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Preface

I never intended to write about Yugoslavia. Until now, it has not been the focus of my research. When I left Yugoslavia for France in 1999, I vowed not to focus on it, as the events of the 1990s were emotionally fraught and it seemed impossible that I could ever view the region objectively. So, I studied Francophone literature, which became a home for me in those days. It spoke to me, particularly when it dealt with the challenges of immigration, helping me to understand my own experience as an immigrant in France. Through it, I understood better the ideology of European supremacy and why my French math teacher was flabbergasted that someone from a “backwards, war-torn” country could have received the highest grade on his test. Ultimately, I made a career of it. I wrote my doctoral dissertation and first book on Francophone (and Latin American) literature and taught Francophone literature for years in several universities.

And then, the most unexpected thing happened: Francophone literature brought me back to Yugoslavia. At first, it was Aimé Césaire who, I learned, began writing his Cahier d’un Retour au Pays Natal in Dalmatia, of all places. When I was asked to write an introduction to the Serbian translation of Césaire’s Discourse on Colonialism in 2015, I discovered yet another interesting detail linking Francophone authors to Yugoslavia. In 1947, Haitian writer and intellectual René Depestre had participated in the building of the Šamac-Sarajevo railroad in Bosnia as part of a communist youth brigade. I wrote him a letter, asking about this experience but hardly expecting an answer, and was pleasantly surprised to receive a very enthusiastic response a few months later. Yugoslavia played a tremendous role in his political experience and thinking, he wrote, and it was also there that he had his first love affair with a European woman. References to Yugoslavia by Francophone authors just multiplied from Page xiv →there. Léopold Sédar Senghor was drawn to Yugoslav self-management, for instance; during the Algerian War of Independence, Frantz Fanon had collaborated with Zdravko Pečar, the founder of the Museum of African Art in Belgrade—which holds an incredible and deeply understudied archive of the Algerian revolution. By turning toward the Francophone world, I had not escaped Yugoslavia. In fact, my affinity toward Francophone literatures and cultures wasn’t accidental; rather, it belonged to a much larger history of Francophone-Yugoslav connections. These connections emerged from shared experiences, albeit not identical, alongside a united fight against capitalism and colonialism.

The friendships I uncovered resonated with the stories of antifascist struggle, internationalism, and solidarity that I heard from my grandparents during my childhood. These values, which I was raised on, I still uphold, notably in light of the mounting nationalisms and growing right-wing politics in the region and beyond. In 1947, to borrow from Nika Autor’s wonderful documentary, “at the dawn of their visions of the future,” the youth building the Šamac-Sarajevo railroad “planned for us a future of security, justice and infrastructure.”1 While we are not currently living this future, dismissing their enthusiasm as naive, youthful exuberance would be reductive.

The friendships and societal visions described in this book contained many contradictions. Despite this, there is a lot we can learn from both their successes and their shortcomings. Times have changed, and past models cannot simply be reproduced. Yet, this does not render them worthless, because their belief in the possibility of a world based on interethnic and interracial solidarities, as well as their willingness to fight for it, is something we desperately need today.







Introduction: Revolutionary Friendships


The following photo, of Zdravko Pečar, the Yugoslav journalist and diplomat, was taken near the Tunisian-Algerian border in 1958. During the Algerian War of Independence, Pečar accompanied a battalion of the National Liberation Army (ALN) led by Major Abderrahmane Bensalem, which frequently crossed from Tunisia into Algeria to attack French troops. The photograph is signed by an ALN fighter, who wrote: “To my friend, Mr. Zdravko Pečar, who lived with us in the mountains burned and bloodied by the blood of their Algerian sons fighting for their freedom.”1 He describes Pečar not as an ally or a comrade, but much more intimately, as a friend.

Within its politics of non-alignment, Yugoslavia supported the ALN by sending weapons, providing care for the wounded, and dispatching journalists like Pečar to help counter French propaganda. On the edges of these official arrangements, friendships formed, and as this photo shows, many Algerian fighters saw Pečar as their friend in arms. He and his wife Veda Zagorac were eager to join in the anticolonial struggle; they are but one example of Yugoslavs who developed friendships with their counterparts in the Global South and jointly organized against imperialism and capitalism. The Martinican politician and poet Aimé Césaire had a decades-long friendship with Yugoslav-Croatian linguist Petar Guberina, for example. Poet and longtime president of Senegal Léopold Sédar Senghor was friends for years with the Yugoslav-Macedonian poet Aco Šopov. And Malian midwife and anticolonial activist Aoua Kéita had enduring friendships with both Veda Zagorac and Vida Tomšič. These were personal, but also political friendships, with important local and global ramifications.


[image: Zdravko Pečar, a Yugoslav diplomat and reporter, is shown in solidarity with the Algerian National Liberation Army.]
Figure 1.Portrait of Zdravko Pečar near the Tunisian-Algerian border, 1958. The Veda and dr Zdravko Pečar Collection, Belgrade Museum of African Art.

Page 2 →Page 3 →Forgotten Friendships explores the significance of Yugoslavia for Césaire’s and Senghor’s Négritude, Depestre’s communism, Kéita’s struggle for female emancipation, as well as the Algerian struggle for independence. I argue that these Yugoslav connections allow us to reevaluate Négritude, the Algerian War of Independence, African Socialisms, and Socialist Feminisms as movements and events that extended beyond national, regional, and even diasporic spaces to become globally connected and open to the world in ways that remain understudied. The intellectuals featured in this text each conceptualized, mobilized, and lived friendship as a political category at the center of their postcolonial and socialist “worldmaking.”2

The friendships described in this book challenged the racial segregation of the world and the binarism perpetuated by colonial ideology, and they complicated the center–periphery divide. The Yugoslavs in these friendships were speaking from Europe, but not from its center, yet they were ambivalent regarding the Global South at large; meaning, they actively supported anticolonial struggles but were unable to free themselves entirely from the influence of European racial ideology. Still, they were willing to work with and learn from their Francophone friends, who were interested in the alternative vision of Europe that stemmed from its periphery.

Most studies dealing with Yugoslav connections to the rest of the Global South focus on its role in the non-aligned movement (NAM).3 In fact, during the Cold War, Yugoslavia represented a “third space,” outside the West–East binary, having co-founded NAM, supported struggles for decolonization, and opened space for interracial solidarities. In Forgotten Friendships, I take a wider historical approach as Césaire and Depestre grew interested in Yugoslavia before the advent of NAM. Indeed, Césaire first visited Yugoslavia before World War II, when it was still a kingdom. It was the peripherality of Yugoslavia vis-à-vis Europe that made it such a fruitful detour for Césaire, who discovered internal contradictions of white supremacy as a project, which helped him reimagine a global perspective originating from his native island of Martinique. Later on, it was the Yugoslav turn toward self-management after WWII, and its support for decolonization, that kept Césaire interested in the country throughout his life. Similarly, when Depestre participated in building the Šamac-Sarajevo Railroad in 1947, Yugoslavia had not yet split from the Soviet Union. It was youth involvement in the antifascist struggle and the country’s postwar national reconstruction effort that initially attracted him, but like Césaire, Depestre continued to follow from afar as Yugoslavia attempted to build Page 4 →a decentralized form of socialism. Senghor similarly viewed Yugoslav federalism as an important example for Africans. And while Yugoslavia was initially skeptical that his government was too supportive of French neocolonial interests, Senghor received an official invitation to visit the country in 1974. Yugoslav-Algerian and Yugoslav-Malian connections described in this text were the most explicitly linked to the NAM, as both countries represented an important focus of Yugoslav foreign policy in the years after the movement was launched. When dealing with the NAM, I consider Yugoslav involvement in the movement not exclusively through the frame of government policy but through the views and experiences of Yugoslavs engaged in building transnational solidarity; I also approach the movement not solely from the standpoint of Yugoslavia, by asking what Yugoslav non-alignment meant to Francophone writers, thinkers, and political theorists in the African diaspora.

