school, she experienced the violence endemic to 
domestic work and tired quickly of the demand to care for others who didn’t 
care for you. She ran the streets because nowhere else in the world was there 
anything for her. She stayed in the streets to escape the su"ocation of her 
mother’s small apartment, which was packed with lodgers, men who took 
up too much space and who were too easy with their hands. She had been 
going around and mixing it up for a few years, but only because she liked 
doing it. She never went with men only for money. She was no prostitute. 
After the disappointment of a short-lived marriage to a man who wasn’t her 
baby’s father (he had o"ered to marry her but she rejected him), she went to 
live with her sister and grandmother and they helped her raise her son. She 
had several lovers to whom she was bound by need and want, not by the law.

Esther’s only luxury was idleness and she was fond of saying to her 
friends, “If you get up in the morning and feel tired, go back to sleep and 
then go to the theatre at night.” With the support of her sister and grand-
mother and help from gentlemen friends, she didn’t need to work on a regu-
lar basis. She picked up day work when she was in a pinch and endured a 
six-week stretch of “Yes, Mrs. I’ll get to it” when coerced by need. So really, 
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she was doing !ne and had nearly perfected the art of surviving without hav-
ing to scrape and bow. She hated being a servant, as did every general house-
worker. Service carried the stigma of slavery; white girls sought to avoid it for 
the same reason — it was nigger work. Had her employers suspected that the 
better the servant, the more severe the hatred of the mistress, Esther would 
not have been “entrusted to care for their precious darlings.”

Why should she toil in a kitchen or factory in order to survive? Why 
should she work herself to the bone for white people? She preferred strolling 
along Harlem’s wide avenues and losing herself in cabarets and movie 
houses. In the streets, young women and men displayed their talents and 
ambitions. It was better than staying home and staring at four walls. In Har-
lem, strolling was a !ne art, an everyday choreography of the possible; it was the 
collective movement of the streets, headless and spilling out in all directions, 
yet moving and drifting en masse, like a swarm or the swell of an ocean; it 
was a long poem of black hunger and striving. The bodies rushing through 
the block and idling on corners and hanging out on front steps were an 
assembly of the damned, the venturous, and the dangerous. “All modalities 
sang a part in this chorus” and the refrains were of in!nite variety. On the 
avenues, the possibilities were glimmering and evanescent, even if $eeting 
and most often unrealized. The map of the might could or what might be was 
not restricted to the literal trail of Esther’s footsteps or anyone else’s. Hers 
was an errant path cut through the heart of Harlem in search of the open 
city, l’ouverture, inside the ghetto. Wandering and drifting was how she 
engaged the world and how she perceived it. The thought of what might be 
possible was indistinguishable from moving bodies and the transient rush 
and $ight of black folks in this city-within-the-city. Streetwalking in the 
black capital emboldened the wayward, shored up the weary, stoked the 
dreams of the wretched, and encouraged wanderlust.

As she drifted through the city, a thousand ideas about who she might 
be and what she might do rushed into her head, but she was uncertain what 
to make of them. Her thoughts were inchoate, fragmentary, wild. How 
they might become a blueprint for something better was unclear. Esther 
was !ercely intelligent. She had a bright, alert face and piercing eyes that 
announced her interest in the world. This combined with a noticeable pride 
made the seventeen-year-old appear substantial, a force in her own right. 
Even the white teachers at the training school, who disliked her and were 
reluctant to give a colored girl any undue praise, conceded she was very 
smart, although quick to anger because of too much pride. She insisted 
on being treated no di"erently than the white girls, so they said she was 
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trouble. The problem was not her capacity; it was her attitude. The brutality 
she experienced at the Hudson Training School for Girls taught her to !ght 
back, to strike out. The teachers told the authorities that she had enjoyed too 
much freedom. It had ruined her and made her into the kind of young 
woman who would not hesitate to smash things up. Freedom in her hands, 
if not a crime, was a threat to public order and moral decency. Excessive liberty 
had ruined her. The social worker concurred, “With no social considerations 
to constrain her, she was ungovernable.”

Esther Brown was wild and wayward. She longed for another way of living in 
the world. She was hungry for enough, for otherwise, for better. She was hun-
gry for beauty. In her case, the aesthetic wasn’t a realm separate and distinct 
from the daily challenges of survival, rather the aim was to make an art of 
subsistence, a lyric of being young, poor, gifted, and black. Yet, she did not try 
to create a poem or song or painting. What she created was Esther Brown. 
That was the o!ering, the bit of art, that could not come from any other. She would 
polish and hone that. She would celebrate that everyday something had tried to 
kill her and failed. She would make a beautiful life. What was beauty if not “the 
intense sensation of being pulled toward the animating force of life?” Or the 
yearning “to bring things into relation . . . and with as much urgency as 
though one’s life depended upon it.” To the eyes of the world, her wild 
thoughts, dreams of another world, and longing to escape from drudgery 
were likely to lead to tumult and upheaval, to open rebellion. Esther Brown 
didn’t need a husband or a daddy or a boss telling her what to do. But a young 
woman who $itted from job to job and lover to lover was considered immoral 
and destined to become a threat to the social order, a menace to society. Detec-
tive Brady said as much when he arrested Esther and her friends.

What the law designated as crime were the forms of life created by young 
black women in the city. The modes of intimacy and a#liation being fash-
ioned in the ghetto, the refusal to labor, the forms of gathering and assem-
bly, the practices of subsistence and getting over were under surveillance 
and targeted by the police as well as the sociologists and the reformers who 
gathered the information and made the case against them, forging their 
lives into tragic biographies of poverty, crime, and pathology. The activity 
required to reproduce and sustain life is, as Marx noted, a de!nite form of 
expressing life, it is an art of survival, social poesis. Subsistence — scraping 
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by, getting over, making ends meet — entailed an ongoing struggle to pro-
duce a way to live in a context in which poverty was taken for granted and 
domestic work or general housework de!ned the only opportunity available 
to black girls and women. The acts of the wayward — the wild thoughts, 
reckless dreams, interminable protests, spontaneous strikes, nonparticipa-
tion, willfulness, and bold-faced refusal redistributed the balance of need 
and want and sought a line of escape from debt and duty in the attempt to 
create a path elsewhere.

Mere survival was an achievement in a context so brutal. How could 
one enhance life or speak of its potentialities when con!ned in the ghetto, 
when daily subjected to racist assault and insult, and conscripted to servi-
tude? How can I live? — It was a question Esther reckoned with every day. 
Survival required acts of collaboration and genius. Esther’s imagination was 
geared toward the clari!cation of life — “what would sustain material life 
and enhance it, something that entailed more than the reproduction of phys-
ical existence.” The mutuality and creativity necessary to sustain life in the 
context of intermittent wages, controlled deprivation, economic exclusion, 
coercion, and antiblack violence often bordered on the extralegal and the 
criminal. Beautiful, wayward experiments entailed what W. E. B. DuBois 
described as an “open rebellion” against society.

This speculative history of the wayward is an e"ort to narrate the open 
rebellion and beautiful experiment produced by young women in the emer-
gent ghetto, a form of racial enclosure that succeeded the plantation. The 
narrative utilizes the reports and case !les of the reformatory, private inves-
tigators, psychologists, and social workers to challenge the primary tenets of 
these accounts, the most basic of these assumptions being that the lives rep-
resented required intervention and rehabilitation and that the question — who 
are you? — is indistinguishable from one’s status as a social problem. The 
method is critical fabulation. State violence, surveillance, and detention pro-
duce the archival traces and institutional records that inform the reconstruc-
tion of these lives; but desire and the want of something better decide the 
contours of the telling. The narrative emulates the errant path of the way-
ward and moves from one story to another by way of encounter, chance 
meeting, proximity, and the sociality created by enclosure. It strives to con-
vey the aspiration and longing of the wayward and the tumult and upheaval 
incited by the chorus.

For the most part, the history of Esther and her friends and the poten-
tiality of their lives has remained unthought because no one could imagine 
young black women as social visionaries, radical thinkers, and innovators in 
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the world in which these acts took place. This latent history has yet to emerge: 
A revolution in a minor key unfolded in the city and young black women were 
its vehicle. It was driven not by uplift or the struggle for recognition or citi-
zenship, but by the vision of a world that would guarantee to every human 
being free access to earth and full enjoyment of the necessities of life, according to 
individual desires, tastes, and inclinations. In this world, free love and free 
motherhood would not be criminalized and punished. To appreciate the 
beautiful experiments of Esther Brown and her friends, one needs !rst to 
conceive something as unimaginable and unprecedented as too fast girls and 
surplus women and whores producing “thought of the outside,” that is, thought 
directed toward the outer bound of what is possible. Such far-reaching 
notions of what could be were the fruit of centuries of mutual aid, which was 
organized in stealth and paraded in public view.

Collaboration, reciprocity, and shared creation de!ned the practice 
of mutual aid. It was and remains a collective practice of survival for those 
bereft of the notion that life and land, human and earth could be owned, 
traded, and made the private property of anyone, those who would never 
be self-possessed, or envision themselves as acquisitive self-interested 
proprietors, or measure their life and worth by the ledger or the rent book, 
or long to be the settler or the master. Mutual aid did not tra#c in the 
belief that the self existed distinct and apart from others or revere the ideas 
of individuality and sovereignty, as much as it did singularity and free-
dom. The mutual aid society survived the Middle Passage and its origins 
might be traced to traditions of collectivity, which $ourished in the state-
less societies that preceded the breach of the Atlantic and perdured in its 
wake. This form of mutual assistance was remade in the hold of the slave 
ship, the plantation, and the ghetto. It made good the ideals of the com-
mons, the collective, the ensemble, the always-more-than-one of existing 
in the world. The mutual aid society was a resource of black survival. The 
ongoing and open-ended creation of new conditions of existence and the 
improvisation of life-enhancing and free association was a practice crafted 
in social clubs, tenements, taverns, dance halls, disorderly houses, and 
the streets.

Esther had been working for two days as a live-in domestic on Long Island 
when she decided to return to Harlem to see her baby and have some fun. It 
was summer and Harlem was alive. She visited her son and grandmother, 
but stayed at her friend Josephine’s place because she always had a house full 
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of folks dancing, drinking, carousing, and vamping. Esther had planned to 
return to her job the next day, but one day stretched into several. People 
tended to lose track of time at Josephine’s place. Five West 134th street had a 
reputation as a building for lover’s secret assignations, house parties, and 
gambling. The apartment was in the thick of it, right o" Fifth Avenue in the 
blocks of Harlem tightly packed with crowded tenements and subject to 
frequent police raids. Esther was playing cards when Rebecca arrived with 
Krause, who said he had a friend he wanted her to meet. She didn’t feel like 
going out, but they kept pestering her and Josephine encouraged her to give 
it a try. Why not have some fun?

Do you want to have a good time? Brady asked. Rebecca gave him the once-
over. A smile and the promise of some fun was all the encouragement 
Rebecca needed. Esther didn’t care one way or the other. She suggested they 
go back to Josephine’s, but Brady didn’t want to, so they decided to hang out 
in the hallway of a nearby building. A tenement hallway was as good as any 
lounge. In the dark passage, Brady snuggled up with Rebecca, while his 
friend tried to pair up with Esther. Krause asked Brady for !fty cents to go 
buy some liquor. That was when Brady said he was a detective. Krause took 
o" quick, as if he knew what was coming as soon as the man opened his 
mouth. He would have gotten away if Brady hadn’t shot him in the foot.

