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lecture

Mary Jane Deeb:   
Bon après-midi --good afternoon everyone.  And welcome to the African and Middle East [Eastern] Reading Room.  I am Mary Jane Deeb, the chief of the African and Middle East [Eastern] Division, and I'm delighted to see you all turning out this afternoon for what promises to be a fabulous program.  I would like to think -- to thank in particular the European Division that has cooperated so well with us and in particular Carol Armbruster and Georgette Dorn, and of course the Alliance Française who has made this program possible.  So without further ado I'm going to start with Carol Armbruster, who is the French specialist in the European Division, and who brought this idea to us.  Carol?

[applause]

Carol Armbruster:  

Thank you, Mary Jane.  It is indeed a pleasure and an honor to be in the African Middle East [Eastern] Reading Room.  One of our little tours that we took this morning to introduce our speaker and ever [unintelligible] is to show the importance of Area Studies Reading Rooms.  We are very dedicated to our Area Studies Divisions and reading rooms and we're really pleased to have such a good program here today.  

The European Division has co-sponsored a number of programs with the Alliance Française de Washington.  Several of those programs have been co-sponsored with other divisions within the Library [of Congress].  This is the first time the European Division with the Alliance Française has cooperated with the African and Middle East; especially appropriate time, co-sponsorship within the Library reflects shared interests and responsibilities in Library of Congress collections.  The shared European and African interests and responsibilities are obvious when we talk about Leopold Sédar Senghor.  

The history and importance of France and African as well as Middle Eastern and that of the whole Franco world studies is obvious.  The study of the same cultures' importance in the history of France and in French culture, historical and contemporary, is equally important.  
Leopold Sédar Senghor was a student in Paris in the 1930's at the French National School of Overseas France, the École Nationale de la France d'Outre-Mer.  This was the French and'ecole that provided training for future colonial administrators.  There Senghor met a number of other intellectual and creative students from French colonies.  
One of the important results of this coming together and working together was an anthology, a 1945 anthology, published in Paris called the “Anthologie de la Nouvelle Poésie Nègre et Malgache.”  I'm talking about important publication result there.  This is, after all, the Library of Congress.  This anthology, a collection of poetry from black writers from the French colonies, was published in Paris by the Presses Universitaires de France.  Its preface was written by Jean-Paul Sartre, who was particularly known for refusing to write prefaces, but he wrote the preface here.  That preface, “Orpée Noir,” “Black Orpheus,” was the call to France, to Europe and eventually the world, to recognize the full-fledged presence of African people, culture and, in this particular case, poetry.  

Senghor's poetry was continually and still is published in Paris.  As a world quality poet and his importance to the French culture, he was inducted in 1984 into the Academie Française, France's highest honor for literature.  His importance then, his importance now, to French literature and culture continues.  I'd like to turn this program over to our African colleague Marieta Harper, the African specialist for French and French-speaking Africa.

Marieta Harper:  

Good afternoon.  As Carol said, my name is Marieta Harper.  I'm the Africa area specialist for Francophone West and Central Africa in the African and Middle Eastern Division.  
As part of our centennial celebration of the birth of Dr. Leopold Sédar Senghor, who was the first president of the Republic of Senegal.  He held that position for 20 years.  And as Carol said earlier, he's known as a well-known Senegalese poet and statesman.  He had illustrious careers in both Paris and Dakar.  He was elected to the French National Assembly, and, as I said earlier, the first president of the Republic of Senegal.  He is well known as being the original originator of the concept of Négritude.  His work spoke to the African identity and in particular in the French-speaking world.  And, as earlier said, he was the first African elected to the Academie Française. 

During his life, he wrote poetry to highlight the cultural richness of Africa.  And later on, in the lecture that Professor Diagne will give us, we’ll have a rich and moving tribute to the African women by another Senegalese who is special because she's a distant relative to Senghor, and is a retired head librarian of USAID Senegal, and currently is actually a volunteer intern here in the African Section working with me.  So I'm very excited about that.  I'll let you hear her recite from “Femme Noir, Femme Nue.”  