On both sides of these friendships was an awareness that the world’s peripheries cannot survive in autarchy. To break oppressive bonds with the center, peripheries needed to create alternative political communities—and they did. The countries of the Global South were not passive recipients of Western politics, but active participants in projects to build political and economic alternatives. They did this by establishing systems, organizations, and networks, and by drawing on personal friendships.


The Global South Before the Global South

The friendships and exchanges analyzed in this book bring into question the East–West axis as the only relevant global demarcation during the Cold War, as well as the notion that all anticolonial and postcolonial discourse was directed at former colonizers. In fact, African and Caribbean intellectuals were thinking well beyond imperial centers and even beyond the African diaspora.

Within Francophone studies, attempts have recently been made to “unhome” the discipline and place it in a comparative context.4 This book enters into this conversation by showing that Francophone literatures and cultures have always been comparative, and in ways that exceed imperial and postcolonial routes. More specifically, I bring into dialogue two fields that have thus far remained mostly separate: Francophone and Slavic Page 5 →Studies. Adam Kola has recently noted the relative absence of the so-called Second World from comparative literature studies.5 And while since then, some groundbreaking works have placed Slavic Studies in a more comparative focus, a lot of work remains to be done.6 In Forgotten Friendships, I hope to bring us one step further in this direction.

In this endeavor to move beyond literary regionalisms and monolingualisms, I build on the methodologies of Global South studies, which gained visibility in the aftermath of the 2008 financial crisis, as well as the anticapitalist protests and racial justice organizing that followed.7 Similarly to other scholars working within the field, I perform comparative readings “of subaltern subjects not merely relative to a majority culture as in orthodox postcolonial approaches, but occupying their own agentic spaces within it—and more importantly, in relation to each other.”8 The figures analyzed in this book were thinking across peripheries as they formed international friendships, which were “conceived as a space from which to theorize alternative futures.”9 Colonial difference certainly retained an important role as newly decolonized countries strove to move beyond their colonial legacies, yet former colonial powers were no longer the sole audience, and former metropoles were no longer the only model. Francophone intellectuals who engaged in anticolonial struggles joined in global conversations, while at the same time working to adapt what they learned to local circumstances. And one thing was certain: they needed the Third World/Global South to survive as a project, to avoid a geopolitical imbalance of neocolonial power.10

While the primary focus of Global South studies has been to provide comparative frameworks for understanding our contemporary era of neoliberal globalization (or global neoliberalization, as I have called it in the past), the connections outlined in this book offer a longer view of the Global South as “a direct response to the category of postcoloniality” which “captures both a political collectivity and ideological formulation that arises from lateral solidarities among the world’s multiple Souths.”11 I thus join the ranks of scholars who have outlined a continuity between the Third World and the Global South as projects of peripheral solidarities that circumvented imperial centers (which is why I use the two terms interchangeably).

For instance, Anne Garland Mahler has examined the Tricontinental as an example of the “transnational struggle for racial justice” that took place during the Cold War.12 Though I focus on a different Cold War network Page 6 →of solidarity, I similarly offer a history of anticolonial and anticapitalist transnational struggle that places the concept of the Global South into an elongated temporal durée.13 In fact, the Tricontinental and the NAM operated simultaneously but at times antagonistically, given that the Cuban and Yugoslav visions of socialism did not always align after the Tito-Stalin split. The coexistence of these movements positions the Global South as “a shifting geography” and moreover as “a polyvalent and even protean term, whose meanings shift across time and context.”14 Here, I also draw on Leo Zeilig’s work, which examines Frantz Fanon’s efforts to forge a Global South project by building solidarities between Algeria and sub-Saharan Africa.15

In other words, Cold War projects aiming to build “a transnational political subjectivity emerging from recognition of analogous circumstances” were multiple; sometimes overlapping and sometimes diverging.16 My objective here is not to position connections to Yugoslavia as central to the work of Césaire, Senghor, Depestre, or Kéita, and thereby replace the existing theoretical frameworks through which their work has been read, but to highlight how this connection brings new insights into their work by speaking to the multiplicity of their interests and the breadth of their internationalisms.

I further borrow from Boaventura de Sousa Santos, who defines the South as “a metaphor for the human suffering caused by capitalism and colonialism on the global level, as well as for the resistance to overcoming or minimising such suffering.” This South is “anti-capitalist, anti-colonialist, anti-patriarchal, and anti-imperialist.”17 De Sousa Santos also introduces the idea of multiple Europes, resulting from internal imperialism on the Continent, by which he positions Southern Europe as part of the Global South. I map out a similar Southern geography that extends into the Global North (and East) by way of Yugoslavia, which mobilized its peripheral position within Europe and its histories of imperial subjugation and antifascist struggle to position itself as an ally of anticolonial actors and newly decolonized nations.

It should be noted that for these Francophone authors, Yugoslavia was not the only Eastern European connection.18 Aoua Kéita collaborated with Soviet women’s organizations.19 René Depestre spent several years in Czechoslovakia, before leaving with his Jewish partner due to rising antisemitism. Léopold Sédar Senghor maintained a correspondence with the Soviet Africanist Ivan Potekhin and the poet Yevgeny Yevtushenko.20 However, as we will see in the chapters to follow, these intellectuals Page 7 →frequently turned to Yugoslavia when they became disillusioned with the Soviet Union and its satellite states. Yugoslavia was of particular interest due to its history of imperial dependence, its post-WWII attempt to build a more decentralized form of socialism, and the important role it played in the NAM.



At the Periphery of Europe

Though the Balkans did not experience colonialism in the modern sense, its populations were subjugated over centuries by the Ottoman, Habsburg, and Venetian empires.21 With this subjugation came varying ideological discourses about the inferiority of the people and cultures of the Balkans. Maria Todorova has reflected on the legacy of this discourse, declaring that “a specter is haunting Western culture—the specter of the Balkans.”22 Arguing that the region cannot be fully understood through the prism of Orientalism, Todorova proposes Balkanism as a discourse and methodology with its own set of characteristics. If the Orient is the Occident’s Other, the Balkans are its distorted mirror image. The West and the Orient are “usually presented as incompatible entities, antiworlds, but completed antiworlds,” while the Balkans are portrayed as a land of transitions, a space in-between, the link between East and West, Europe and Asia.23 Thus, “the Balkans are also a bridge between stages of growth, and this invokes labels such as semideveloped, semicolonial, semicivilized, semioriental.”24 The Balkanist discourse embraces this ambiguity and exists outside the domain of dichotomies. It is “[t]‌his in-betweenness of the Balkans, their transitionary character,” as Todorova notes, that “could have made them simply an incomplete other; instead they are constructed not as other but as incomplete self.”25 This leaves the Balkans an almost-Europe, stuck in arrested development.