At the precinct, Detective Brady charged Krause with White Slavery, 
and Esther and Rebecca with Violation of the Tenement House Law. They 
were taken from the precinct to the Je"erson Market Court for an arraign-
ment. Since they were seventeen years old and didn’t have any previous 
o"enses they were sent to the Empire Friendly Shelter while they awaited 
trial, rather than con!ned in the Tombs, which was what everyone called the 
prison cells above the Je"erson courthouse. A day later the charges were dis-
missed against Krause because the other detective failed to appear in court. 
They were waiting to appear before the judge when Krause sent word that he 
was free. Esther and Rebecca wouldn’t be so lucky. It was hard to call the cur-
sory proceedings and routine indi"erence at the Women’s Court a hearing, 
since the magistrate court had no jury, produced no written record of the 
events, required no evidence but the police o#cer’s word, failed to consider 
the intentions of the accused, or even to require the commitment of a crimi-
nal act. The likelihood of future criminality decided their sentence rather than 
any violation of the law. The magistrate judge barely looked at the two col-
ored girls before sentencing them to three years at the reformatory. The 
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social worker recommended they be sent to Bedford Hills to rescue them 
from a life in the streets.

Harlem was swarming with vice-investigators and undercover detectives 
and do-gooders who were all intent on keeping young black women o" the 
streets, even if it meant arresting every last one of them. Street strollers, 
exhausted domestics, nocturnal creatures, wannabe chorus girls, and too 
loud colored women were arrested on a whim or suspicion or likelihood. In 
custody, the reasons for arrest were o"ered: Loitering. Riotous and Disor-
derly. Solicitation. Violation of the Tenement House Law. Who knew that 
being too loud, or loitering in the hallway of your building or on the front 
stoop was a violation of the law; or making a date with someone you met at 
the club, or arranging a casual hookup, or running the streets was prostitu-
tion? Or sharing a $at with ten friends was criminal anarchy? Or the place 
where you stayed was a disorderly house, and could be raided at any moment? 
The real o"ense was blackness. Your status made you a criminal. The tell-
tale sign of future criminality was a dark face.

Until the night of July 17, 1917, Esther Brown had been lucky and 
eluded the police, although she had been under their gaze all the while. The 
willingness to have a good time with a stranger or the likelihood of engaging 
in an immoral act — sexual intimacy outside of marriage — was su#cient 
evidence of wrongdoing. To be willing or willful was the o"ense to be pun-
ished. The only way to counter the presumption of wrongdoing and establish 
innocence was to give a good account of one’s self. Esther failed to do this as 
did many young women who passed through the court. It didn’t matter that 
Esther had not solicited Krause or asked for or accepted any money. She 
assumed she was innocent, but the Women’s Court found otherwise. 
Esther’s inability to give an account of herself, capable of justifying and 
explaining how she lived or, at least, willing to atone for her failures and 
deviations, were among the o"enses levied against her. She readily admitted 
that she hated to work, not bothering to distinguish between the conditions 
of work available to her and some ideal of work that she and none she knew 
had ever experienced. She was convicted because she was unemployed and 
“leading the life of a prostitute.” One could lead the life of a prostitute with-
out actually being one.

With no proof of employment, Esther was indicted for vagrancy under 
the Tenement House Law. Vagrancy was an expansive and virtually all-encom-
passing category, like the manner of walking in Ferguson, it was a ubiquitous 
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charge that made it easy for the police to arrest and prosecute young women 
with no evidence of crime or act of lawbreaking. In the 1910s and 1920s, 
vagrancy statutes were used primarily to target young women for prostitution. 
To be charged was to be sentenced since the Women’s Court had the highest 
rate of conviction of all the New York City courts. Nearly 80 percent of those 
who appeared before the magistrate judge were sentenced to serve time. It 
didn’t matter if it was your !rst encounter with the law. Vagrancy statutes and 
tenement house laws made young black women vulnerable to arrest and 
transformed sexual acts, even consensual ones with no cash exchanging 
hands, into criminal o"enses. What mattered was not what you had done, but 
the prophetic power of the police to predict future crime, to anticipate the mug 
shot in the bright eyes and intelligent face of Esther Brown.

The Future of Involuntary Servitude

In 1349, the !rst vagrancy statute was passed in England. The law was a 
response to the shortage of labor in the aftermath of the Black Plague and it 
was designed to conscript those who refused to labor. The vagrancy laws of 
England were adopted in the North American colonies and invigorated with 
a new force and scope after Emancipation and the demise of Reconstruction. 
They replaced the Black Codes, which had been deemed unconstitutional, 
but resurrected involuntary servitude in guises amenable to the terms lib-
erty and equality.

In the South, vagrancy laws became a surrogate for slavery, forcing ex-
slaves to remain on the plantation and radically restricting their movement, 
recreating slavery in all but name. In northern cities, vagrancy statutes too 
were intended to compel the labor of the idle, and, more importantly, to con-
trol the propertyless. Those without proof of employment were considered 
likely to commit or be involved in vice and crime. Vagrancy statutes provided 
the legal means to master the newly masterless. The origins of the work-
house and the house of correction can be traced to these e"orts to force the 
idle to labor, to manage and regulate the ex-serf and ex-slave when lordship 
and bondage assumed a more indirect form. The statutes restricted and reg-
ulated black movement and punished the forms of intimacy that could not 
be categorized or settled by the question: Is this man your husband? Those 
without proof of employment and refusing to labor were in all likelihood 
guilty of crime — vagrancy or prostitution.

Vagrancy was a status, not a crime. It was not doing, withholding, non-
participation, the refusal to be settled or bound by contract to husband or 

Downloaded from https://read.dukeupress.edu/south-atlantic-quarterly/article-pdf/117/3/465/535919/1170465.pdf
by PRINCETON UNIVERSITY LIBRARY user
on 12 July 2018



Hartman  •  The Anarchy of Colored Girls Assembled in a Riotous Manner 475

employer. This refusal of a social order based on monogamous marriage or 
wage labor was penalized. Common law de!ned the vagrant as “someone 
who wandered about without visible means of support.” William Blackstone 
in his 1765 Commentaries on the Law of England de!ned vagrants as those who 
“wake on the night and sleep in the day and haunt taverns and ale-houses and 
roust about; and no man knows from where they came or whither they go.” 
The statutes targeted those who maintained excessive notions of freedom and 
imagined that liberty included the right not to work. In short, vagrants were 
the deracinated — migrants, wanderers, displaced persons, and strangers.

Status o"enses were critical to the remaking of a racist order in the 
aftermath of slavery and accelerated the growing disparity between black 
and white rates of incarceration in northern cities at the beginning of the 
twentieth century. While the legal transformation from slavery to freedom is 
most often narrated as the shift from status to contract, from property to 
subject, from slave to Negro, vagrancy statutes make apparent the continu-
ities and entanglements between a diverse range of unfree states — from 
slave to servant, from servant to vagrant, from domestic to prisoner, from 
idler to convict and felon. Involuntary servitude wasn’t one condition — chat-
tel slavery — nor was it !xed in time and place; rather it was an ever-chang-
ing mode of exploitation, domination, accumulation (the severing of will, 
the theft of capacity, the appropriation of life), and con!nement. Antiblack 
racism fundamentally shaped the development of “status criminality.” In 
turn, status criminality was tethered ineradicably to blackness.

Not quite two centuries after the conspiracy to burn down New York 
was hatched at a black-and-tan dive called Hughson’s Tavern, black assem-
bly and the threat of tumult still made New York’s ruling elite quake in 
fear. The state was as intent on preventing the dangers and consequences 
posed by Negroes assembled in a riotous manner. Gatherings that were too 
loud or too unruly or too queer; hotels and cabarets that welcomed black 
and white patrons; black-and-tan dives frequented by Chinese men and 
white girls or black women with Italian paramours; or house parties and 
bu"et $ats o"ering refuge to pansies, lady lovers, and inverts — were 
deemed disorderly, promiscuous, and morally depraved. These forms of 
intimate association and unregulated assembly threatened the public 
good by trangressing the color line and eschewing the dominant mores. 
The lives of the wayward were riotous, queer, disposed to extravagance 
and wanton living. This promiscuous sociality fueled a moral panic iden-
ti!ed and mobilized by the city’s ruling elite to justify the extravagant use 
of police power.
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Penal laws against disorderly conduct, disorderly houses, disorderly 
persons, unlawful assembly, criminal anarchy, and vagrancy were intended 
to regulate intimacy and association, police styles of comportment, dictate 
how one assumed a gender and who one loved, and thwart free movement 
and errant paths through the city.

Esther Brown was confronted with a choice that was no choice at all: 
volunteer for servitude or be commanded by the law. Vagrancy statutes were 
implemented and expanded to conscript young colored women to domestic 
work and regulate them in proper households, that is, male-headed house-
holds, with a proper he, not merely someone pretending to be a husband or 
merely out!tted like a man, not lovers passing for sisters or a pretend Mrs. 
shacking up with a boarder, not households comprising three women and 
a child. For state authorities, black homes were disorderly houses as they 
were marked by the taint of promiscuity, pathology, and illegality, sheltering 
nameless children and strangers, nurturing intimacy outside the bounds of 
the law, not organized by the sexual dyad, and not ruled by the father; and 
producing criminals not citizens. The domestic was the locus of danger; it 
threatened social reproduction rather than ensured it. Is this man your hus-
band? Where is the father of your child? Such questions, if not answered prop-
erly, might land you in the workhouse or reformatory. With incredible feroc-
ity, state surveillance and police power acted to shape the black household 
and regulate intimate life. A#liation and kinship organized along alternate 
lines, an open mesh of possibilities, was suspect and likely to yield crime. The 
discretionary power granted the police in discerning future crime would have 
an enormous impact on black social life and the making of the ghetto.

The plantation, the ghetto, and the prison were coeval; one mode of 
con!nement and enclosure did not supersede the other, but extended the 
state of servitude, violence, and death in a new guise. The afterlife of slavery 
unfolded in a tenement hallway and held Esther Brown in its grasp. Plainly 
put, the Negro problem in the North was the arrival of the ex-slave in the city, 
and the moral panic and the race riots that erupted across the country docu-
ment the reach of the plantation and the enduring status of the black as fun-
gible life, eternal alien, and noncitizen.

The plantation was not abolished, but transformed. The problem of 
crime was the threat posed by the black presence in the city; the problem of 
crime was the wild experiment in black freedom; and the e"orts to manage 
and regulate this crisis provided a means of solidifying and extending the 
color line that de!ned urban space, reproducing the disavowed apartheid of 
everyday life.
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State violence, incarceration, and controlled depletion defined the 
world that Esther Brown wanted to destroy. It made her the sort of girl who 
would not hesitate to smash things up.

Contraband Love

The letter her ex-husband sent didn’t say if the article appeared in the metro 
column of The Amsterdam News or the New York City Briefs in The Chicago 
Defender or the City News section of the New York Herald, in which case only 
a few lines dedicated to the when, where, and how would have appeared, just 
the cold hard facts, perhaps accompanied by statistics that documented the 
rising rate of prostitution, or the increasing numbers of young colored women 
arrested for solicitation and violation of the Tenement House Law. It would 
not have been a showy or sensationalist headline like Silk and Lights Blamed 
for Harlem’s Girl Demise or a lead story of moral crisis and sexual panic manu-
factured by vice commissions and urban reformers. If the details were espe-
cially sordid, a column or two might be devoted to a young woman’s demise.