But at this point in time I'll also introduce our primary speaker for the day and that is Dr. Souleymane Diagne.  Dr. Diagne taught philosophy at Cheikh Anta Diop University in Dakar, Senegal, for 20 years.  He's currently a professor of philosophy and religion at Northwestern University in Chicago.  He is an alumnus of Ecole Normale Superieure in Paris.  Dr. Diagne obtained his Ph.D. in philosophy at the Sorbonne in 1988.  I don't want to give away your age. [Laughs]
His field of research includes history of algebraic logic, history of philosophy, Islamic philosophy and African philosophy.  Among his many publications in those fields are, a book on Georges Boole, “Boole l'Oiseau de Nuit en Plein Jour,” that was published in 1989, and a translation and presentation, in French, of Boole's laws of thought.  And in the field of Islamic philosophy, a book on the poet and philosopher Muhammad Igbal, “Islam et Societe Ouverte: La Fidelite et le Mouvement Dans la Philosophie de Muhammad Iqbal.”   

Souleymane Bachir Diagne is currently working on a book on Leopold Sédar Senghor's philosophy.  And at this moment I’ll present you – today, with Professor Diagne and he will talk about Leopold Senghor as a thinker, statesmen and poet.  Professor Diagne.

[applause]

Souleymane Diagne:  

Thank you for this very generous introduction.  And thank you so much for the hospitality.  Thank you for the Alliance Française for having trusted me to be a presenter in this year, which is the year of celebration of the centenary of Leopold Sédar Senghor.  And thank you so much for having me in this wonderful place.  I'm absolutely impressed and thinking well, this is the best possible place probably to celebrate Senghor, the great poet he is.  I can't believe it.  I am in family I am seeing all my friends. [laughs]

Well, as you have mentioned, there are at least three dimensions in this great man that Leopold Sédar Senghor was.  And each of these dimensions would have been sufficient for him to enter history.  He could have entered history as one of the greatest poets in the French language of the 20th century.  He could have been -- he could have entered also history as the founding father of the Republic of Senegal after 15 years, little less than 15 years, when he was a French member of parliament representing Senegal, West Africa, in general, and for having been also for 20 years the president of Senegal.  He could have entered history as well, as just the thinker of Négritude, which Marieta just mentioned, that he is the comprehensive affirmation of the identity and dignity of African people and people of African descent at the time of colonial negation.  

Well, he entered history as all three, having all the three dimensions.  He was once asked what he would like to salvage were he to choose just one dimension.  And he answered, my poems, adding, those are what is essential.  But obviously every other dimension and every other aspect is also very, very important.  So let me present first these aspects of his legacy that Senghor declares that he's ready to abandon if given a choice between them and what is truly essential, that is his poetry.  

So I will first speak of Senghor the statesman.  When thinking of Senghor the statesman, maybe three aspects of his political life are to be underlined.  First aspect would be his doctrine of African socialism, what he called African socialism.  Second aspect would be obviously his career, his long career as a member parliament in France from the end of World War II to the independences, to the African independences of 1960.  And the third dimension would be his presidency of Senegal from the year 1960, the year of independence to 1980, the end of 1980 when he decided to retire voluntarily.  And ever since have kept silent on politics until his death on December 2001.  

So first point I'm going to consider, his doctrine of African socialism.  His meeting with Georges Pompidou, who was going to be the president of France, as you know at Lycée Louis-le-Grand, when he arrived in Paris in 1928, was decisive.  Georges Pompidou was really one of his best friends until the end of their life.  And I have heard personally, from a witness, a wonderful story about Georges Pompidou and Senghor.  