Since the publication of Todorova’s book, various other scholars have contributed to our understanding of Balkanism. Dušan Bjelić contends that Balkanism is comparable to Orientalism in that it is indeed based on a series of binaries (e.g., center/periphery, rational/irrational, civilized/barbaric).26 K. E. Fleming has characterized the Balkans as an “outsider within” due to the region’s simultaneous proximity and distance from Western Europe, noting that this positioning has “both heightened and literalized” the “intimate estrangement” Edward Said used to characterize Page 8 →the West’s relationship to the Orient. In the case of the Balkans, Fleming asserts that this intimacy originates from “a perception of similarity, while estrangement stems from the awkwardness and ill ease with which that similarity is greeted.”27 The Balkans are “Europe’s resident alien, an internal other that is an affront and challenge by virtue of its claim to be part of the West, as well as by its apparent ability to dramatically affect Western history.”28 Both Fleming and Milica Bakić-Hayden have underscored that the Balkans tend to be associated with violence, which is depicted not only as “a social condition but [as] inherent in the nature of its people.”29 The Balkans are seen through this lens as Western Europe’s embarrassing cousin: an unacknowledged and misjudged relative in the East who cannot be disowned if the West seeks to cement its supremacy.

Situated in the Balkans, Yugoslavia was, during its existence, indisputably peripheral and disputably European. Catherine Baker writes, for instance, that:


Yugoslavia was a European power in a region (the Balkans) perceived in the Western discourses of modernity as European and not-European simultaneously; on territory formerly subject to one empire centred in central Europe and another centred in west Asia; where members of majority ethnonational groups (including their diasporas) were usually racialised as white but whose whiteness had still been conditional or “white, but not quite.”30


Due to this liminal positioning, Césaire saw certain similarities between Yugoslavia and Martinique, both of which he characterized as “handicapped societies.”31 When he visited Yugoslavia, Senghor similarly drew certain parallels between the Yugoslav history of imperial subjugation and Senegal’s colonial past. This doesn’t mean the Balkans have historically been immune to racial ideology. Like the rest of the white world, the region has participated in the economy of racial capitalism.32 Yet, in Yugoslavia, like the rest of Eastern Europe, whiteness “is more conditional and contingent on place, historical context, and specific social relations.”33 Thus, people who have been racialized as “non-white” by the rest of Europe, often identified as white in relation to the rest of the Global South. As a result, complex histories of external domination (fostering solidarities with colonized peoples) collide with enduring internal racisms (such as a long history of discrimination against Albanians and Page 9 →Romas) in the region.34 After WWII and particularly in the context of non-alignment, Yugoslavia mobilized this liminality to its advantage, strategically navigating “the shifting boundaries between ‘white’/‘not-quite,’ ‘European’/‘non-European,’ and ‘developed’/‘underdeveloped worlds’.”35 For the Francophone intellectuals, the position of Yugoslavia highlighted the fact that whiteness is not monolithic, and that Europe is a construction with its own internal contradictions. While some of the collaborations described in this book began prior to WWII, many more developed in the context of Yugoslav participation in NAM, whose brief history I outline in the following section.



Yugoslavia and Non-Alignment

When World War II finally ended in May 1945 and Yugoslavia had been liberated from Nazi occupation by the communist-led Partisan resistance, it was the Communist Party of Yugoslavia that emerged victorious. Socialist Yugoslavia was officially established the following year, with Josip Broz Tito at its head. This victory of the People’s Liberation Struggle created a “rupture,” as Gal Kirn puts it, that “far overreached the Yugoslav context, contributing significantly to the social revolutions of the working classes and the anti-imperialist struggles of the second half of the twentieth century.”36

For its first two years, Yugoslavia followed the political and economic path established by the Soviet Union, its main ally. But in 1948, a split between Tito and Stalin led Yugoslavia to turn away from the Eastern Bloc, toward the Third World, and ultimately to adopt non-alignment. The reasons for this split were numerous and included Stalin’s refusal to support a plan by Tito for a Socialist Balkan federation comprising Yugoslavia, Albania, Bulgaria, and Greece; Moscow’s insistence on preferential trade treaties; and the fact that Stalin and Churchill had divided the Balkans into respective spheres of influence during the Yalta Conference. But more than anything, Tito would not allow Yugoslavia to be a satellite state, and this resulted in Yugoslavia’s expulsion from the Cominform, a decision that shocked many observers and resonated across the socialist world.

Internationally isolated, Yugoslavia knew it would not be able to survive on its own as an underdeveloped, newly socialist country, situated (literally) between the two prevailing blocs. It needed to find an alternative Page 10 →political and economic path, and looked to decolonizing territories in Asia and Africa, which were simultaneously seeking ways to preserve local sovereignty and independence in an increasingly polarized context. As Kirn writes, “the Yugoslav leadership found itself in front of an abyss and decided to leap into a void.”37

Various events set the stage for the full emergence of non-alignment in these years, most notably the 1955 Afro-Asian Bandung Conference,38 a 1956 meeting between Tito, Nasser, and Nehru on the Adriatic Island of Brijuni (which Vijay Prashad has described as “Third World Yalta”39), and the 1960 meeting with Nasser, Nehru, Nkrumah, and Sukarno, which Tito convoked during the fifteenth United Nations General Assembly.40 Tito had also used his 1954 and 1955 tours of India and Egypt to introduce the notion of an alliance outside the blocs, as Yugoslavia worked to position itself as an ally of the Global South on multiple fronts. For instance, the Yugoslavs sent arms to Burma and to Egypt, and supported Congo and Angola in the UN.41 Most notably, as we will see in Chapter Four, Yugoslavia offered considerable help to the Algerian National Liberation Front (FLN), ranging from shipments of arms to medical assistance to political recognition.42

The NAM was officially launched during the 1961 conference in Belgrade, which was chosen in part because the city’s communications infrastructure could meet the event’s media requirements.43 Tito, Nasser, and Nehru welcomed delegates from twenty-two Latin American, Asian, and African countries, including monarchs, “heads of bourgeois nationalist parties, leaders of coups, and representatives of mass nationalist movements.”44 As their political views were not all in harmony, the NAM turned its attention to two specific, interconnected issues on which these delegates could agree: global nuclear disarmament and the democratization of the UN. Non-aligned states would work to end the arms race, insisting on the connection between nuclear disarmament and “the principles of self-determination, non-interference in other states, and, crucially, the freeing of resources spent on armaments for social and economic needs.”45 But as they engaged in most of their advocacy at the UN, the UN would need to be democratized to better serve the interests of the Global South. The NAM thus lobbied to increase the number of non-permanent UN members and the number of Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC) members, and strove to limit the influence of the Security Council, which held veto power.46

Page 11 →More broadly, the NAM advocated for the right of all nations to self-determination and promoted economic and political non-interference. Accordingly, it condemned colonialism and warned about the dangers of neocolonial interventions. The NAM also encouraged and facilitated cultural, artistic, and scientific exchanges across the Global South, striving to build “alternative imaginaries” and “to ‘provincialize’ universal history.”47 Works of art and popular culture were used to “create a unified structure of feeling—a new transnational imagined community that began developing in the mid-1950s.”48 In this sense, the NAM can be thought of as a form of “prior globalization, a globalization otherwise, an alter-globalization before alter-globalization.”49 Meaning, the NAM created South–South dialogues and exchanges that circumvented former imperial centers. In this context, in the 1960s and 1970s, “Belgrade functioned as a transnational space of interaction for highly mobile international revolutionaries.”50

One of the main proponents and theoreticians of non-alignment was Edvard Kardelj, who served as a key architect of Yugoslavia’s foreign policy after the split with Stalin. Kardelj describes the NAM as a product of Cold War politics, but also as the result of a longer struggle of various peoples “to achieve full national liberty and to carve out the right, in such liberty, to develop socially according to their own lights; not to be, or to cease being, an economic and political appendage of the great world powers.”51 Countries that emerged victorious from their anticolonial and antifascist struggles, Kardelj argues, had encountered an existing international order that did not serve their interests. Hence, this order needed to be transformed according to the principle of “peaceful coexistence.”