All her ex-husband said was that “a rush of sadness and disbelief had 
washed over him” as he tried to !gure out how his Esther, his baby, had come to 
be involved in such trouble. He encouraged her to be a good girl and he prom-
ised to take care of her when she was released, something he had failed to do 
in the few months they lived together as husband and wife in her mother’s 
home. Now that it was too late, he was trying to be steady. The letter was 
posted on army stationery and it was !lled with assurances about his love, 
promises about trying to be a better man and pleading that she try to do bet-
ter. You will not live happy, he cautioned, until [your] wild world end(s). He 
hoped she had learned a long lost lesson in the wild world of fun and pleasure.

Esther’s grandmother and sister didn’t know that she had been arrested 
until they saw her name in the daily newspaper. They were in disbelief. It 
wasn’t true. It couldn’t be. Anyone in Harlem could tell you that stool pigeons 
were paid to lie. Everyone knew Krause was working for the cops. He would 
sell his own mama for a dollar. Besides, if anyone was to blame for Esther’s 
trouble, her grandmother thought, it was her mother, Rose. She was jealous of 
the girl, mostly because of the attention paid to Esther by the men boarding in 
the rented rooms of her $at. Rose was living with one of them as her husband, 
although the relation, properly speaking, was outside the bounds of the law.

When Rose heard the news of her daughter’s arrest it con!rmed what 
she believed: the girl was headed for trouble. Some time in the country and 
not running the streets might steady her, she con!ded to the social worker, 
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tipping the hand that would decide her daughter’s fate. What passed for 
maternal concern was a long list of complaints about Esther’s manner of liv-
ing. Rose told the colored probation o#cer, Miss Campbell, that her daugh-
ter had “never worked more than six weeks at a time and usually stayed in a 
place only a couple of weeks.” She just wouldn’t stay put or keep a job. She 
had a good husband and she left him. She was young and $ighty and did not 
want to be tied down to one husband. What more was there to say?

The neighbors told a di"erent story. The mother is the one who needs to 
be sent away. Everyone knew Rose Saunders consorted with one of the men 
who lodged in her apartment. “What kind of example is that for a girl? That’s 
no straight road.”

The letter from Esther’s girlfriend was nothing like her husband’s. It 
didn’t plead for her to be a good girl or beg her to leave the wild world behind 
or caution her to take the straight road, but instead reminded her of all the 
pleasures awaiting her when she received her free papers, not the least of 
these being Alice’s love:

Dear Little Girl, Just a few lines to let you know that everything is o.k. I sup-
pose you think I was foolish to leave Peekskill but I could not stand the work. 
I have not been used to working so hard when I leave Bedford and why should 
I do so when I don’t have to, you stay where you are as you expect to live in 
New York when you are free. . . . It will surprise you, I am going to be married 
next month, not that I care much but for protection. I went to New York Sun-
day and seen quite a number of old friends and heard all the scandal and then 
some . . . New York is wide open, plenty of white stu" & everything you want 
so cheer up there are plenty of good times in store for you. So I must close 
with the same old love wishing you well.

It is not clear if Esther had the chance to read Alice’s letter. This missive of 
contraband love was seized by prison authorities and included with the dis-
ciplinary reports and the notes from the sta" meetings, augmenting the 
folio of documents that formed the case !le and invited greater punishment.

Attitude: She is inclined to be sullen and de"ant. Came to Bedford with the impres-
sion that this was a very bad place and decided that she would not let any of the 
matrons run over her.” She said “If they keep yelling at her they’ll "nd that isn’t the 
way to treat Esther Brown.” And “Esther Brown isn’t going to stand for that.”

Note: Patient is a colored girl with good mentality who has had her own way 
and enjoyed much freedom. The in$uence of her family and her environment 
have both been bad. She is the hyperkinetic type which craves continually 
activity and amusement.
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Riot and Refrain

The reporters were most interested in what happened to the white girls. Ruth 
Carter, Stella Kramer, and Maizie Rice were the names that appeared in the 
newspapers. Ruth was the !rst one to tell the State Prison Commission about 
the terrible things done to them at Bedford Hills: they were handcu"ed in 
the cells of Rebecca Halls, they were stripped and their mouths gagged with 
dirty rags and harsh soap, they were beaten with rubber hoses and handcu"ed 
to their cots, they were hung from the doors of their cells with their feet barely 
reaching the ground, they were given the “water treatment” and their faces 
immersed in water until they could hardly breathe, and they were isolated for 
weeks and months behind the double doors of the cells in the Disciplinary 
Building. The double door prevented any light from entering and the lack of 
air made the dank smell of the dark chamber and their waste and rank 
unwashed bodies unbearable. The stench, the sensory deprivation, and the 
isolation were intended to break them. 

There were two hundred and sixty-!ve inmates and twenty-one babies. 
The young women ranged in age from fourteen to thirty and the majority 
were city girls exiled to the country for moral reform. They came from 
crowded tenements. Eighty percent of the young women at Bedford had been 
subjected to some form of punishment — con!ned in their rooms for a week, 
con!ned in the cells of Rebecca Hall, con!ned in the Disciplinary Building. 
Even the State Prison Commission was forced to concede it was cruel and 
unusual punishment. It was a reformatory in name only and there was noth-
ing modern or therapeutic about its disciplinary measures. When asked if 
hanging girls up, handcu#ng them, and beating them with hoses was abu-
sive, one matron replied: “If you don’t quell them or rule them with an iron 
hand you cannot live with these people.” When questioned as to why she 
failed to mention such punishments, the prison superintendent, Miss Helen 
Cobb, responded that she hadn’t mentioned such practices because she con-
sidered them “treatment,” not punishment.

The smallest infractions invited harsh punishment: a complaint about 
dinner, a sheet of stationery found tucked under a mattress, or dancing in a 
lewd manner might be punished with a week locked in your room or con-
!ned in Rebecca Hall or stripped and tied to a cell door in the Disciplinary 
building. Black girls were more likely to be punished and to be punished 
more harshly.

Loretta Michie was the only colored girl quoted in the newspaper arti-
cle. The prison authorities resented that the inmates had been named at all. 
It fueled the public hysteria about the abuses and endowed the atrocities 
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with a face and a story. Loretta and several other black women testi!ed before 
the State Prison Commission about how Miss Cobb and Miss Minogue 
treated them. Perhaps it was because the sixteen-year-old had curly hair, dark 
brown eyes, and a pretty face that she caught the attention of the reporters 
and prompted them to record her name. Perhaps it was the graphic account of 
brutality that made her words more noteworthy than the others. Did she 
describe more vividly the utter aloneness of the dungeon, how it felt to be cut 
o" from the world and cast out again, and that in the darkness shouting out 
and hearing the voices of others was your lifeline; or how your heart raced 
because you were afraid you might drown, even when you knew it was just a 
pail of water, but hell it might as well have been the Atlantic. The !ght to 
breathe waged again. How long could one live under water? The world went 
black and when your eyes opened you were beached on the dark $oor of an 
isolation cell. Was the body suspended from the door of a neighboring cell 
yours too? The pain moving and cutting across the body shared by all those 
con!ned in the ten cells of the D.B.? The newspaper o"ered a pared-down 
description: Loretta Michie testi!ed that she had been “handcu"ed to the 
bars of her cell, with the tips of her toes touching the $oor, for so long that she 
fell when she was released.” She also noted that the colored girls were assigned 
to the worst jobs in the kitchen, the laundry, and the psychiatric unit.

Other women reported being stripped and tied naked to their cots, 
they were fed bread and water for a week, they were strung up and sus-
pended in their cells, denied even the small relief of toes touching the 
ground. Esther too could have told them about Rebecca Hall; like Loretta 
Michie she had been con!ned in the Disciplinary Building several times; 
she could have told them about Peter Quinn and the others slapping and 
kicking the girls had she been asked to appear. But Peter Quinn didn’t need 
anybody to testify against him. He was one of the few guards who owned up 
to some of the terrible things he had done, mostly to make Miss Cobb look 
bad. By his own admission, he helped string up girls about one hundred 
times. He was the one who “showed Miss Minogue how to !rst handcu" a 
girl to the cell partition with her hands back of her, and that he knows that at 
that time the feet were always wholly on the $oor.” Under the direction of 
Miss Minogue the practice “just grew” to lift them a little higher.

In December 1919, the women in Lowell Cottage made their voices 
heard even if no one wanted to listen. Lowell, Flowers, Gibbons, Sanford, and 
Harriman were the cottages reserved for black prisoners. After a scandal 
about interracial sex and “harmful intimacy” erupted in 1914, segregation 
had been imposed and cottages sorted by race as well as age, status, addiction, 
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and capacity. A special provision of the Charities Law permitted the state to 
practice racial segregation while safeguarding it from legal claims that such 
practices were unconstitutional and a violation of the state’s civil rights laws.

The newspaper described the upheaval and resistance of Lowell Cottage 
as a sonic revolt, a “noise strike,” the “din of an infernal chorus.” Collectively 
the prisoners had grown weary of gratuitous violence and being punished for 
tri$es, so they sought retribution in noise and destruction. They tossed their 
mattresses, they broke windows, they set !res. Nearly everyone in the cottage 
was shouting and screaming and crying out to whoever would listen. They 
pounded the walls with their !sts, !nding a shared and steady rhythm that 
they hoped might topple the cottage, make the walls crumble, smash the cots, 
destroy the reformatory so that it would never be capable of holding another 
“innocent girl in the jailhouse.” The “wailing shrieking chorus” protested the 
conditions of the prison, insisted they had done nothing to justify con!nement; 
they refused to be treated as if they were not human, as if they were waste. The 
New York Times reported: “The noise was deafening. Almost every window of 
the cottage was crowded with Negro women who were shouting, angry and 
laughing hysterically. The uproarious din emanating from the cottage smote 
the ears of the investigators before they got within sight of the building.” 
Songs and shouts were the vehicle of struggle. 

The chorus spoke with one voice. All of them screamed and cried 
about the unfairness of being sentenced to Bedford, arrested in a frame-up, 
the three years of life stolen. Were they nothing or nobody? Could they be 
seized and cast away and no one in the world would care or even give a 
damn? Were Harriman and Gibbons and Sanford and Flowers also up in 
arms? A month after Miss Minogue put her in a chokehold, beat her head 
with a set of keys, pummeled her with a rubber hose, Mattie Jackson joined 
the chorus. Thinking about her son and how he was growing up without 
her made her wail and shout louder. It is not that she or any of the others 
imagined that their pleas and complaints would gain a hearing outside the 
cottage or that the !ndings of the New York State Commission of Prisons 
would make any di"erence for them. This riot, like the ones that preceded 
it and the ones that would follow in its wake, was not unusual. What was 
unusual was that the riot had been reported at all. The state investigation 
of abuse and torture at the reformatory made rioting colored women a 
newsworthy topic.

Loretta, or Mickey as some of her friends called her, beat the walls, 
bellowed, cursed, and screamed. At fourteen years old, before she had her 
!rst period, before she had a lover, before she penned lines like “sweetheart 
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in my dreams I’m calling you,” Mickey waged a small battle against the 
prison and the damned police and the matrons and the parole o#cers and 
the social workers. She was unwilling to pretend that her keepers were 
anything else. The cottages were not homes. Miss Cobb didn’t give a damn 
about her and Miss Minogue was a thug in a skirt. The matrons were brutes 
and not there to guide or provide counsel or assist them in making better 
lives, but to manage and control, punish and in$ict harm. They let you know 
what they thought: you were being treated too well and each cruel 
punishment was deserved and the only way to communicate with the 
inmates, especially the colored girls. Miss Dawley, the sociologist, interviewed 
them. She asked questions and wrote down everything they said, but her 
recommendation was always the same: prison is the only place for her.