A witness who was in class with them told me that one day, around 1929 when Senghor had just arrived, a student just called him "monkey."  Senghor, as you may know from his pictures, is not exactly some kind of Atlas; he's not a big strong man, so the other student I believe was taking advantage of that.  And this witness told me that Pompidou just grabbed the student, dragged him to a mirror and told him, "Look at you.  Between the two of you, who looks more like a monkey?"  

[laughter]

So that's the kind of thing Georges Pompidou did.  He fought for his friend.  And he is the one who introduced him to socialism.  Of course you know that Georges Pompidou was the prime minister of de Gaulle; he wasn't exactly a socialist toward the end of his life but he was then and he is the one who introduced Senghor to socialism.  Anyway, Thoreau also has said that if you are not an anarchist when you are 20 you are heartless.  And he added if you are still when you are 40 you are stupid.  

[laughter]

So they were 20 and they were socialists.  And later Senghor will declare that he has never since ceased to be a socialist, although his socialism was obviously socialism in the Christian spiritualist tradition of socialism.  He indicates that he read Marx and Engels after World War II at the same time when he was reading also Father Pierre Teilhard de Chardin, the very well known Christian philosopher who brought him back to his Catholicism.  Because he mentioned that after he arrived in France he had sort of lost touch with his Catholic faith and Father Teilhard de Chardin brought him back to Catholicism.  But this is an indication that at the same time he was reading Marx, obviously as a socialist, this is a reading he did wearing the lenses of his Catholicism of the spiritualist tradition.  So this is why Senghor socialism is never going to be the kind of socialism against freedom that we know.  

So he even considered that the real Marx for him was the Marx preoccupied with ethics.  The Marx who was just fighting alienation of human beings, not the Marx he called the Marx of the “Capital” describing the “Capital” as indigestible.  So this is an indication that his socialism was really something different, having to do with his fight for liberation, his fight for the fulfillment of the human personality.  What he retained from his reading of the young Marx, the Marx before writing the “Capital,” was this idea that human beings are always in the making.  They are always becoming, and they are freeing themselves from any kind of alienation to reach their true human destination, which is their destination as artists.  

This is something you find in Marx, that we have to get rid of the homo faber in us, that is the industrious human being making tools.  And we have also to go even beyond the homo sapiens to reach the homo artifex, the artistic human being when we really realize our true being, which is creating and creating beauty.  So this is the kind of Marx Senghor was reading.  And when he presented himself as a socialist, and then as an African socialist, that is the Marx he had in mind.

So when he -- let me now turn to his career as a French member of parliament, the long political career that he had, which started right after World War II when he was co-opted by the Senegalese representative then, Lamine Guèye, who was his political mentor.  Prior to that, the reason why Lamine Guèye was first attracted to Senghor and wanted to co-opt him in his political party was that Senghor had had tremendous achievement, academic achievement by that time.  
I mentioned earlier that he arrived in Paris in 1928 to go to Lycée Louis-le-Grand where he was preparing for Ecole Normale Supérieure.  He unfortunately he didn't succeed in entering Ecole Normale Supérieure, which is great somehow.  I mean you reach sometimes a level of greatness when it becomes almost elegant to have failed in some aspects of your life.

But he continued and became, in 1935, the very first African agrégé of the French University.  For those of you who are familiar with the French system you know that the system of competition of tests, like agregación, runs parallel to the usual courses in university when you have your leçons, your métiers, doctorate et cetera.  You can also take these tests, which is [are] very competitive, and become a French civil servant in the national education system.  This is what Senghor did and it attracted a lot of attention to him. So after 1935 he became a teacher at the Lycee de Tours, and he would come every week or every other week to Paris to continue his studies in ethnology.  
And this is what attracted Lamine Guèye’s attention.  Lamine Guèye came to see him and said, well, you have had this wonderful achievement, and you are highly respected for that, obviously.  It is your responsibility to use that credit, that credibility, academy credibility of yours for the betterment of our people.  And the best way for you to do that, and to fulfill that responsibility, would be to come into politics with me.  