For Kardelj, peaceful coexistence is an active principle, based on the right to economic and political self-determination, and an impossibility within a system in which former colonial powers maintain economic influence over their former colonies.52 The main objective of the NAM, he explains, is to tackle this uneven global economic development through structural changes to international relations and the global economy. Kardelj thus positions the NAM as a project of worldmaking, with the survival of the Third World conditioned on a reimagining of global power relations. NAM is fighting for a new world order based on “democratic elements,” including a less exploitative international division of labor, economic aid for developing countries and stronger cultural ties between countries.53

Ultimately, for Kardelj, the NAM “was to serve both as a buffer and as an accelerator. As a ‘buffer’, the NAM would act against the hegemonic Page 12 →pretentions both of the capitalist and communist camps,” and as an “accelerator,” it would promote more rapid development in underdeveloped countries.54 Non-aligned states could not rely on the East or the West for this development, however; their only way out of political and economic dependence was Third World cooperation.

The Yugoslav turn toward non-alignment corresponded to its rejection of Soviet-style centralization, in favor of worker self-management, and it is no accident that Kardelj was among the main proponents of self-management.55 He viewed it as a means of realizing both the principle of free association as conceptualized by Marx and Engels, and “the withering away of the state” envisioned by Lenin.56 At the 7th Congress of the League of Communists of Yugoslavia, held in Ljubljana in 1958, self-management was framed as a necessary counter to “bureaucratization” and “centralization.” Unlike the centralized Soviet model, Yugoslavia thus promoted a decentralized system where workers had a significant role in managing enterprises through workers’ councils, which made decisions on production, distribution, and investment. The objective was to reduce the state’s direct control over economic activities by transferring authority to local institutions, including municipalities and regional governments, as well as workplaces.57 By the late 1950s, self-management expanded from the economy into other spheres, leading to what James Robertson has termed “small socialism” and “a greater appreciation for the local, the peripheral and the minor in Yugoslav culture.”58

Along with peaceful coexistence and self-management, Kardelj advanced the “many roads to socialism” doctrine—which contends that, as there is neither a single history nor a single model of socialism, socialist systems should be adapted to the historical and social circumstances of each country. This was an attractive idea to newly decolonized states looking to embark on their own socialist paths. Moreover, it positioned Yugoslavia as an ally to African and Asian nations that had embraced the idea that “the principles of Marxism-Leninism could be realized only through concrete experience which reflected the historical uniqueness and complexity of each adherent to socialism.”59 Yugoslav self-management became an example of such a localized socialism.

Like many other Yugoslav officials, Kardelj positioned his country as part of the imperially dominated world. He thus characterizes Yugoslavia as a “semi-colonial” country, due to its history of both Ottoman and Austro-Hungarian rule:


Page 13 →The break-up of the colonial system in Europe and other continents was paralleled by the collapse – swift in some places, slower in others – of vestiges of semi-colonial relations of economic and political dependence characteristic, for instance, of the pre-war Yugoslavia. In some countries, like China, Yugoslavia, Vietnam and a few others in other parts of the world, genuinely people’s and socialist revolutions were the outgrowth of national liberation wars.60


While never claiming that Yugoslavia shares the colonial history of other non-aligned states, Kardelj emphasizes that the Yugoslav experience of political and economic dependence makes Yugoslavia an ideal ally.

Kardelj thus makes a connection between antifascist, anticolonial, and socialist revolutions, not equating them entirely but highlighting that they are parallel fights guided by similar principles, as a way of justifying Yugoslavia’s presence in the NAM. He writes that the forces of “fascist imperialism” had tried, through World War II, “to impose their political hegemony,” but that quite the opposite had occurred, as a series of guerrilla movements fighting both imperialism and colonialism were unleashed across the globe.61 Certainly, there are many differences between the historical experiences of Yugoslavia and those of former European colonies, but when Kardelj characterizes Yugoslavia as semicolonial, he is not merely alluding to history but is engaging in an interpolative exercise to strengthen Yugoslav identification with the Global South. This comparison was taken up by Senghor, for instance, in one of his diplomatic speeches in Yugoslavia.62 At the same time, Kardelj frequently adopted a linear, progressive understanding of history and often characterized countries of the Global South as “backwards,” pointing to his ambivalent position in relation to European colonial discourse.63

Debate has waged regarding the extent to which Yugoslavia’s participation in the NAM was motivated by self-interest. Once it had been cut off from Soviet economic aid and expertise, and had refused this aid from the United States, Yugoslavia needed new markets in which to grow its export driven economy. Hence, Yugoslav policies toward African and Asian states have been characterized as “status-seeking solidarity performances” meant to deliver “positive recognition for Tito’s regime and its alternative socialist modernity project.”64 While there is no doubt that Yugoslavia saw an opportunity to place its products in emerging markets and thus assure its economic independence from the world’s two hegemonic blocks, it did Page 14 →also invest in the public infrastructure of developing countries, made its experts available, and provided loans at very favorable commercial terms that could be repaid through barter or at a much later date.65 Yugoslavia thus supported its non-aligned allies in very concrete ways. Still, as a white, European country in the NAM, Yugoslavia practiced what Paul Stubbs has called “liminal hegemony,” occupying “a space between the Global North and the Global South yet providing leadership of the South – in terms both of Yugoslavia’s impact on the Movement and the impact of the Movement on internal developments within Yugoslavia itself.”66

Yugoslavia’s participation in the building of the Third World thus implicated “contradictory points of identification.”67 For example, Yugoslavia offered thousands of scholarships in engineering and medicine to students from other non-aligned countries to contribute to modernizing the Global South, but was unable to free itself entirely from the legacy of several centuries of racial capitalism, so that its official shift toward non-alignment did not eradicate racism within its six republics.68 At the same time, Nemanja Radonjić has shown that in its fight against racism, Yugoslavia was not passive. Quite the contrary, researchers and policymakers actively discussed the presence of racism in the country and continuously debated the best ways to promote antiracist ideas and actions.69 Peter Wright has made a similar argument when questioning the scholarly tendency where “a static socialist ‘East’ is opposed to a dynamic and transnational global order that formed unencumbered by the weight of socialism.”70 By contrast, Wright shows that the 1960s and 1970s were marked by “a dynamic and explicit self-interrogation of Yugoslavs’ racial attitudes and identity,” prompted notably by the activism of Black African students in Yugoslavia. In other words, it was through dialogues and interactions with people from the Global South that the Yugoslavs began interrogating their own racial identity and prejudices.71 Thus, we need to understand Yugoslavia’s “enrolment in the decolonial struggle as ‘a gradual process,’” marked by “shifting understandings over time.”72 This was certainly the case for the Yugoslavs mentioned in this book.