Mickey rebelled without knowing the awful things the prison sta" 
said about her in their meetings — she was simple-minded and a liar, she 
thought too much of herself, “she had been with a good many men.” The 
psychologist, Dr. Spaulding, said she was trying to appear young and inno-
cent, but clearly wasn’t. Was it possible that she was just fourteen years 
old? Miss Cobb decided the matter: “let’s just assume she is eighteen.” 
Everyone believed prison was the best place for a young black woman on 
an errant path.

Staying out all night at a dance with her friends or stealing $2.00 to 
buy a new dress so she could perform on stage was su#cient cause to com-
mit her. Mickey cursed and pummeled the wall with her !st and refused to 
stop no matter how tired. She didn’t care if they threw her in the Disciplin-
ary Building every single day, she would never stop !ghting them, she would 
never submit.

Disciplinary Report: Very troublesome. She has been in Rebecca Hall and the 
Disciplinary Building. Punished continually. Friendship with the white girls.

She had been in the D.B. more times than her disciplinary sheet revealed. In 
Rebecca Hall, she schemed and plotted and incited the other girls to rioting 
and disorder. She was proud to have been the cause of considerable trouble 
her entire time at Bedford. When con!ned in the prison buildings, she man-
aged to send a few letters to her girlfriend. The love letter seized by the 
matron was written in pencil on toilet paper because she was not allowed 
pen and paper in con!nement. The missive to her girlfriend Catherine 
referred to the earlier riots of 1917 and 1918 and expressed the spirit of rage 
and resistance that fueled the December action in Lowell:
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I get so utterly disgusted with these g-d — cops I could kill them. They may run 
Bedford and they may run some of the pussies in Bedford but they are never 
going to run Loretta Michie. . . . It doesn’t pay to be a good fellow in a joint of 
this kind, but I don’t regret anything I ever done I have been to prison (Rebecca 
Hall) three times and D.B. once and may go again soon and a few others and 
myself always got the Dirty End. Everytime prison would cut up in 1918 or 1917 
when police came up whether we were cutting up or not we were [there]. . . . 
They would always string us up or put us in the Stairway sheets but we would 
cut up all the more. Those were the days when J.M. [Julia Minogue] was kept 
up all night and all day we would wait until she go to bed about 1 o’clock at 
night and then we would start and then we would quiet down about 4 o’clock 
and start again about 8 in the morning. . . . Then there was a good gang here 
then we could have those days back again ‘if’ we only had the women but we 
haven’t so why bother. . . . I have only one more day but when you’ve had as much 
punishment as I have you don’t mind it. Well the Lights are being extinguished 
so Good Night and Sweet pleasant dreams. Loyally yours, Black Eyes or Mickey

Lowell Cottage roared with the sounds of upheaval and revolt. They smashed 
the windows of the cottage. Broken windows linked the disorder of the 
prison to the ghetto, explained the sociologist in a lecture on the culture of 
poverty. Glints and shards of shattered glass were the language of the riot. 
Furniture was destroyed. Walls were defaced. Fires started. Like Esther 
Brown, Mickey didn’t hesitate to smash things up. The cottage mates yelled 
and shouted and cursed for hours. Each voice blended with the others in a 
common tongue. Every utterance and shout made plain the truth: riot was 
the only remedy within reach.

It was the dangerous music of upheaval. En masse they announced what had 
been endured, what they wanted, what they intended to destroy. Bawling and 
screaming and cursing made the cottage tremble and corralled them together 
into one large pulsing formation, an ensemble reveling in the beauty of the 
strike. Young women hanging out of the windows, crowding at the doors, and 
huddling on shared beds sounded a complete revolution, an upheaval of the 
given, an undoing and remaking of values, which called property and law and 
social order into crisis. They sought redress among themselves. The call and 
the appeal transformed them from prisoners into rioters, from inmates to 
fugitives, even if only for thirteen hours. In the discordant assembly, they 
found a hearing in one another.
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The black noise emanating from Lowell Cottage expressed their rage 
and their longing. It made manifest the latent rebellion simmering beneath 
the surface of things. It provided the language in which “they lamented their 
lot and what they called the injustice of their keepers at the top of their 
voices.” To those outside the circle it was a din without melody or center. The
New York Times had trouble deciding which among the sensational head-
lines it should use for the article, so it went with three: “Devil’s Chorus Sung 
by Girl Rioters.” “Bedford Hears Mingled Shrieks and Squeals, Suggesting 
Inferno Set to Jaz[z].” “Outbreak Purely Vocal.” What exactly did Dante’s 
Inferno sound like when transposed into a jazz suite? For the white world, 
jazz was a synonym for primal sound and savage modernism. It was raw 
energy and excitement, nonsense and jargon, empty talk, excess, carnal 
desire: it was slang for copulation and conjured social disorder and free love 
rather than composition or improvisation.

You can take my tie
You can take my collar
But I’ll jazz you
Till you holler

Sonic tumult and upheaval — resistance as music had to be construed as 
jazz. It was the only frame to make legible their utterances. In the most basic 
sense, the sounds emanating from Lowell were the free music of those in 
captivity, the abolition philosophy expressed within the circle. If freedom 
and mutual creation de!ned the music, so too did it de!ne the strike and riot 
waged by the prisoners of Lowell. “The Reformatory Blues,” a facile label 
coined by the daily newspapers to describe the collective refusal of prison 
conditions, was Dante !ltered through Ma Rainey and Buddy Bolden. Their 
utterances were marked by the long history of black radical sound — whoops 
and hollers, shrieks and squawks, sorrow songs and blues. It was the sound 
track to a history that hurt.

The chants and cries escaped the con!nes of the prison, even if their 
bodies did not: “Almost every window [of the cottage] was crowded with 
negro women who were shouting, crying, and laughing hysterically.” Few 
outside the circle understood the deep resources of this hue and cry. The aes-
thetic inheritance of “jargon and nonsense” was nothing if not a philosophy 
of freedom that reached back to slave songs and circle dances — struggle and 
$ight, death and refusal became music or moaning or joyful noise or discor-
dant sound.
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For those within this circle, every groan and cry, curse and shout 
insisted slavery time was over. They were tired of being abused and con-
!ned, and they wanted to be free. Those exact words could be found in the 
letters written by their mothers and husbands and girlfriends: “I tell you 
Miss Cobb, it is no slave time with colored people now.” All of them might 
well have shouted, No slave time now. Abolition now. In the surreal, utopian 
nonsense of it all, and at the heart of riot, was the anarchy of colored girls: trea-
son en masse, tumult, gathering together, the mutual collaboration required 
to confront the prison authorities and the police, the willingness to lose one-
self and become something greater — a chorus, a swarm, an ensemble, a 
mutual aid society. In lieu of an explanation or an appeal, they shouted and 
stomped and screamed. How else were they to express the longing to be 
free? How else were they to make plain their refusal to be governed?

Outsiders described the din as a swan song, to signal that their defeat 
was certain and they would return to their former state as prisoners without 
a voice in the world and to whom anything might be done. There was little 
that was mournful in the chants and curses, the hollers and squawks. This 
collective utterance was not a dirge. As they crowded in the windows of the 
cottage, some hanging out and others peeking from the corners, the danger-
ous music of black life was unleashed from within the space of captivity, a 
raucous polyphonic utterance that sounded beautiful and terrible. Before the 
riot was quashed, its force touched everyone on the grounds of the prison 
and as far away as the tenements, rented rooms, and ramshackle lodging 
houses of Harlem, Brooklyn, and Staten Island.

The noise conveyed the defeat and the aspiration, the beauty and the 
wretchedness that was otherwise inaudible to the ears of the world; it 
revealed a sensibility at odds with the institution’s brutal realism. What to 
make of the utopian impulse that enabled them to believe that anyone cared 
about what they had to say? What convinced them that the force of their col-
lective utterance was capable of turning anything around? What urged them 
to create a reservoir of living within the prison’s mandated death? What 
made them tireless? The next month, the prisoners con!ned in Rebecca 
Hall waged another noise strike. “Prisoners began to jangle their cell doors, 
throw furniture against the walls, scream, sing, and use profanity. In the 
opinion of one of the noisemakers, “the medley of sounds, ‘the Reformatory 
Blues,’ may yet make a hit on Broadway, even if the o#cials appear to disdain 
jazz.” They carried on all night in the prison building. They rioted again in 
July, August, and November.
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The chants and cries insisted: We want to be free. The strike begged 
the question: Why are we locked up here? Why have you stolen our lives? 
Why do you beat us like dogs? Starve us? Pull our hair from our heads? Gag 
us? Club us over the head? It isn’t right to take our lives. No one deserved to 
be treated like this.

All those listening on the outside could discern were: “gales of catcalls, 
hurricanes of screams, cyclones of rage, tornadoes of squalls.” The sounds 
yielded to “one hair-raising, ear-testing Devil’s chorus.” Those inside the cir-
cle listened for the love and disappointment, the longing and the outrage 
that fueled this collective utterance. They channeled the fears and the hopes 
of the ones who loved them, the bad dreams and the nightmares about chil-
dren stolen away by white men and lost at sea. The refrains were redolent 
with all the lovely plans about what they would do once they were free. These 
sounds traveled through the night air.
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ATTENTION AND WILL  
by Simone Weil 

We do not have to understand new things, but by 
dint of patience, effort and method to come to 
understand with our whole self the truths which 
are evident.  

Stages of belief. The most commonplace truth 
when it floods the whole soul, is like a revelation.  

We have to try to cure our faults by attention and 
not by will.  
 The will only controls a few movements of a 
few muscles, and these movements are associated 
with the idea of the change of position of nearby 
objects. I can will to put my hand flat on the 
table. If inner purity, inspiration or truth of 
thought were necessarily associated with attitudes 
of this kind, they might be the object of will. As 
this is not the case, we can only beg for them. To 
beg for them is to believe that we have a Father in 
heaven. Or should we cease to desire them? What 
could be worse? Inner supplication is the only 
reasonable way, for it avoids stiffening muscles 
which have nothing to do with the matter. What 
could be more stupid than to tighten up our 
muscles and set our jaws about virtue, or poetry, 
or the solution of a problem.  Attention is 
something quite different.  
 Pride is a tightening up of this kind. There is a 
lack of grace (we can give the word its double 
meaning here) in the proud man. It is the result of 
a mistake.  
 Attention, taken to its highest degree, is the 
same thing as prayer. It presupposes faith and 
love.  

Absolutely unmixed attention is prayer.  

If we turn our minds towards the good, it is 
impossible that little by little the whole soul will 
not be attracted thereto in spite of itself.  

Extreme attention is what constitutes the creative 
faculty in man and the only extreme attention is 
religious. The amount of creative genius in any 
period is strictly in proportion to the amount of 
extreme attention and thus of authentic religion at 
that period.  

The wrong way of seeking. The attention fixed on 
a problem. Another phenomenon due to horror 
of the void. We do not want to have lost our 
labour. The heat of the chase. We must not want 
to find: as in the case of an excessive devotion, we 
become dependent on the object of our efforts. 
We need an outward reward which chance 

sometimes provides and which we are ready to 
accept at the price of a deformation of the truth.  
 It is only effort without desire (not attached to 
an object) which infallibly contains a reward.  
 To draw back before the object we are 
pursuing. Only an indirect method is effective. 
We do nothing if we have not first drawn back.  
 By pulling at the bunch, we make all the grapes 
fall to the ground.  