And this is how Senghor will join Lamine Guèye after World War II.  But there is still World War II, obviously.  He was mobilized as a soldier in 1939, and was captured and made prisoner of war in the debacle of 1940.  And for two years he was a prisoner of war going from stalag to stalag.  And I believe the last stalag when he was liberated was Poitiers when he was taken to Poitiers.  History has it that he was fortunate to have been in his last stalag when he was a prisoner of war and that the manager of the camp, in which he was, was an educated German who respected highly the fact that he saw him reading Greek, directly in the text, reading Greek poetry.  So having made sure that, well, the African wasn't just pretending --

[laughter] 

-- he respected him for that and everything went well because when you were an African prisoner of the Nazis, it was obvious that this would end well for you.  This was the case.  In 1942, he was liberated for medical reasons.  He resumed his teaching, this time at Lycee de Seymour, until the end of the war.  
And so I come back to his meeting with Lamine Guèye and the fact that Lamine Guèye convinced him to join his SFIO, the Section Française de l'Internationale Ouvrière, which was the title of the French socialist party.  The Workers International French -- no, French section?  That would be the translation of the acronym SFIO.  Well SFIO, the French socialist party, had a section in Senegal in the colonies, and that section was headed by Lamine Guèye who invited Senghor to join him and to run for election in 1945.  
You know that 1945, France was electing its Assemblée Constituante, the assembly that would be in charge of writing the new constitution, because, obviously the Third Republic was dead after the war and the Fourth Republic was to be created.  Senghor was part of that assembly with Lamine Guèye, the two of them.  

Now, here he is elected a member of the Assemblée Constituante in 1945 as a representative of Senegal.  After having done its job of writing the new constitution, that assembly was disappeared and a new assembly was elected.  He was also part of that new assembly.  In 1948, he just breaks with SFIO.  This was a very bold move for him, because he didn't feel comfortable anymore, neither with his mentor Lamine Guèye, who was some sort of Senegalese French socialist, nor with the idea of just being a section, a local section of a metropolitan party.  

So he created his own local political party called Bloc Démocratique Sénégalais, the Senegalese Democratic Bloc.  This appeared as a political suicide at that time, because Lamine Guèye was obviously the grand homme, the great man, the man in West Africa and particularly in Senegal.  But Senghor was able to win against Lamine Guèye in the next elections in 1951, because he made use of Lamine Guèye's law himself.  Lamine Guèye had succeeded in making a bill, a new law, after World War II, which made all West African former subjects of France citizens who could vote.  

Prior to that you only had four cities, all of them located in Senegal.  Those were Dakar, Saint-Louis, Rufisque, and Gorée.  All the citizens coming from those four cities were French citizens so they were able to vote.  Senghor, who was born outside, who was born in Joal in a village, in a Serer village, had to go through a process of naturalization, which he did in 1933.  So he wasn’t a citizen originally which Lamine Guèye was.  

So Lamine Guèye, having been used to doing politics in those four cities continued to do so, while Senghor, taking advantage of the fact that now people in the rural areas as well had become citizens decided to go and campaign there.  He campaigned in the rural areas so he sort of surrounded the cities in which Lamine Guèye was campaigning.  He would come in those rural areas, sit with the people, eat what they were eating, drink the water, which is what you're always told not to do when you go in those areas, and ask the people, "Have you seen Lamine Guèye?"  And they would say, "No."  And he would say, "Well, he remains in the cities.  He would never come to visit you.  And here I am, because I am one of yours."  And so on, and so forth.  

So here's this young agrégé and people thought that all he knew was Greek and Latin and grammar, being so politically savvy against the old establishment of the SFIO, represented by Lamine Guèye, who were in the cities.  And that was the ability, the capability of Senghor, his capacity to just read new situations.  The result being that in 1951, he won.  He won again against Lamine Guèye in 1956, and now he was in charge of Senegal that he would lead to independence.