On the Francophone side, the authors discussed in this book were well-aware of the liminality of Yugoslavia and recognized the Eurocentrisms of their Yugoslav friends, and it was precisely this intermediacy that they found intriguing. Senghor frequently reiterated the differences between African and Yugoslav socialism, but this did not prevent him from viewing Yugoslav federalism and socialism as useful examples to Africans. And Page 15 →while Césaire and Depestre both emphasized the specificity of the historical experience and positioning of the African diaspora, the peripheral positioning of their Yugoslav counterparts—and shared values of anticapitalism, antiracism, and anticolonialism—facilitated the development of these friendships.



Why Friends Matter

“For without friends no one would choose to live, though he had all other goods,” wrote Aristotle.73 Yet while there is a growing body of literature on friendships/enmities between states74 and also a growing body on the ethical stakes of personal friendships,75 the friend has essentially disappeared from our political vocabulary.76 Therefore, I was surprised to see the term “friend” used so frequently in the context of Yugoslav–Francophone relations. In fact, in the letters, photographs, and video footage I drew from for this project, Francophone and Yugoslav intellectuals regularly referred to each other as friends. I wondered why they chose this term of engagement (as opposed to comrade, ally, partner, or brother/sister, for example) as well as why we no longer do the same in contemporary political struggle. In Forgotten Friendships, I bring to the fore friendships that have been overlooked in Francophone and Slavic studies, in an effort to rethink the “friend” as a political category.

In the binary reality of colonial relations, the colonized and the colonizer sat in opposition, divided, in a Manichean world of uncrossable lines.77 In such a world, even friendships can disrupt established hierarchies, and the friendships described in this book did just that. They challenged racial divisions, as well as the notion that countries of the Global South could do little more than imitate models produced in the North. These Francophone authors and their Yugoslav counterparts shared “common concerns for building economic sovereignty that kept the Leninist emphasis on national self-determination as a foundation for socialist internationalism; a shared sense of peripherality and backwardness that required a collective endeavor to be overcome.”78

Forgotten Friendships builds on the work of scholars who have theorized postcolonial and decolonial friendships. For instance, Leela Gandhi has focused on anti-imperial South Asian and European friendships that developed in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries to form Page 16 →“dissident cross-cultural collaborations.”79 Gandhi tells the often forgotten history of anti-imperial thought in Europe, particularly the emergence of “utopian-socialist critiques of Empire,” and challenges the notion of European ideological uniformity. Many Europeans, especially those already on the margins of society, renounced their colonial privilege to stand in solidarity with the colonized. Gandhi thus conceptualizes friendship “as a countermand against social exclusion,”80 ultimately proposing that “[a]‌ffective singularity, anarchist relationality, and other-directedness are…the constitutive elements of the utopic community that we are conjuring under the sign of friendship.”81

Similarly, though in a somewhat different context, Paula Moya argues that interracial friendships are one way to “engage in a decolonial project with respect to race.”82 She says further that “both the epistemic and emotional dimensions of interracial friendships are central to forging an effective decolonial antiracist project.”83 Astrid Nordin has also written about the need to decolonize friendship, and contends that doing so requires that we challenge three assumptions: “(1) friendship is the less important, residual, and feminised other of enmity; (2) friends need to be significantly similar to the Self; and (3) friends are valuable because they affirm a stable sense of Self.”84 Nordin thus argues that the friend must be accepted in their alterity, while the sense of self can remain fluid.

I expand upon the work of these scholars by examining how the Francophone and Yugoslav intellectuals it features navigated sameness and alterity. Following Gandhi, I further develop the argument that Europe was never politically and ideologically homogeneous. However, unlike the valuable examples Gandhi offers, the perspective of Yugoslavs was not rooted merely in a critique of Empire. Together with their friends in the Global South, Yugoslavs actively participated in anticolonial struggles and in building a more just postcolonial world order. And it was not only individuals on the margins of society who did so; rather, many held official government positions, and even had state resources at their disposal due to Yugoslavia’s involvement in the NAM. They distributed these resources to engage in what Gary Wilder has called “concrete utopianism,” which “seeks to identify possibilities for alternative arrangements that may already dwell within, or be emerging from, the nonidentical order that actually exists.”85

The authors featured in this book used the term “friend” to imply the inseparability of the private and the public, the personal and the political, Page 17 →in much the same way feminists deployed the slogan that the “personal is political.” In other words, they referred to each other as friends to underline the fact that a common struggle builds strong personal bonds. Friends do not help each other only in private and personal matters, but also in the political arena, and it is in fact through collective struggle and collaboration that one achieves personal transformation. The fight is therefore public and at the same time intimate; collective and at the same time individual. Indeed, to borrow from Am Johal and Matt Hern, friendship simultaneously embodies freedom and constraint, creating spaces for intimacy and distance. Though often lacking a clear purpose, it is always poised for potential mobilization or dissolution, making it inherently political.86 In this sense, these friends strived to realize Jacques Derrida’s “democracy to come.”

The same contradiction, argues Derrida, is at the heart of both friendship and democracy, in that they require sameness to survive and alterity to be transformative. While true democracy and true friendships must respect singularity, “there is no democracy without the ‘community of friends’ (koina ta philon), without the calculation of majorities, without identifiable, stabilizable, representable subjects, all equal.”87 Democracy cannot exist without absolute alterity, which must be eliminated in order to create a community of recognizable subjects. Derrida nonetheless believes in the possibility of a “democracy to come,” based not on associations of blood, land, and nation, and the figure of the friend plays a significant role in this democracy as indistinguishable from the figure of alterity. To conceive of democracy outside of homogeneity and sameness, friendship must be positioned as an opening toward the future, which cannot be predetermined. Still, in many ways, this democracy exists only in that space between the preservation and elimination of alterity, or perhaps in the tension generated there, and so it remains an “unfulfillable promise.”88 For Derrida, this fundamentally different model of friendship remains hypothetical, though, as he cannot find any examples of it.89 But the problem is not that examples do not exist, it is that he does not step outside the Western canon to discover them, as if friendship were a purely Western concept. I argue that Derrida would have been able to find concrete examples of radical friendship had he looked toward the Global South.90

This does not mean that the friendships described in this book were without problems or contradictions, though, and Yugoslavia undoubtedly demonstrated a certain ambivalence regarding both Europe and the Global South. In fact, these friends’ historic, geographic and economic Page 18 →situations also differed in many respects. The brutality of European colonialism and the afterlives of slavery were not experienced in the same way by Yugoslavs. And yet, a process of mutual influence, cooperation, and translation occurred, nonetheless. Négritude could simultaneously address the historical specificity of the African diaspora and be in dialogue with multiple peripheries of the world. African socialism could look to Yugoslav federalism as an example, while adapting to local African conditions. The importance of internationalism, of building a network of cooperation across the Global South, reemerges in every chapter of this text. The friend is not merely an extension of the self; yet, friendship is also not love of the absolute stranger. These friendships are about lives intersecting, experiences communicated across difference, and interwoven attempts to envision and realize a more just global order. Within these friendships, difference was not merely tolerated but “seen as a fund of necessary polarities between which…creativity can spark like a dialectic.”91

The goal of these friends was to initiate a global dialogue and establish ways of learning across the world’s peripheries; and so it seems impossible to exclude Martinican thinker and writer Édouard Glissant from this discussion. Glissant writes that “rhizomatic thought is the principle behind…the Poetics of Relation, in which each and every identity is extended through a relationship with the Other.”92 In many ways, these friendships illustrate Glissant’s understanding of Relation, where the primary elements do not only create a third element as they enter into a relationship but are furthermore themselves transformed in this process. In fact, through their friendships, the figures in this book were involved in a continuous practice of undoing capitalist and colonial ideology. Hence, returning to Moya’s argument, these friendships allow us to “engage in a decolonial project with respect to race,” where decoloniality is not an endstage but an ongoing process.