There are some kinds of effort which defeat their 
own object (example: the soured disposition of 
certain pious females, false asceticism, certain 
sorts of self-devotion, etc.). Others are always 
useful, even if they do not meet with success.  
 How are we to distinguish between them? 
Perhaps in this way: some efforts are always 
accompanied by the (false) negation of our inner 
wretchedness; with others the attention is 
continually concentrated on the distance there is 
between what we are and what we love.  

Love is the teacher of gods and men, for no 01w 
learns without desiring to learn. Truth is sought 
not because it is jtruth but because it is good.  
 Attention is bound up with desire. Not with the 
will but with desire — or more exactly, consent.  
 We liberate energy in ourselves, but it 
constantly reattaches itself. How are we to liberate 
it entirely? We have to desire that it should be 
done in us — to desire it truly — simply to desire 
it, not to try to accomplish it. For every attempt in 
that direction is vain and has to be dearly paid for. 
In such a work all that I call ‘I’ has to be passive. 
Attention alone — that attention which is so full 
that the ‘I’ disappears — is required of me. I have 
to deprive all that I call ‘I’ of the light of my 
attention and turn it on to that which cannot be 
conceived.  

The capacity to drive a thought away once and for 
all is the gateway to eternity. The infinite in an 
instant.  

As regards temptations, we must follow the 
example of the truly chaste woman who, when 
the seducer speaks to her, makes no answer and 
pretends not to hear him.  

We should be indifferent to good and evil but, 
when we are indifferent, that is to say when we 
project the light of our attention equally on both, 
the good gains the day. This phenomenon comes 
about automatically. There lies the essential grace. 
And it is the definition, the criterion of good.  
 A divine inspiration operates infallibly, 
irresistibly, if we do not turn away our attention, if 
we do not refuse it. There is not a choice to be 



made in its favour, it is enough not to refuse to 
recognize that it exists.  

The attention turned with love towards God (or 
in a lesser degree, towards anything which is truly 
beautiful) makes certain things impossible for us. 
Such is the non-acting action of prayer in the soul. 
There are ways of behaviour which would veil 
such attention should they be indulged in and 
which, reciprocally, this attention puts out of the 
question.  

As soon as we have a point of eternity in the soul, 
we have nothing more to do but to take care of it, 
for it will grow of itself like a seed. It is necessary 
to surround it with an armed guard, waiting in 
stillness, and to nourish it with the contemplation 
of numbers, of fixed and exact relationships.  
 We nourish the changeless which is in the soul 
by the contemplation of that which is unchanging 
in the body.  

Writing is like giving birth: we cannot help 
making the supreme effort. But we also act in like 
fashion. I need have no fear of not making the 
supreme effort — provided only that I am honest 
with myself and that I pay attention.  

The poet produces the beautiful by fixing his 
attention on something real. It is the same with 
the act of love. To know that this man who is 
hungry and thirsty really exists as much as I do — 
that is enough, the rest follows of itself.  
 The authentic and pure values — truth, beauty 
and goodness — in the activity of a human being 
are the result of one and the same act, a certain 
application of the full attention to the object.  
 Teaching should have no aim but to prepare, by 
training the attention, for the possibility of such 
an act.  
 All the other advantages of instruction are 
without interest.  

Studies and faith. Prayer being only attention in 
its pure form and studies being a form of 
gymnastics of the attention, each school exercise 
should be a refraction of spiritual life. There must 
be method in it. A certain way of doing a Latin 
prose, a certain way of tackling a problem in 
geometry (and pot just any way) make up a system 
of gymnastics of the attention calculated to give it 
a greater aptitude for prayer.  

Method for understanding images, symbols, etc. 
Not to try to interpret them, but to look at them 
till the light suddenly dawns.  
 Generally speaking, a method for the exercise 
of the intelligence, which consists of looking.  

 Application of this rule for the discrimination 
between the real and the illusory. In our sense 
perceptions, if we are not sure of what we see we 
change our position while looking, and what is 
real becomes evident. In the inner life, time takes 
the place of space. With time we are altered, and, 
if as we change we keep our gaze directed towards 
the same thing, in the end illusions are scattered 
and the real becomes visible. This is on condition 
that the attention be a looking and not an 
attachment.  

When a struggle goes on between the will 
attached to some obligation and a bad desire, 
there is a wearing away of the energy attached to 
good. We have to endure the biting of the desire 
passively, as we do a suffering which brings home 
to us our wretchedness, and we have to keep our 
attention turned towards the good. Then the 
quality of our energy is raised to a higher degree.  
 We must steal away the energy from our desires 
by taking away from them their temporal 
orientation.  

Our desires are infinite in their pretensions but 
limited by the energy from which they proceed. 
That is why with the help of grace we can become 
their master and finally destroy them by attrition. 
As soon as this has been clearly understood, we 
have virtually conquered them, if we keep our 
attention in contact with this truth.  

Video meliora . . . In such states, it seems as though 
we were thinking of the good, and in a sense we 
are doing so, but we are not thinking of its 
possibility.  

It is incontestable that the void which we grasp 
with the pincers of contradiction is from on high, 
for we grasp it the better the more we sharpen 
our natural faculties of intelligence, will and love. 
The void which is from below is that into which 
we fall when we allow our natural faculties to 
become atrophied. 

Experience of the transcendent: this seems 
contradictory, and yet the transcendent can be 
known only through contact since our faculties 
are unable to prevent it.  

Solitude. Where does its value lie? For in solitude 
we are in the presence of mere matter (even the 
sky, the stars, the moon, trees in blossom), things 
of less value (perhaps) than a human spirit. Its 
value lies in the greater possibility of attention. If 
we could be attentive to the same degree in the 
presence of a human being… 



We can only know one thing about God — that 
he is what we are not. Our wretchedness alone is 
an image of this. The more we contemplate it, the 
more we contemplate him.  

Sin is nothing else but the failure to recognize 
human wretchedness. It is unconscious 
wretchedness and for that very reason guilty 
wretchedness. The story of Christ is the 
experimental proof that human wretchedness is 
irreducible, that it is as great in the absolutely 
sinless man as in the sinner. But in him who is 
without sin it is enlightened.  

The recognition of human wretchedness is 
difficult for whoever is rich and powerful because 
he is almost invincibly led to believe that he is 
something. It is equally difficult for the man in 
miserable circumstances because he is almost 
invincibly led to believe that the rich and powerful 
man is something.  

It is not the fault which constitutes mortal sin, but 
the [degree of light in the soul when the fault, 
whatever it may be, is accomplished.  

Purity is the power to contemplate defilement.  

Extreme purity can contemplate both the pure 
and the [impure: impurity can do neither: the pure 
frightens it, the impure absorbs it. It has to have a 
mixture.  

From Gravity and Grace, translated by Emma 
Craufurd, Routledge and Kegan Paul, London, 
1952. Originally published as La Pesanteur et la 
Grace, Plon, Paris, 1947.  
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Key Signs and Key !ings: 
An Introduction to Édouard Glissant’s Essays

An Introduction to Édouard Glissant’s Essays

Entering Glissant’s works is to discover a new world, in which many 
of our assumptions are challenged: first, concerning our material and 
natural environment and second, regarding philosophy, criticism, theory 
and thought. Glissant is indeed one of those very rare individuals, 
an original thinker. Although in his early years he followed a classic 
university curriculum in philosophy, ethnology, literature and history at 
the Université de la Sorbonne, ultimately resulting in a Master’s degree, 
he never abandoned a dual vision rooted in his formative years spent in 
the former French colony of Martinique and, later on, in his contact with 
European culture. His thought is therefore a hybridization of these two 
backgrounds, a mixing that he will maintain, elaborate and develop beyond 
those two mainstays all his life long, while keeping a critical distance with 
respect to those two constitutive spaces.

!is will allow him to escape the pitfalls of academic silos, of misleading 
universals, of closed systems of thought, of critical ghettos, of identity 
politics, of the reduction of poetry and thought to ideology. All these tenets 
are regularly contested by Édouard Glissant. He also rejects labels like 
Francophonie, postmodernism and postcolonialism. As a matter of fact, his 
thinking sets aside all determinations and constraints, ‘even those that he 
has formulated for himself ’ (this volume, p. 20), to open itself to a radical 
freedom. It calls for its readers to open a space of listening beyond their 
own prejudices, assumptions and presuppositions.

He thus positions himself freely and independently outside the current 
state of academic criticism, which, in the humanities tends to produce an 
infinite fragmentation of disciplines and subfields that ignore each other 
and don’t talk to each other: a hermetic and hermeneutic obscurantism 
that obliterates beauty and literature. All disciplines, all manifestation of 
art and beauty, contribute to the development of his thought.
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Glissant’s reader should always keep in mind that his primary means of 
expression, which supersedes all others, is poetry, whether it manifest itself in 
novels, plays, poems or essays. He eschews the abstract dryness of customary 
philosophical prose and thus shows his affinity with the pre-Socratics, the 
first philosophers, who wrote the first treatises on nature in verse. Glissant’s 
thought is always open to the power of a rich imaginary and imagery which 
is consubstantial with all his writings, whatever their genres.

Glissant proposes a thinking of general blending, not only of notions, 
but of material objects, including the materiality of poetry. Hence, for 
example, in the present book, the great Western epics (the Aeneid, the Song 
of Roland) will be put into dialogue with the epics of Latin America (the 
Popol Vuh and the Chilam Balam). In La cohée du Lamentin, the stallion 
from the Lascaux cave (15,000 BCE) is placed side by side with Uccello’s 
chivalric mounts (fifteenth century) and the dying horse in Picasso’s 
Guernica (1937). !ese relations between cultural objects don’t transcend 
space and time, since they are considered in their materiality and historical 
origins; rather, they are contrasted and synthetized in their material 
copresence in our imaginary. 

I said that Glissant was an original thinker. !ese examples show, 
however, that his uniqueness does not reside upon a tabula rasa. Quite to 
the contrary, his thinking is built upon the entirety of human history and 
culture: this past is not restricted to a specific region or time, and boundaries 
are shattered. In addition, everything past is submitted to what he calls ‘the 
prophetic vision of the past’: he looks on history for what could shape and 
inspire the future, hence producing a reinterpretation of our diverse histories. 
Hegel’s Minerva Owl, which took flight at dusk to enlighten the obscurities 
of past philosophical thinking, can also, in Glissant’s work, fly away at dawn, 
towards a future of endless possibilities. !ere is no immutable fixity, even 
the past changes, we can find in long past cultures signs that have been 
repressed, forgotten or occulted and that may presage unforeseen futures.

While Glissant adopts the process of Hegelian dialectics, he rejects the 
philosopher’s Absolute Knowledge, by which man, thought and history 
come to definitive synthesis and closure in Hegel. Such is his dictum: when 
Western History comes to an end, histories begin.

Let us now review some of the major notions at work in Glissant’s 
thought at work in essays his as well as in his creations, which cannot 
be separated: poetry thinks, and ‘philosophy is an art’. In order to clarify 
things, we need to isolate them somewhat artificially, while being aware 
that Glissant’s work is a unified, immense, and evolving flux, where every-
thing is organically linked to everything.
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In opposition to root-identity, supposedly closed upon itself and 
excluding those who do not partake in its blood or cultural genealogy, 
Glissant proposes relation-identity, which is defined by the exchanges, 
not only between individuals, but also between cultures: ‘I change, by 
exchange with the other, without losing myself or denaturing myself ’. 
Identity is thus not immovable, it is submitted to change by the exchange 
with others, without being absorbed and erased by otherness. In brief, 
obliquely, through detours (which is an element of his poetics), he practices 
a conceptualization of identity that differs radically from identity politics 
and its related literary theory. Glissantian identity does not hark back, in 
a reactionary fashion, to root identity (or identity defined by prejudice), 
but on the contrary opens the way for future and unending redefinitions.