Now let me say a few words about independence.  How are we to consider him as a hero of independence?  His detractors, and he has many detractors, would say that he was far too accommodating to colonialism that, he was really some Frenchman who happened to have a black skin. That he loved France so much that he could not just decide that it was time for Senegal to become independent.  This is an image of Senghor that many people have. 
 I would just challenge that image by quoting a declaration he made as early as 1946 to a French newspaper, a French weekly called Gavroche, this is August, 8 1946.  He declared in that interview, "I would like to conclude by assuring the French of our unshakeable will to win our independence.  And that it would be as stupid and dangerous for them to try to go back.  We are ready.  If that was needed as a last resort to conquer our liberty by all means, be they violence.  I do not think that France, who just eliminated Hitlerian racism could reproach us that decision."  This declaration doesn't sound like Senghor, doesn't sound like the Senghor I described and that his detractors would describe.  

So how do we reconcile this kind of declaration with the fact that he, in fact, didn't seem very keen towards having independence of Senegal?  He called Senegalese to vote no, or rather no to independence, or yes to the referendum proposed by de Gaulle in 1958 saying, “Do you want to be independent now? Or do you want to be autonomous in this kind of association with France?”  And Senghor called people and voted, made them vote yes to that.  Unlike Seku Ture, whose very fiery rhetoric is well known, Seku Ture of Guinea, who decided that Guinea should be independent right then in 1958.  So the opposition is always between Seku Ture and Senghor.  

Well more and more historians looking at that period, and looking at the kind of declaration by Senghor that I just read, have come to this conclusion, and this would be mine as well, that in fact Senghor was persuaded that independence was going to come anyway.  After World War II, the time, was the time of decolonization. India was decolonized, Pakistan was, Ghana would be in ‘57.  So Vietnam War had already started.  Dien Bien Phu was in the '50s, so he knew that independence was coming.  So his priority then was not to be independent this year or next year or the following year [sneeze from audience member]-- bless you –[laughter]  but to just say, well, the most important thing now, since we are going to anyway be independent, is to go together to independence.  

In other words, France has created two big federations at one point for its colonial territories.  The one in West Africa -- Afrique Occidentale Française, the one in central Africa -- Afrique Equatoriale Française, and the insistence of Senghor was, let's go to independence together.  If we start having these dwarf countries, Senegal here, Corte D'Ivoire there, Guinea here, we are never going to achieve true independence because we are not going to be viable states.  So this is what was more important for him than to have independence this year rather than the next year.  And this is what he said, I read one of his sad declarations in 1961 because at that time Senegal was already an independent territory so was Corte D'Ivoire, so was Burkina Faso, then Corte D'Ivoire and so on.  

This is what Senghor declared in 1961.  "It is not the most anticolonialist speeches that make the progress of decolonization, that would be too easy, but rationally elaborated plans.  Dwarf states are bound to stagnation in this century, of which one reality is interdependence of peoples, while the other reality is nationalism, or at least national sentiment."  So this fight of Senghor for African unity is probably the one most important aspect of his legacy to the young generation.  And history has proven him right.  What have we done of our tiny dwarf countries after 50 years of being independent?  These are not viable.  If we want to think seriously about development of African countries, we have to unite Africa.  And so this was really the struggle Senghor was after.  And this is why independence didn't seem to be so much a priority for him.  

Another important aspect of the legacy is democracy.  Democracy is really something of that Senghor believed in.  As I describe him, he was a man of the French Republic, he was used himself early in his career to electoral competition, to winning elections.  So after 1960, when the trend in African countries was one-party system, Senegal followed that trend.  Which had some -- the explanation of it, or the reason, the rationale behind it was to say, well, we need develop our countries.  We shouldn't be wasting our energy in political competition so why not have just one party follow one direction, one leadership towards the goal of development?  