Césaire once said that he and Petar Guberina had led parallel lives. Lives at a distance yet moving in the same direction; aware of the other and adjusting in response; aiming to accomplish the same things in similar but different contexts; and throughout, learning from one another. These friends, like the other authors, intellectuals, and politicians featured in this text, did not reside in the same place, for the most part—one of the conditions for successful friendship set out by Aristotle93—but they followed the work of their friends and the destinies of their respective countries, from afar. Even when separated by distance, they engaged in a form Page 19 →of conviviality as described by Paul Gilroy, which “makes a nonsense of closed, fixed, and reified identity and turns attention toward the always unpredictable mechanisms of identification.”94 These were lifelong friendships, not always in the foreground, but continuously in the background, and in some cases reemerging at crucial times.

It was Petar Guberina’s presence in 1930s Paris, for instance, that ignited the interest of both Senghor and Césaire in Yugoslavia. Senghor would turn toward Yugoslavia at the very beginning and very end of his political career. Similarly, Yugoslavia played an important early role for Césaire as the genesis of his Cahier, then reappeared (if briefly) in his famous letter to Maurice Thorez declaring his resignation from the French Communist Party, and then came to the fore near the end of his life when he participated in a documentary about his decades-long friendship with Guberina. Yugoslavia also played an important role for Depestre at the beginning of his political and literary career, as it was there that he had one of his first experiences of collective political action. Yet, it was only much later that he would write about it, in a collection of short stories he authored in the 1990s. Throughout the 1960s, Aoua Kéita established friendships with members of the Conference for the Social Activity of the Women of Yugoslavia that endured long after she was stripped of her official duties. Finally, Zdravko Pečar, who participated directly in the Algerian War for Independence, continued to write about Algeria long afterward, and Algerian officials continued to call upon him to share his account of the Algerian revolution.

In other words, these friendships spanned decades, and were a source of hope and inspiration drawn upon when needed. Notably, these friendships also challenge the story often told about the relationship of Francophone authors to communism: Césaire was a Marxist until his disappointment with the French Communist Party led to his staunch resignation, marking his break with communism and his realization that a revolution led by the European proletariat would not necessarily solve the problems of colonized people; and Depestre was a devoted communist, until he abandoned politics, disappointed with the direction the Cuban revolution had taken. These narratives are rooted in an identification of communism with Stalinism and dismiss the extent to which these authors developed a nuanced understanding of communism and its various iterations, just as they developed a nuanced understanding of Europe and its internal divisions. They were critical of the Soviet Union, but they viewed its politics Page 20 →as a specific and problematic implementation of communist thought and, throughout their lives, continued to search for alternatives. This is not to say that Yugoslav socialism was the ideal alternative, or without its problems, of course, but simply that the complex and nuanced relationship of Francophone intellectuals like Césaire, Senghor, Depestre and Kéita to communism and socialism is often omitted or overlooked. While they rejected Stalinism and adherence to the Soviet Union, they never rejected socialism entirely, and remained interested and even invested in various possible applications of Marxism.

It should also be noted that the official rhetoric of the Yugoslav government toward newly decolonized countries was one of friendship. Asian and African states were among those deemed “prijateljske zemlje” (“friendly countries”), and this guided the diplomatic stance of Yugoslavia. Thus, when Tito undertook a 72-day trip to various African countries in the spring of 1961, to promote the idea of non-alignment in anticipation of the 1961 conference in Belgrade, most of his visits were described in official sources as “visits to friends,” and this theme of friendship reverberated across the continent. During his visit to Ethiopia, for instance, Tito declared that the two countries were “linked together by deep friendship based on common aspirations which came to expression more than once in the past, and particularly in the struggle against the forces of aggression on the eve and during World War II.”95 This rhetoric of friendship extended beyond official documents and speeches and even came directly from Yugoslavs themselves. While traveling on his yacht, Galeb, Tito received dozens of daily telegrams from across Yugoslavia with messages of friendship directed to Africans. For example, people in the village of Grljan, in eastern Serbia near the border with Bulgaria, wrote that they were deeply upset by the assassination of Congolese Prime Minister Lumumba, and lauded Tito for undertaking this voyage “to once again contribute to the cause of peace and friendship with the peoples of Africa.”96 The Vukovar military post office collective sent a similar message, wishing Tito “a nice, happy and successful trip to the distant but friendly and always close countries of Africa.”97

I am not suggesting that the friendships explored in this book merely reproduced official government rhetoric. Far from it. But they did develop in specific sociopolitical contexts that allowed for them to materialize, and moved within but also beyond those contexts, continuously envisioning possibilities for the future, yet to be realized.




Transnational Friendships and/as Comparative Methods

Friendship is both the topic and the method of this book. In fact, the way these intellectuals thought and acted across national borders and local differences can serve as a lesson for all of us working in literary studies, across languages and regions. In this regard I build on the work of literary scholar Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak who has argued that Derrida’s “teleiopoesis” could function as a model for a renewed comparative literature.98 Derrida’s neologism encompasses three different terms (tele/telos/poiesis), allowing him to merge the objective (telos) with distance (tele). In teleopoiesis, the telos of the imaginative act is always deferred, always at a distance. For Derrida, friendship is linked to teleopoiesis; it can bring about an alternative future, but this outcome remains a perhaps, its realization always uncertain. There is no friendship without risk, as the anticipated future may never be realized, and therein lies the political value of friendship, as any predetermined political project is but a “a programme or a causality, a development, a process without an event.”99

Comparative literature, Spivak argues, should draw from Derrida’s discussion of teleopoiesis and friendship, in order to invoke “acts of the imagination that cross time and space with uncertain outcomes.”100 A comparative literature influenced by Derrida’s politics of friendship could, thus, offer models of “reconstellating, copying and pasting for editing, teleopoiesis.”101 The intellectuals analyzed in this book did precisely this by showing how global conversations can have local applications. The friendships discussed in this book were a balancing act between similarity and singularity, between global projects and local particularities, as they posed “questions of solidarity and community from the interstitial perspective.”102 Arvind Sharma has introduced the term “reciprocal illumination” to refer to ways in which ideas from one tradition or region can shed light on those from another.103 My argument is, foremost, that through their friendships, the intellectuals studied in this book engaged in a process of “reciprocal illumination.” At the same time, studying these collaborations brings the fields of Francophone and Slavic studies into that same process. In this way, these stories of international friendships also become stories of comparative methods, which allow us to consider the role of comparative literature in “advocating for a depoliticization of a politics of hostility toward a politics of friendship to come.”104 Thus, while I offer a lot of historical information in this book, Forgotten Friendships Page 22 →is not a traditional historiography. Rather, it is an interdisciplinary study grounded in the field of comparative literature, which uses close reading as its primary method of analysis.