Identity raises the question of filiation and origins; in Glissant’s vision, 
there is no pure origin, a One from which everything would derive. !is 
can be verified at the level of genetics, but also as far as cultural geneses are 
concerned. It is not only Caribbean cultures that are born from diverse civili-
zational strands, but also Western cultures, which emerged from historical, 
dialectical struggles, for example the battle between the Greco–Roman 
heritage and Catholicism. Culture is thus always the result of a digenesis. 
!is applies also to abstract theories and critical inquiry, which reduce 
complexity through a unifying coherence, hence discarding differences. 

Glissant is aware of the present intermingling of cultures and people, 
immeasurably quickened today by the internet and globalization. However, 
he found the inspiration for his notion of creolization in the rapid advent 
of creole languages, ushered in by colonization and slavery. Creolization 
designates the interpenetrations of cultures, defining the state of the present 
world. It is thus for Glissant the preeminent sign of modernity, which make 
of our times a globality to be distinguished from economic globalization, 
which has, after all, no cultural ambition. If we practice the prophetic vision 
of the past, we can readily see that creolization was a major factor in the 
emergence of European cultures, which were built upon the remnants of 
Roman colonies. Hence, Glissant’s affinity with the Middle Ages, which he 
studied at the Sorbonne, and which gave me, as a medievalist, the idea of the 
interviews that led to the publication of the present book.

Globality lends itself to a pondering of totality, even if we are in an 
age deeply suspicious of the concept because of its association with the 
totalitarianisms, left and right, of the twentieth century, and their millions 
of victims. But Glissant’s totality is not to be confused with its dystopian 
manifestations in the last century, first because it is all-inclusive, without, of 
course, exclusion regarding races, sexes, cultures; second because totalization 
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is by Glissant an open-ended process, welcoming an unpredictable future 
and ready to consider what will develop. Totalitarianism entails a rigid 
and exclusionary fixity, whereas Glissantian totality is neither static nor 
descriptive; it gets rid of any notion of supremacy that was consubstantial 
with the triumph of the Aryan race or the proletariat and made totality 
a raw political grab of power. Totality is prospective and open to change 
and always becoming, which explains that no statement, past or present, is 
definitive. Late in his work, Glissant will name totality the Whole-World, 
which is not only a notion, but the all-encompassing weighting of things, 
down to the most minute material details, from the past and the present, 
from nature and culture.

Glissant’s master notion is without a doubt Relation. It appears indirectly 
in his first essay, Soleil de la conscience, published in 1956, and then will 
accompany every stage of the concrescence of his works. Relation is not to 
be confused with or confined to the relationship of an Ego to another, or of 
a group to another, since it has a truly limitless extension and potential for 
application. As Jacques Coursil states, ‘Relation has no outside’.*

Over the years, Glissant expressed Relation in different ways, but 
some elements of the definition have remained stable. !is permanent 
core I name a logion, a self-explanatory statement that is at once central to 
thought and not subject; Glissant’s logia are not catchphrases to be recited 
with an incantatory tone, but crystallizations of thoughts that have been 
meticulously pondered and thus beg for active interpretations. !ey are 
prods for our thinking. 

In the following schema, the Relation logion is highlighted by a text box. 

Relation } { all details,

!e Whole-World is the actualized quantity of all differences,

Globality all beings (things),
without any exception.

‘Actualized quantity’ is carefully pondered to designate material things 
in the world (words, poetry and thoughts included). As such, Relation 

* ‘La Catégorie de la relation dans les essais d’Édouard Glissant, philosophie d’une 
poétique’, in Jacques Chevrier, dir., Poétiques d’Édouard Glissant (Paris: Presses de 
l’université de Paris-Sorbonne, 1999), http://www.edouardglissant.fr/coursil.pdf.
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marks a rupture with metaphysics and ontology, which, from Plato and 
Aristotle through Heidegger, focuses on Being as an abstraction from 
material reality. Being designates the abstract essence of things (beings) 
and qualities are added to it (like time, place, colour, etc.). Glissant’s 
thought instead posits quantity at its core, meaning ‘material things in 
the world’ (étants in French, beings in English).

‘Without any exception’ denotes the totalizing aspect of Glissant’s 
thinking: nothing is excluded, Relation can be applied to everything. 
It is thus closely related to the Whole-World, past, present and future.

!e ‘unstable’ elements (Relation, the Whole-World, globality; details, 
differences, beings) are variants that are commutable and substitutable: 
they are hence approximate synonyms which induce, at any moment, a 
different angle to the core of the definition. !e use of certain elements 
depends on their pertinence to the moment they are uttered, what the 
Sophists, whom Glissant admired, called the kairos. !e interplay of 
these combinations indicates that there is no hierarchy between the 
notions, no primary elements or principles upon which other notions 
depend and from which they can be derived. As he states in the inter-
views: ‘Relation has only Relation principles’.

Allow me to give two examples extracted from the present volume.
First, an apparent tautology, a serpent which bites its tail: ‘Relation is 

unnamable. Why? Because it cannot be named’. !is tautology is resolved 
by Glissant’s own answer: Relation cannot be named, i.e. given a definitive, 
conceptual form, ‘because it is unpredictable’. Relation is open to the future, a 
future still unknown to us. Hence, naming Relation is always too early, because 
it is an endless process of becoming whose figure we don’t know in our present.

Second, an axiom: ‘Relation is not a happy ending [un bon devenir]’. 
Here, Glissant at the same time follows and dissociates himself from 
Hegelian dialectics. For Hegel, there was a happy ending to the historical 
process, Absolute Knowledge, when, his task done, the philosopher could 
return to the serene contemplation of nature. But, as we know and 
as Glissant emphasizes, historical dialectics are never-ending. Even as 
Western History comes to a close, different histories emerge elsewhere. 
!at means that Hegelian negativity, which contradicts the initial thesis, is 
still at work. Relation doesn’t prejudge negativity, doesn’t moralize it, since 
it has a crucial role to play in the emergence of future positivenesses, whose 
forms we cannot fathom. Hence this statement that was made during an 
interview: ‘Relation has no morality’.
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In other words, the final synthesis is always to be construed. Relation 
cannot ever morally prejudge what will happen.

Édouard Glissant’s thought is a radical transmutation of all thought and 
all human culture; it soars beyond our horizons, meticulously extracted 
from what has been thought from the origin of thinking to the present day; 
beyond the One and the Heraclitean Logos (through the multiple copresence 
of all languages), beyond the Parmenidian and Heideggerian Being (through 
the consideration of the variety of beings), beyond singular identity (through 
relations between communities), beyond all universals, be they Catholic or 
philosophical, beyond the Hegelian system (through the poetic imaginaries 
of future histories), beyond the academic discourse (through the unpredict-
ability of becoming), beyond filiations and cultural traditions (through the 
meticulous and prophetic re-reading of the past, which becomes an exciting 
future in its incompleteness); it is a flight beyond the partly illusory mastery 
that philosophy, science, theory usually tend to impose on beings.

Glissant’s works, which consider all causalities and all determinisms 
to, in the end, overcome them, open all cultures to an abyssal and exalting 
freedom, not without its frights – the ‘thought of trembling’ perhaps: 

!e power of imaginaries is an everyday utopia, it is realistic when it 
prefigures what will allow for a long time to accompany actions that do not 
tremble. Actions that do not tremble would remain sterile if the thought 
of world totality, which is trembling, did not support them. !is is where 
philosophy is applied, and also the poem’s thought. (Philosophie de la 
Relation, 2009, p. 56)

!e critical rereading of all constraints does not lead to a new domination 
or a vague, shapeless anarchy, but, if I may in turn allow myself an 
oxymoron, a non-masterly mastery.

!is is Édouard Glissant’s message: to teach us to live poetically in an 
unlimited freedom and in the responsibility due to the Other of thought 
(that is, beings in the world that cannot be framed by the abstraction of 
thought); to open us to the future of an unpredictable becoming, where the 
essential contours of Relation and the Whole-World are already beginning 
to be drawn and anticipated.

For a more detailed interpretation of Glissant’s thought, see my Édouard 
Glissant, philosophe, Héraclite et Hegel dans le Tout-Monde (Hermann, 
2016), a translation of which will soon be published by the State University 
of New York Press in their series ‘Contemporary French !ought’.
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A Timeline for Édouard Glissant

A Timeline for Édouard Glissant

21 September 1928 Édouard Godard is born in the Morne Bezaudin, 
Martinique.

1935–1939 Primary school, Le Lamentin, Martinique.
1938 Édouard Godard is recognized by his father and 

becomes Édouard Glissant.
1939–1945 High school.
1944  Glissant founds and directs a journal, Franc Jeu. 
1946 He leaves Martinique to study ethnology and 

philosophy (under the philosopher Jean Wahl) in 
France, at the Université de la Sorbonne. 

1948 Publication of Glissant’s first poems in the journal 
Les temps modernes, founded by Jean-Paul Sartre 
and Simone de Beauvoir.

1950 Glissant marries Yvonne Suvélor in Paris. He 
collaborates with the journal Présence africaine.

1952 He receives a Master of Arts in Philosophy. His 
thesis, under Gaston Bachelard’s direction, is 
entiled Découverte et conception du monde dans la 
poésie contemporaine.

1953 Glissant contributes to the journal Les Lettres 
nouvelles, founded by Maurice Nadeau and 
Maurice Saillet.

 Un champ d’îles (poems) (Paris, Instance).
1955 La terre inquiète (poems) (Paris, éditions du 

Dragon).
1956 Les Indes (poem) (Paris, Le Seuil).
 Soleil de la conscience, Poétique I (essays) (Paris, Le 

Seuil). 
 Glissant participates in the first congress of black 

writers and artists in Paris.
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1958  La Lézarde (novel) (Paris, Le Seuil), which receives 
the !éophraste Renaudot Prize.

1959 Glissant participates in the second congress of 
black writers and artists in Rome.

1960 Le sel noir (poems) (Paris, Le Seuil). 
 Glissant participates in the FAGA (Front Antillo-

Guyanais pour l’Autonomie). 
 He signs the Manifeste des 121 or Declaration on 

the right of insubordination in the Algerian War.
1961 Le sang rivé (poems) (Paris, Le Seuil). 
 Visit to Cuba. Glissant is forbidden to stay in 

Martinique and assigned to reside in Metropolitan 
France, as one of the leaders of Antillean 
separatism.

1964 Le Quatrième Siècle (novel) (Paris, Le Seuil). 
 Glissant marries Jacqueline Marie Amélie Hospice 

in Paris.
1965 Glissant is allowed to return to Martinique. 
1967 He creates the Institut Martiniquais d’Études 

(IME), a private school, where many artists and 
writers will be taught.

1969 L’Intention poétique, Poétique II (essays) (Paris, Le 
Seuil). 

1971 Glissant founds the journal Acoma, hosted by the 
Parisian publisher Maspéro.

1975 Malemort (novel), (Paris, Le Seuil).
1978 Monsieur Toussaint (theatre play) (Paris, Le Seuil).
1979 Boises (poems) (éditions Acoma, Martinique).
1980 He defends his PhD in sociology at the Sorbonne 

University with summa cum laude.
1981 Le Discours antillais (essay) (Paris, Le Seuil), based 

on his PhD. 
 La case du commandeur (novel) (Paris, Le Seuil).
1982–1988 Director of the Courrier de l’Unesco (journal).
 Glissant meets Sylvie Sémavoine.
1985 Pays rêvé, pays réel (poems) (Paris, Le Seuil).
1987 Mahogany (novel) (Paris, Le Seuil).
1988 Glissant is named distinguished professor and 

director of the Center for French and Francophone 
Studies at Louisiana State University.
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1989 Doctor honoris causa from the Collège universitaire 
de Glendon, University of York, Canada. 