The result being that after four decades until the late '80s, Africa had none.  We hadn't had development but we had had authoritarianism.  Senghor was never comfortable with that situation, even if he followed, once again, the mainstream.  He would always refuse that people would call his party the parti unique, one party.  He would say, no, parti unifié, unified party, because he would recall that -- he would remind people that he invited other parties to join that party.  But his insistence on word unified instead of unique showed how uncomfortable he had always been with that situation.  

And the result of that is that in 1974, he decided to go back to multiparty democracy, full democracy, for Senegal.  Well, not exactly full, because he limited the number of parties to four. But this was the true Senghor, a man of the French Republic used to that and above all a poet and a humanist who had never been comfortable with absolute power.  In other words, what I am saying is that even in the time of authoritarianism when he had absolute power, being the one head of state of the one party system, the real counter power to Senghor's power was Senghor himself.  He had been always under the surveillance, I would say, of the poet in him.  And this is why in 1974, Senegal stunned the rest of Africa because that continent was not used to that kind of decision, with the restoration of democracy.  

In 1986, this is supposed to be the time when all other African countries decided to go back to democracy.  Following history says a speech made by President Francois Mitterrand at La Baule saying, well, now France is going to make -- put some conditions on its aid to African countries.  We want you to be more democratic, more open, et cetera, et cetera.  Senegal could be proud of the fact that it did not wait for any external incentive to restore democracy.  

Second aspect of his restoration of democracy, and I mentioned it and it was also mentioned by Carol, the fact that in 1980, at the end of 1980, he stunned again Africa deciding that he was going to quit.  To retire as a president and take care -- for the rest of his life -- of his poetry.  This idea that there was life after presidency, again, was radically new on that continent.  So this is why I am saying that the second aspect of the legacy of Senghor as a statesman, after the belief in African unity, would be democracy in Africa.  

One third aspect of the legacy would be secularism.  And this is a very important thing, as we know today when we see the meaning of religious wars, even.  I mentioned that Senghor, early on when he started campaigning outside the four cities, made these alliances with the people in the rural areas.  It meant, for him, making alliances with the representative of those people who were the religious leaders, the religious Muslim, Islamic leaders, which is very important because Senghor is a Catholic, was a Catholic.  And he was -- he belonged to a minority in Senegal.  Ethnic minority, he was set in a massively Wolof and Wolof-speaking country.  And he was a Catholic in a massively Muslim country because Senegal, the population is 94, almost 94 percent Muslim, 4 percent, 5 percent Catholic, and one percent still declares to, adhere to traditional religions.  

But this is the time when he built that.  And the fact that Senegal, as a Muslim country, had been used to having its head a Catholic, without anybody considering that this was some kind of anomaly.  And the fact that he was backed and supported by the religious leaders until he left power, against any opponent, Muslim or not, was also a very important legacy on which Senegal somehow is living and hopefully this is something that is going to last for that country.  And this really speaks volume about Islam in Senegal.

Let me move quickly to the second aspect of Senghor's personality, his thought, his philosophical thought.  I'll go quicker.  Marieta has indicated that if one word is to be associated with Senghor, this would be the word "Négritude," a word coined in 1934 by Césaire.  In fact Césaire is the one -- Aimé Césaire who is still living, thanks to God, who is in the Martiniquen – is the one who coined the word in a provocative way using the word "nègre," which was supposed be a an insult, very disparaging, and using it to turn it back and claiming to be nègre and to affirm one's "négritude."  So this was the main aspect of Senghor’s thought as well.  