To tell the story of these friendships, I read across a corpus of literary texts, archival materials, newspaper articles, interviews, and photographs in four languages: French, English, Serbo-Croatian, and Macedonian. Various official government documents—notably those from the Archives of Yugoslavia—are used in combination with secondary sources to establish historical context, as for instance of Yugoslav involvement in the Algerian War of Independence. The book’s research also relies heavily on (auto)biographies, interviews, and private correspondence. These friendships were personal and it is in personal accounts and recollections that their intimate aspect is best expressed. Furthermore, this approach, which focuses on specific figures, complements and counterbalances existing narratives of Yugoslavia and the NAM, which focus on government policy.105

Many of the personal accounts that follow are of an anecdotal nature. Here, following Jane Gallop, I strive to “think through anecdotes,” reading them for the theoretical insights they offer.106 According to Joel Fineman, the anecdote, defined as “the narration of a singular event,” is “the literary form or genre that uniquely refers to the real.”107 The anecdote has literary characteristics yet it also exceeds its literary status, thereby connecting the fictional to the historical. In fact, the anecdote is uniquely connected to history because it “lets history happen by virtue of the way it introduces an opening into the teleological, and therefore timeless, narration of beginning, middle, and end.”108 Forgotten Friendships is not a book about anecdotes per se. But it does use personal accounts of Césaire’s, Depestre’s, Senghor’s, and Kéita’s visits to Yugoslavia as well as Pečar’s time spent in Algeria, to understand what these places and friendships meant to them, personally. Furthermore, I argue, close readings of these documents uncover important theoretical insights on internationalism, solidarity, and friendship, enabling interpretive breakthroughs. Surrounding fictional texts like Césaire’s Cahier or Depestre’s Eros with other types of narratives (historical and personal), creates openings that allow for more nuanced and transnational readings of these texts. In fact, from this diverse corpus of texts and images, emerge stories of interconnected lives and intersecting geographies.

Archival, cultural, and documentary texts are thus interwoven in each chapter of this book. In Chapter One, I combine readings of Aimé Page 23 →Césaire’s Cahier d’un Retour au Pays Natal with excerpts from Martinska-Martinique, a documentary film about the friendship between Césaire and Petar Guberina, made by Zagreb-based Kenyan director Lawrence Kiiru. The focus of Chapter Two is on archival materials documenting the visits of both Prime Minister Mamadou Dia and President Léopold Sédar Senghor of Senegal, to Yugoslavia. Chapter Three alternates between a short story by René Depestre that describes his experience in Yugoslavia and an interview I conducted with him in 2017. In Chapter Four, I bring together Aoua Kéita’s autobiography with archival materials documenting her collaboration with the Yugoslav Conference for the Social Activity of Women. Finally, Chapter Five discusses the extensive photographic archive of the Algerian War of Independence found in the Belgrade Museum of African Art.

By combining the literary and archival, my aim is not merely to assess whether literary narratives correspond to their historical circumstances. Rather, reading these literary narratives in conjunction with documentary materials opens an array of new interpretations. The “autobiographical example,” as Saidiya Hartman observes, “is not a personal story that folds onto itself; it’s not about navel gazing, it’s really about trying to look at historical and social process and one’s own formation as a window onto social and historical processes, as an example of them.”109 While not all the texts mentioned here are necessarily autobiographical, this superposition of documentary and literary materials gives us new insights into both. Césaire, Depestre, Senghor, Pečar, and Kéita were writing in response to their historical conditions; their literary texts can and should be read in relation to their interviews, recollections, and personal writings. It is in these private exchanges and personal recountings that important theoretical insights frequently appear.

I thus offer close analysis of some archival documents, such as speeches delivered by Senghor during his official visit to Yugoslavia. These belong to the specific genre of diplomatic speeches but could also be read as essays, clarifying Senghor’s conceptualization of Négritude, the Civilization of the Universal, and métissage, as well as his interest in Yugoslavia. Following Yohann Ripert, I treat these speeches, as well as other archival materials, less as factual documents and more as literary texts that “open a fictional world,” searching “for meaning within the rhetorical and ideological framings that the text deploys.”110 The personal and the documentary are thus intertwined throughout this book, and together form an understudied Page 24 →archive of revolutionary friendships. Different forms of friendship are also highlighted, from individual friendships between Césaire, Senghor, Guberina, and Šopov, in the context of both Négritude and the rise of African socialism, to the edges that exist between friendship, love, and camaraderie, as manifest in Depestre’s two narratives of his experience in Bosnia (one fictional and one he offered in our interview) and the introduction of a Yugoslav antifascist revolutionary and woman, Kostandinka Crnojević. Female friendships via a network of Malian-Yugoslav connections, centered on Malian anticolonial activist and midwife, Aoua Kéita, are also explored. Finally, the book takes a culturally reversed approach by tracking a network of Yugoslavs who were considered friends of the Algerian revolution. In particular, the photographs found in Pečar’s archive position friendship at the center of Algerian revolution.

In Chapter One, Yugoslavia is shown to have represented an important detour for Césaire, who began writing his Cahier in Dalmatia, after he discovered Martinska, a local island that reminded him of his native Martinique. Yet, an analysis of this Balkan genesis of Cahier is absent from most critical interpretations of the work. In Dalmatia, Césaire viewed Europe from its periphery, and found a different Europe with which he had some things in common. His relationship with Yugoslavia, and with Guberina, allows us to understand better his internationalism, and his attempts to think across the world’s peripheries.

Léopold Sédar Senghor’s long friendships with Petar Guberina and Macedonian poet Aco Šopov anchor the following chapter. Even before he entered the Senegalese presidency, Senghor’s conceptualization of African socialism was deeply influenced by Yugoslav federalism and self-management, and this chapter presents official documents from the visits of Mamadou Dia and Senghor to Yugoslavia. There, Senghor gave a number of speeches on the importance of internationalism, solidarity, and friendship. Yugoslavia played an important role at the beginning of his political career, but also at the end, when Senghor returned to some of his initial postulates about African socialism. His visit to Yugoslavia was facilitated by Šopov, who like Senghor, was both a poet and a politician, and served as the Yugoslav ambassador to Senegal. Their relationship and collaboration shaped both of their careers.

Chapter Three focuses on Haitian poet and intellectual René Depestre, who participated in the 1947 construction of the Šamac-Sarajevo railroad in Bosnia alongside other local and international youth volunteers. This Page 25 →experience of socialist rebuilding after World War II deeply impacted Depestre, who remained attached to Yugoslavia throughout his life. Indeed, his enduring connection to Yugoslavia complicates the story of his supposed break from politics after his departure from Cuba. By combining a close reading of “La jupe,” a short story Depestre wrote regarding his experience in Yugoslavia, and an interview I conducted with him in 2017, I question the existing apolitical interpretations of his later stories.

In Chapter Four, female friendships between African and Yugoslav communists come to the fore through a focus on the Malian midwife and anticolonial activist Aoua Kéita and her friendships with Veda Zagorac and Vida Tomšič. After Mali declared independence, Kéita’s work became increasingly internationalized, in part through her work as Secretary-General of the Women’s Social Commission within the US-RDA.111 In this context, she worked with many women’s organizations, including the Yugoslav Conference for the Social Activity of Women, and official collaborations led to the development of personal friendships in some cases. Kéita’s connection with various Yugoslav women contributes to our understanding of transnational feminisms, which think and act across difference without homogenizing women as a category.