 Wins the Puterbaugh Prize and lectures at the 
University of Oklahoma, Norman, under the aegis 
of World Literature Today. 

1990 Glissant moves from Le Seuil to Gallimard. 
 Poétique de la Relation, Poétique III (essay) (Paris, 

Gallimard). 
 Discours de Glendon (essay) (Toronto, editions du 

GREF). 
 Director of the Caribbean Carbet Prize.
1991 Fastes (poems) (Toronto, éditions du GREF).
1993 Tout-Monde (novel) (Paris, Gallimard). 
 Glissant is named honorary president of the 

International Parliament of Writers (Paris), of 
which he was one of the founding members. 

 He is named doctor honoris causa by the University 
of the West Indies, first in Trinidad, then in 
Jamaica.

1994 He is named distinguished professor at the City 
University of New York Graduate Center. 

 Les Grands Chaos (poems) (Gallimard, Paris).
1996 Faulkner, Mississippi (essay) (Paris Stock).
 Poèmes complets, Introduction à une poétique du 

divers (essay) (Gallimard, Paris). 
1997 Traité du Tout-Monde, Poétique IV (Paris, 

Gallimard).
1998 Glissant marries Sylvie Sémavoine in New Jersey.
1999 Sartorius. Le roman des Batoutos (novel) (Paris, 

Gallimard).
2000 Le Monde incréé, poétrie (theatre) (Paris, 

Gallimard), which includes three plays: 
 Conte de ce que fut la tragédie d’Askia (1963)
 Parabole d’un moulin de la Martinique (1975)
 La Folie Celat (1987). 
2002 Creation of the Édouard Glissant Prize at the 

University of Paris-VIII (Vincennes) in collabo-
ration with La maison de l’Amérique latine and, 
later, the Institut du Tout-Monde.

2003 Ormerod (novel) (Paris, Gallimard). 
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2004 Glissant is named doctor honoris causa by the 
University of Bologna, Italy.

2005  La Cohée du Lamentin, Poétique V (essay) (Paris, 
Gallimard).

2006 Une nouvelle région du monde, Esthétique I (essay) 
(Paris, Gallimard).

 Glissant founds the Institut du Tout-Monde in 
Paris. 

 !e French president Jacques Chirac asks for his 
participation in the founding of a National Center 
of Slavery.

2007 La Terre magnétique, les errances de Rapa Nui, l’île 
de Pâques (with Sylvie Séma) (Paris, Le Seuil). 

 Mémoires des esclavages (Paris, Gallimard). 
 Quand les murs tombent. L’identité nationale hors-

la-loi? (pamphlet) with Patrick Chamoiseau (Paris, 
Galaade).

2008 Les Entretiens de Baton Rouge, interviews with 
Alexandre Leupin (Paris, Gallimard).

2009  Philosophie de la Relation, Paris, Gallimard. 
 L’intraitable beauté du monde, adresse à Barack 

Obama (pamphlet) (Paris, Galaade).
 Manifeste pour les produits de haute nécessité 

(pamphlet) (Paris, Galaade).
2010 10 mai. Mémoires de la traite négrière, de l’esclavage 

et de leurs abolitions (essay) (Paris, Galaade).
 La terre, le feu, l’Eau et les Vents, une anthologie de 

la poésie du Tout-Monde (poetry) (Paris, Galaade). 
 L’imaginaire des langues, interviews with Lise 

Gauvin (Paris, Gallimard). 
3 February 2011 Death in Paris.
2015 Glissant’s archives are declared a national treasure 

by the French government and transferred to the 
National French Library (BNF).

Timeline established with the help of Professors Jean-Pierre Sainton and 
Raphaël Lauro.
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• 3 •

‘!e aim of writing  

is not to incite political action’

‘!e aim of writing is not to incite political action’

Édouard Glissant. I remember designating the notion of centre, of 
periphery, in !e Ripening,* where, to speak about Paris, France, and the 
government, I use the word ‘Centre’ with a capital C.

!at was the first time I used the word. !e problem is that I was in 
fact writing !e Ripening when I was already in France, which is to say, 
already in the Centre. One can truly understand the relationship of a centre 
to a periphery only by having an experience of the Centre. !is is because 
the centre designates itself as centre, but conveys what it is only by being 
unmarked as the Centre. Seen from the periphery, representation of the 
centre can appear to be mythical.

Writing in the Centre, one becomes aware that there is perhaps an 
ex-centric thinking, displaced outside the norm of the centre. Without going 
into bombast and excesses, I can say that when I was writing !e Ripening I 
began to understand that there is a fundamental idea of ex-centric thought, 
interesting in relation to a form of centred thought. !at’s the experience 
that I had in France, in Paris, an experience that I have related in a book, 
!e Sun of Consciousness.** In it, I go back to the themes of a poetics of 
measure and immoderation, and the comparison of landscapes between 
themselves: the landscape of the spring and the meadow so dear to the 
Middle Ages studied by Ernst Robert Curtius,*** and the landscape of the 

* !e Ripening – French title: La Lézarde – was Glissant’s first novel, published 
in 1958. It won the prestigious Prix Renaudot.
** !e Sun of Consciousness – French title: Soleil de la Conscience – was Glissant’s 
first book, published in 1956. !is book-length essay introduced many of the key 
concepts in Glissant’s work. It inaugurated the Poétique (Poetics) strand of his work.
*** Ernst Robert Curtius (1886–1956) was a German literary scholar and medie-
valist. His best-known study is European Literature and the Latin Middle Ages, first 
published in German in 1948.
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29‘!e aim of writing is not to incite political action’

earthquake and the jungle, the jungle landscape that I was beginning then 
to detect and appreciate in the poetics of Saint-John Perse.* As a result, 
the fact of having gone to, lived in, and experienced the Centre, not only as 
a mythical centre but as what it truly was, undoubtedly authorized me to 
set up this separation between an ex-centric way of thinking and a centred 
thought, a separation that I later tried to establish as often as possible. 
Moreover, the French poets whom I had befriended were themselves 
outliers in relation to the centred discourses which surrounded them, but 
which held little interest for them. !ese were ex-centric personalities, not 
in their lives, but in their poetry making, their writing, and their poetics. 
!e phenomenon always impassioned me. Giroux, for example, was already 
tending toward a kind of silence, a sort of paring down of speech into 
absolute silence. If I couldn’t share this with him, I could still appreciate it. 
And then there were the poets, such as Jacques Charpier and Jean Laude,** 
who displayed a rare sort of confidence in rhetorical speech and gesture. 
!is position interested me still more, since I thought (and continue to 
think) that the rhetoric of our writing, of us other poetic writers who were, 
shall we say, generally from the South, passes through this confidence in 
our language. We are not fearful in this regard, we are not stingy with 
respect to words, we are neither prudent nor reticent, and we have no 
shame of accumulation, repetition, or baroque scale. !ese two rhetorical 
orders – the word that runs dry and the word which multiplies—I cannot 
say that we designated them in a decisive manner at the time, but we were 
conscious of them, we had a premonition of them, and we predicted them. 
My association with these poets, who were all among my very best friends, 
was for me something remarkable.

I’ve already spoken about the debate that existed in my life between 
this frequentation and my organic relationship with my Antillean brothers. 
For example, when I participated in the Antillo-Guyanese Front, in Paris 
(in 1960), well, my French friends knew nothing of this aspect of my 
existence, just as the Antilleans knew nothing about what I discussed with 
these same poets. In other words, there was a sort of established division. 
But as I’ve already affirmed, and I want to reiterate the point, this division 
really didn’t exist: what I was looking for in both cases was that ex-centric 

* Saint-John Perse was the pseudonym of Alexis Léger (1887–1975). He was 
a French poet and diplomat, awarded the Nobel Prize in Literature in 1960. 
Glissant had a particular interest in Perse as he was born in Guadeloupe.
** Charpier and Laude were poets who belonged to the Parisian literary circles 
Glissant frequented in the 1950s.
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30 !e Baton Rouge Interviews

discourse, and in both cases I found resources and useful assistance for this 
very quest. I repeat it because repetition and resifting help me delve into 
the problem.

In a completely innocent and instinctive manner, and not at all in a 
learned way, I want to emphasize this concerning the struggles of decolo-
nization: for a time, they constituted the veritable decentralization of 
thought, practiced, among others, by Franz Fanon. But I was perturbed 
by the way that these struggles had been continued, for example, in Africa 
or in a number of other countries in the world that I knew, with so many 
deaths, so many sacrifices: I had the presentiment that these struggles 
had been conducted according to the same model of those who were 
being opposed. And it was later, at a tranquil distance, that I tried to see 
how this model had determined the struggles. I arrived at the question of 
identity, of the definition of identity as Being. !ese struggles of decolo-
nization, which had necessitated so many sacrifices, so many deaths, and 
so many wars, had been pursued on the very principle that the West had 
formulated, the principle of identity as a unique root. I didn’t hesitate to 
join in these struggles, but I was beset by misgivings. !e decolonizations 
had been followed by a series of agonizing disappointments: peoples who 
had heroically fought were afterwards torn apart in a fierce, internal way. 
Without doing any critical work, they adopted ideas of territorial power, 
of military force, the very concept of the State, and the rest, all of which 
opened them to corruption. !is demonstrated by contrast that the decolo-
nizations had been absolutely necessary, but that, even if they were not any 
less heroic, they had not been accompanied by an adequate work of critical 
reflection with respect to the very ideas that the West had proposed to the 
world. !ere was much more to this than the expression of an intellectual 
viewpoint. It was a troubling misgiving that was to colour my reflections, 
and more importantly, the reflections of many others.

Alexandre Leupin. I am sure that calling into question, not the colonial 
struggles themselves, but the manner in which they were carried out, had 
consequences for you concerning your conception of writing. 

É.G. Yes, and in a direct way, because the question that I was always asked 
at that time (and which, by the way, no one ever asks me now) was multiple, 
and formulated in this manner: ‘But finally, tell us, for whom do you write? 
Could what you write be understood by a person who cuts sugar cane, 
or by a Tonkinese farmer/farmhand? Isn’t the first function of writing to 
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31‘!e aim of writing is not to incite political action’

contribute to the heroic struggles being waged?’ Generally speaking, it was 
not a question of political writing in the ordinary sense that one attributes 
to it in the West, but instead, the question of writing intervening in the 
quick of combat as a means of hastening this combat and influencing its 
outcome. I was always very categorical in my response. Writing did not 
have the function of inciting political action (a great theme during the era 
when the Sartrian conception of writing prevailed). !is vision seemed 
false to me. Perhaps I wasn’t analysing it in all its subtleties and details. 
Still, I thought that if one devoted writing solely to the aims of a popular 
struggle, a community or national struggle, and if in the work of writing 
one forgot what there was behind these struggles, meaning the most 
unobtrusive foundations of a culture, its opacities of Being and tremblings 
of knowledge, then the work of the writer was not being accomplished, but 
instead, and no less necessary, the work of a pamphleteer or an engaged 
journalist or militant eager to get results.