I would like just to signal a difference in the approach of Aimé Césaire and Senghor.  Of course they -- both of them agreed on the fact that Négritude was considered to be the affirmation of the African and people of African descent dignity and identity which had been negated by colonialism.  Césaire defined Négritude as quote,  "simply recognizing the fact of being black and accepting this fact and our destiny as black people, our history and our culture."  While Senghor's favorite definition of Négritude was the sum total of values of civilization in the black world, there is some nuance here.  As you can see from those definitions Aimé Césaire is more of a poet, insisting more on the subjective side of Négritude, asking himself what does it mean to be black and expressing the feeling of being black in his poetry.  While when he emphasizes values of civilization in his definition, Senghor is more looking at the objective side of Négritude, that is the heritage, the black heritage itself, material and immaterial.  So Senghor would more than Aimé Césaire look at the value of the material object.  He would reflect on African art for example, African traditions and so on, which is not the case for Césaire.  But we can come back to that when we discuss it.  

Another aspect of his thought would be, of course, one of the reasons why we are celebrating him this year a thinker of Francophonie.  That was also another aspect of Senghor thought, on the one hand, Négritude on the other hand, Francophonie.  Very early Senghor called for what he called a commonwealth a la Française, that is how he defined Francophonie in the first place.  Hamani Diori, the founding father of Niger, and Habib Bourguiba of Tunisia, joined him in calling for this commonwealths a la Française.  And when we think of it, the call had to come from outside France.  Imagine France deciding, well, I would like to have an organization around French language, people would just start screaming and crying, "Well this is another manifestation of cultural imperialism."  So somehow it had to come from the ex-colonies.  It had to come from people like Senghor, Hamani Diori of Niger, Habib Bourguiba, to whom we could add Norodom Sihanouk of Cambodia, as well.  

Of course the starting point would be the language itself, Senghor as a professor of grammar and as a poet was just in love with French language.  He really thought that this was the language of the gods.  He would say that the words, the French words, would melt in his mouth like chocolate, which is of course –[laughs]-- the way in which a poet would speak of that.  But he also considered that somehow French had become a language of Africanity.  
Carol had just mentioned the anthology that was published after World War II, the “Anthologie de la Nouvelle Poésie Nègre et Malgache de Langue Fran- caise” famously prefaced by French philosopher Jean-Paul Sartre.  And in one aspect on which Senghor himself insisted and Sartre insisted in the preface was that French had become a way of recapturing the dispersed heritage of African people, wherever they were.  So the fact that French had been sort of appropriated by Africanity and by Négritude, was one important aspect of Senghor's fight for Francophonie, but a Francophonie that is really appropriated.  

When he was elected in 1984, at the French Academy, he declared, "I am going to work on what I call the crossbreeding of the French language.”  As a result of colonization, he continued, in each Francophone territory, be it Quebec, Senegal, Madagascar, reinvented new words and new expressions to enrich the French language.  That was one second aspect of his thinking about Francophonie.  

The third aspect is his insistence on pluralism.  Francophonie for him was about pluralism and the fight for pluralism, because he believed in the richness and the freedom of the métis, of the crossbreeding, métissage, between cultures to reach what he called the civilization of the universal, but also métissage within each individual to just show and manifest the richness of individual personalities.  So in other words, for him Francophonie is not defensive; this is not about defending one language, the French language, but it is affirmative.  It is the promotion of diversity through Francophonie and within Francophonie.  He insisted that within Francophonie pluralism, diversity of all African languages, et cetera, should be also respected.  And he considered this as a space of solidarity -- economic, cultural and educational, et cetera -- and this is a very important aspect of Senghor's message to us.  

Now I turn to what he considered to be essential, that is, his poems.  Remember his declaration -- if everything else had to sink, let the poems be salvaged.  He is obviously one of the greatest French poets of the past century.  And let me just say one word about what characterizes his poetry.  He thought that the African philosophy of arts, all art -- plastic arts, dance, et cetera -- was about rhythm.  So he insisted that African philosophy was a philosophy that would introduce human beings to a world of rhythms, that all beings were particular rhythm.  That the work of an artist, when that artist is as culture, for example, would be to capture -- not to represent the being as it is, its appearance as if this was a picture, a photograph -- but to try to capture the rhythm of that being.  