Getting to what there was behind this struggle, to whatever there was of 
a cultural awareness behind the struggle, often meant being brought back 
to the perspective of the one who says: ‘Yes, but you only have to describe 
the life of the people, their condition, etc., and culture will be transmitted 
in that way’. I wasn’t at all sure that this was the case, and I am still 
unconvinced. At that time, I considered most of the engaged, militant, and 
suffering descriptions of struggling colonized countries to be just as vain 
and folkloric as the paradisiacal descriptions produced by colonization: 
in neither case were the underlying terms elucidated. If one wanted to 
sketch out or approximate orders, disorders, points, lines of projection 
and prospect, it was necessary to go further and deeper than this primary 
militancy of writing. I am sure (without actually saying it to myself or 
others) that I was at some time restricted by this displacement of writing. 
!is is perhaps why my life as a militant was unknown to my French poet 
friends and that my participation in poetic exposés in France was not 
followed by my militant friends. !is fact created a certain discomfort in 
me. What I believe, and I’ll say it again, is first of all that my position – not 
consenting simply and ingenuously to the primacy (primal nature) of the 
struggle – was the right one, and it was difficult to resist this imperative at 
the time. In the second place (and I’m not saying that this proved me right, 
because it’s absurd to think about being right or wrong under any circum-
stances whatsoever), the course of events clearly showed the inadequacy of 
our work on these issues, an inadequacy that remains to this very moment 
as we speak. To put it plainly, in the panorama of our current world, the 
proliferation of writings has not yet sketched out the structuring vectors of 
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32 !e Baton Rouge Interviews

what lies underneath (but not in depth), of what we don’t yet see. Again, the 
reality of writing is to try to reveal these structuring vectors, which concern 
relations between cultures just as much as the definition of the cultures 
themselves. If we didn’t do one together with the other, it seems to me we 
would be missing the mark. A great many writers of the countries of the 
South have undergone these upheavals. You see how the continuum of the 
collective, so difficult to restore, ultimately corresponds to the discontinuity 
of the person, which must be withstood no matter what.

A.L. Is it necessary for an Antillean, North American, Columbian, etc., 
to write for Antilleans, North Americans, Colombians on Antillean, etc. 
subjects? It’s a very simple question, but I think that you surprise your 
public a lot because you refuse to be relegated to one category or another.

É.G. I’m in agreement with you on this issue, but we have to be careful: it 
is not a simple dichotomy. !e question is not at all whether an Antillean 
or North American writer should write for ‘his/her’ public on issues that 
interest a much wider audience. What about a Dane or a Montenegrin? 
Let’s posit that writing should go beyond those phenomena, even if one is 
writing about subjects that concern one’s own land, one’s own entourage, 
and the problems that afflict them. For example, Faulkner wrote only 
about his own Mississippi, or only about the problems of the deep South 
in the United States. Very rare are the Faulknerian texts that ‘take place’ in 
London or in Europe during the First World War. But it is in the processes 
of writing that he absolutely goes beyond this localization, it is the process 
of writing that permits him at the same time to veil and unveil his subject. 
And we know that the nature of his subject leads him not to recite directly 
this unnameable subject (the damnation of the southern United States), 
but to invent almost in spite of himself the very form of modern literatures, 
differed writing, which will consist of speaking without speaking while 
speaking. It is the process of writing which adds this something, and which 
makes it so that what Faulkner writes is valuable for everyone in the world.

What I call exotic or folkloric literature is a literature which, in its 
writing, concerns only its own object, the object of the work. It is in the 
successions of writing that transcendence occurs. It is altogether illumi-
nating that, as regards Faulkner, it is the writing that discomfited, shocked, 
and bogged readers down in their approach to his work. If Faulkner had 
explored the same themes in an availably folkloric style, specifically as 
a story-teller (which would have resulted in something far removed from 
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33‘!e aim of writing is not to incite political action’

his narrative detours), he surely would have been more appreciated, but 
would have been classified as a secondary writer. Certainly, one can 
unfold stories of and about one’s own land, but it can be done only with 
a complete absence of complacency in writing. Another example: Aimé 
Césaire displays a merciless lucidity in his writing of the Martinican land, 
and that is the asceticism of Notebook of a Return to My Native Land.* 
Writing, through its own process, seeks something beyond narration alone, 
and in so doing, necessarily transcends the framework which it describes, 
which it writes. In the actual world, that something else which it seeks is, 
I’ll repeat, whatever is unprecedented, unwarranted, invisible and unheard 
in the texture of relations between humanities and cultures. !at which 
sets up and constitutes the reality of what I call the actual Chaos world of 
society. All nuances, individual and collective, and all riches, of structures 
and twists, undergo this process. Centres and peripheries are reciprocal 
within it. !e writer changes perspective.

!e question would thus be: is there a limit to writing, even as its 
object could seem limited on the horizon of the world? My response, a 
truly personal one, proposes that the only limit of writing would be for it 
to renounce saying everything, or to pretend to say only nothing. Between 
these distances, Relation wanders and enlightens.

* Notebook of a Return to the Native Land – French title: Cahier d’un retour 
au pays natal – is a poem by Martinican writer and statesman Aimé Césaire 
published initially in 1939.
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                                                                                                                                 Lorde 1 

The Master's Tools Will Never Dismantle the Master's House 
Audre Lorde 

 
I agreed to take part in a New York University Institute for the Humanities conference a 
year ago, with the understanding that I would be commenting upon papers dealing with 
the role of difference within the lives of American women: difference of race, sexuality, 
class, and age.  The absence of these considerations weakens any feminist discussion of 
the personal and the political. 
 
It is a particular academic arrogance to assume any discussion of feminist theory without 
examining our many differences, and without a significant input from poor women, Black 
and Third World women, and lesbians.  And yet, I stand here as a Black lesbian feminist, 
having been invited to comment within the only panel at this conference where the input 
of Black feminists and lesbians is represented.  What this says about the vision of this 
conference is sad, in a country where racism, sexism, and homophobia are inseparable.  
To read this program is to assume that lesbian and Black women have nothing to say 
about existentialism, the erotic, women's culture and silence, developing feminist theory, 
or heterosexuality and power.  And what does it mean in personal and political terms 
when even the two Black women who did present here were literally found at the last 
hour?  What does it mean when the tools of a racist patriarchy are used to examine the 
fruits of that same patriarchy?  It means that only the most narrow parameters of change 
are possible and allowable. 
 
The absence of any consideration of lesbian consciousness or the consciousness of Third 
World women leaves a serious gap within this conference and within the papers 
presented here.  For example, in a paper on material relationships between women, I was 
conscious of an either/or model of nurturing which totally dismissed my knowledge as a 
Black lesbian.  In this paper there was no examination of mutuality between women, no 
systems of shared support, no interdependence as exists between lesbians and women-
identified women.  Yet it is only in the patriarchal model of nurturance that women "who 
attempt to emancipate themselves ay perhaps too high a price for the results," as this 
paper states. 
 
For women, the need and desire to nurture each other is not pathological but redemptive, 
and it is within that knowledge that our real power I rediscovered.  It is this real 
connection which is so feared by a patriarchal world.  Only within a patriarchal structure 
is maternity the only social power open to women. 
 
Interdependency between women is the way to a freedom which allows the I to be, not in 
order to be used, but in order to be creative.  This is a difference between the passive be 
and the active being. 
 
Advocating the mere tolerance of difference between women is the grossest reformism.  
It is a total denial of the creative function of difference in our lives.  Difference must be 
not merely tolerated, but seen as a fund of necessary polarities between which our 
creativity can spark like a dialectic.  Only then does the necessity for interdependency 
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become unthreatening.  Only within that interdependency of difference strengths, 
acknowledged and equal, can the power to seek new ways of being in the world generate, 
as well as the courage and sustenance to act where there are no charters. 
 
Within the interdependence of mutual (nondominant) differences lies that security which 
enables us to descend into the chaos of knowledge and return with true visions of our 
future, along with the concomitant power to effect those changes which can bring that 
future into being.  Difference is that raw and powerful connection from which our 
personal power is forged. 
 
As women, we have been taught either to ignore our differences, or to view them as 
causes for separation and suspicion rather than as forces for change.  Without community 
there is no liberation, only the most vulnerable and temporary armistice between an 
individual and her oppression.  But community must not mean a shedding of our 
differences, nor the pathetic pretense that these differences do not exist. 
 
Those of us who stand outside the circle of this society's definition of acceptable women; 
those of us who have been forged in the crucibles of difference -- those of us who are 
poor, who are lesbians, who are Black, who are older -- know that survival is not an 
academic skill.  It is learning how to take our differences and make them strengths.  For 
the master's tools will never dismantle the master's house.  They may allow us 
temporarily to beat him at his own game, but they will never enable us to bring about 
genuine change.  And this fact is only threatening to those women who still define the 
master's house as their only source of support. 
 
Poor women and women of Color know there is a difference between the daily 
manifestations of marital slavery and prostitution because it is our daughters who line 
42nd Street.  If white American feminist theory need not deal with the differences 
between us, and the resulting difference in our oppressions, then how do you deal with 
the fact that the women who clean your houses and tend your children while you attend 
conferences on feminist theory are, for the most part, poor women and women of Color?  
What is the theory behind racist feminism? 
 
In a world of possibility for us all, our personal visions help lay the groundwork for 
political action.  The failure of academic feminists to recognize difference as a crucial 
strength is a failure to reach beyond the first patriarchal lesson.  In our world, divide and 
conquer must become define and empower. 
 
Why weren't other women of Color found to participate in this conference?  Why were 
two phone calls to me considered a consultation?  Am I the only possible source of names 
of Black feminists?  And although the Black panelist's paper ends on an important and 
powerful connection of love between women, what about interracial cooperation between 
feminists who don't love each other? 
 
In academic feminist circles, the answer to these questions is often, "We do not know 
who to ask."  But that is the same evasion of responsibility, the same cop-out, that keeps 
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Black women's art our of women's exhibitions, Black women's work our of most feminist 
publications except for the occasional "Special Third World Women's Issue," and Black 
women's texts off your reading lists.  But as Adrienne Rich pointed out in a recent talk, 
which feminists have educated themselves about such an enormous amount over the past 
ten years, how come you haven't also educated yourselves about Black women and the 
differences between us -- white and Black -- when it is key to our survival as a 
movement? 
 
Women of today are still being called upon to stretch across the gap of male ignorance 
and to educated men as to our existence and our needs.  This is an old and primary tool of 
all oppressors to keep the oppressed occupied with the master's concerns.  Now we hear 
that it is the task of women of Color to educate white women -- in the face of tremendous 
resistance -- as to our existence, our differences, our relative roles in our joint survival.  
This is a diversion of energies and a tragic repetition of racist patriarchal thought. 
 
Simone de Beauvoir once said: "It is in the knowledge of the genuine conditions of our 
lives that we must draw our strength to live and our reasons for acting." 
 
Racism and homophobia are real conditions of all our lives in this place and time.  I urge 
each one of us here to reach down into that deep place of knowledge inside herself and 
touch that terror and loathing of any difference that lives there.  See whose face it wears.  
Then the personal as the political can begin to illuminate all our choices 
 
 Prospero, you are the master of illusion. 
 Lying is your trademark. 
 And you have lied so much to me 
 (Lied about the world, lied about me) 
 That you have ended by imposing on me 
 An image of myself. 
 Underdeveloped, you brand me, inferior, 
 That s the way you have forced me to see myself 
 I detest that image!  What's more, it's a lie! 
 But now I know you, you old cancer, 
 And I know myself as well. 
  ~ Caliban, in Aime Cesaire's A Tempest 
 

--- 
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