And he insisted on that in his poetry, saying that he had destroyed the first poems he ever wrote because he felt that those were not authentic.  That he realized what poetry meant for him, the very first time he went back home after having lived many years in France, when he heard again the women chanting the gymnec chants when they would be praising these wrestling champions.  He said after that he just thought everything he had written was just crap.  And he destroyed that and he tried to reconnect with the rhythm of that authentic poetry.  And I'm sure Madame Fall will show us an aspect of that sense of rhythm in Senghor's poetry, because this would be the time for you to read, please, “Femme Nue, Femme Noir.”  And after that I will say a word of conclusion.

Fatou Fall:  

So from Leopold Sédar Senghor, former president of the Republic of Senegal, West Africa: 

Femme nue, femme noire

Vétue de ta couleur qui est vie, de ta forme qui est beauté

J'ai grandi à ton ombre; la douceur de tes mains bandait mes yeux

Et voilà qu'au coeur de l'Eté et de Midi,

Je te découvre, Terre promise, du haut d'un haut col calciné

Et ta beauté me foudroie en plein coeur, comme l'éclair d'un aigle

Femme nue, femme obscure

Fruit mûr à la chair ferme, sombres extases du vin noir, bouche qui fais

lyrique ma bouche

Savane aux horizons purs, savane qui frémis aux caresses ferventes du

Vent d'Est

Tamtam sculpté, tamtam tendu qui gronde sous les doigts du vainqueur

Ta voix grave de contralto est le chant spirituel de l'Aimée

Femme noire, femme obscure

Huile que ne ride nul souffle, huile calme aux flancs des princes du de ta

peau.

Délices des jeux de l'Esprit, les reflets de l'or ronge ta peau qui se moire

A l'ombre de ta chevelure, s'éclaire mon angoisse aux soleils prochains

de tes yeux.

Femme nue, femme noire

Je chante ta beauté qui passe, forme que je fixe dans l'Eternel

Avant que le destin jaloux ne te réduise en cendres pour nourrir les

racines de la vie.

Le poème de Leopold Sédar Senghor.
[applause]

Souleymane Diagne:  

This poem that Madame Fall just read comes from the first published volume of poetry by Senghor, “A Shadow of Songs,” “Chants d'ombre,” published in 1945.  After that will come “Hosties noires” which is totally different in tone.  “Femme Noir” is really, illustrates, and really what you find in “Chants d’ombre” --this would be the more personal aspect of Senghor's poetry -- The beauty of women, his internal experience -- while “Hosties noires” seems much more violent.  “Hosties noires” is really about his experience coming from the war.  

And I would just conclude about -- evoking here the last type of poems written by Senghor, his elegy, where his Catholicism, his spirituality, is fully expressed.  One very moving elegy by him is the elegy he wrote for his son, Philippe Magilène Senghor, “Elegy a Philippe Magilène Senghor,” because this was his one son that he had with his second wife, Collette Hubert that one single son who died in a car accident, a crash in 1981, just the year after he had left power.  And this just destroyed, obviously, Senghor and his wife, Colette.  

And he wrote an elegy for Philippe Senghor which is incredible because you would say, well, if a poet, great poet, tries to write on that kind of disaster, the poem itself wouldn't be good at all.  It would just be a disaster as a poem.  You would say, well, he would be so overwhelmed by his feelings that there is no way he could write poetry.  But that poem is just beautiful, so, so moving.  You could see that his pain, great enormous as it was, had been sort of transmuted, really, into beautiful poetry.  And this explains why he probably said that the most important aspect of his life was his poetry, because every aspect of his life was recaptured by his poetry, precisely.  The poetry would really summarize him and the totality of his experience, even that excruciating experience of having had his son die, and having had to write about him.  So this would probably explain what he meant when he said everything else could disappear, because if his poems remain, everything else will remain with those poems.  Thank you very much.

[applause]  

[end of transcript]