Chapter Five shines a light on the role of Zdravko Pečar and Veda Zagorac in the Algerian War of Independence and their efforts to mediatize the accomplishments of the ALN. As journalists and diplomats, they both spent years reporting from Algeria and facilitating the official aid provided by the Yugoslav government to the FLN. Furthermore, Pečar—who wrote a PhD dissertation on the history and revolutionary struggle of Algeria, which was later published as his book Algeria to Independence—organized the visit of a Yugoslav Newsreels crew to document the Algerian War. The resulting collection, which I see as an archive of friendship and revolution, counters French propaganda by representing the ALN in a different light and focusing mostly on the bonds and joy of revolution, rather than its bloody consequences.

Together, these five chapters tell the story of internationalisms untold, globalizations otherwise, and revolutionary friendships overlooked. I tell these stories in part to challenge a current of contemporary pessimism on the left that “dismisses solidarity politics and internationalist projects as intrinsically Western, elite, or liberal—as alibis for hierarchy and pathways to imperialism.”112 Gary Wilder has recently criticized this form of pessimism, which relies on “Left culturalism, presentism Page 26 →and realism.” As he describes it, Left culturalism relies on “quasi ontological claims about incommensurable lifeworlds and categorical claims about epistemological differences.”113 Any positive assessment of these internationalist projects is characterized as romanticized, naive, and foolish, hindering “our capacity to forge transversal political alignments in the service of other possible worlds.”114

I share Wilder’s view of the perils of this type of pessimism, which “perversely mirrors neoliberalism’s end-of-history triumphalism precisely when our times call for new practices of concrete utopianism in the service of new forms of Left internationalism.”115 While we should not romanticize the past or ignore the contradictions of earlier internationalist projects, it is not helpful to assume that any belief in the possibility of solidarity is naive and that any value found in historical examples is uncritical. After all, when we lack examples of history, futures are more difficult to imagine, even though past mistakes must be acknowledged if we are to avoid repeating them. By rejecting the utility of any past examples and “by identifying pessimism with radicalism, political realists seek to disparage utopian imagination as naïve about or complicit with dominant power relations.”116 Studies of solidarity projects and friendships across the Global South are necessary precisely because they challenge culturalism and pessimism. This does not mean these projects are without incongruities, or these friendships without conflict. Yet they can still widen our political horizons, both globally and locally.

This task seems particularly relevant if we are to respond to recent calls to envision a new politics of solidarity across the Global South. For instance, before his passing, Marxist scholar Samir Amin advocated for the creation of a new political organization which would amalgamate progressive and revolutionary movements worldwide and the current iteration of the global capitalist system.117 Since then, scholars have debated Amin’s call for an International Alliance of Workers and Peoples, mostly agreeing on the need to increase cooperation across the Global South, yet diverging on the organizational structure that could support this effort.118 While friendship alone may not be enough to sustain Amin’s Fifth International, I hope that the next five chapters will show the importance of nurturing friendships in the context of Global South solidarity.








Chapter One

Across Peripheries: Aimé Césaire and the Balkan Genesis of the Cahier


 

Alexandra Perisic: I’ve always found it very interesting that it was in Dalmatia (i.e., in Croatia) that Césaire started writing Cahier d’un Retour au Pays Natal [Notebook of a Return to the Native Land].1 What do you think about this?

René Depestre: I think it’s extraordinary! When he opened his window at Guberina’s parents’ house, Césaire could see out to the ocean, spotting an island in the distance…It’s up to you to tell that amazing story. The work is a masterpiece of decolonization, before Senghor and Frantz Fanon even entered the scene. It’s the most important book ever written on the phenomenon of colonialism. And it was born in Croatia!

Alexandra Perisic: Do you think there’s a historical reason for this connection?

René Depestre: Césaire was deeply attached to his friend Guberina’s country. The emotion he felt being there, and the whole Martinique island connection, would have made Aimé Césaire feel an unprecedented degree of nostalgia and rebellion.




Page 28 →This exchange—from an interview I conducted in 2017 with Haitian writer René Depestre (whose own Yugoslav story I tell in Chapter Three)—and his comment that Césaire felt “an unprecedented degree of nostalgia and rebellion” in Yugoslavia, which inspired him to write Cahier, guides the analysis in this chapter.2 The story of Cahier’s origins has been recounted in numerous studies of Césaire’s work, including in Robin D. G. Kelley’s brilliant introduction to Discourse on Colonialism.3 Yet this Yugoslav connection tends to be framed as merely anecdotal, circumstantial, and ultimately irrelevant to the meaning and form of the text in Cahier, which was written primarily in Paris.4

I have been aware of this story for many years, and for all those years it has intrigued me. Why was it in Yugoslavia, of all places in the world, that Césaire felt inspired to begin Cahier? In this chapter, I argue that this was not sheer chance, and that Yugoslavia represented an important detour for Césaire.5 Césaire’s friendship with Petar Guberina and his discovery of Martinska allowed him to see how the particularity of his experience as a member of the African diaspora could serve as a basis for solidarity with other oppressed people. His Martinican-ness, it turned out, was relevant far beyond the island, and in unexpected places like Dalmatia.

Reading Césaire through the lens of this Yugoslav detour adds another layer to existing interpretations of Cahier. Notably, it allows us to better understand Césaire’s commitment in the poem to a specific kind of universality, one that doesn’t negate the particularities of various historical experiences. To borrow from Yohann Ripert, Césaire’s connection to Yugoslavia helped him “uncover a nascent image of globality as it is grasped in the (ex-)colonies.”6 And while the accusation of racial essentialism has long followed the founders of the Négritude movement due to Jean Paul Sartre’s now famous “Black Orpheus” essay, the Yugoslav connection invites a more layered and nuanced reading of Cahier, the unusual origins of which resonate throughout its verses.7 The poem, and its view from Martinska, invites an archipelagic interpretation, underlining its transnational dimensions. When Césaire found his Martinique in Dalmatia, it struck him that the island followed him everywhere. Though Martinska is actually located on a peninsula, Césaire describes it as a separate island, pointing to the strength of his imagination. This inability to ever really leave Martinique, which reappeared in the most unusual places—such as off the coast of Croatia—inspired Césaire to explore the (im)possibility of “return” and use it to develop a more global understanding of oppression and resistance.

Page 29 →Clearly, Yugoslavia was not Césaire’s sole inspiration for Cahier, but the Balkans are woven into the background of the poem. This may seem unusual if we consider Négritude to be a movement advocating a return to a mythologized Africa. If, however, we embrace Souleymane Bahir Diagne’s conception of Négritude as a “philosophy of becoming,” marked both by an acceptance of one’s historical positioning as “nègre” and an opening toward the world, the Yugoslav connection begins to make sense.8 In fact, it is not by accident that Martinique reappeared to Césaire in Yugoslavia. As Anja Jovic Humphrey notes, it was in Dalmatia that Césaire discovered “another face of Europe;”9 which is not merely to say that he discovered a “good” Europe, as opposed to the “bad” Europe incarnated by France. Rather, he discovered Europe’s internal other, a part of Europe that was subjugated both by the East and the West, pointing to the instability of Europe and whiteness as constructs and ideologies.

This was the Europe that was home to Petar Guberina, renowned linguist and among Césaire’s closest friends. Césaire admired his work, and not surprisingly so, as Guberina’s research had shown that rhythm, intonation, and the body played a crucial role in European linguistics, despite their common association with non-European cultures. Guberina found that these attributes, ostensibly particular to non-European societies and deemed inferior by Europeans to mind and reason, were universally important to our understanding of human languages. His research thus supported Césaire’s belief that, only by embracing his own particularity, could he reach what Gary Wilder has called a “concrete universality.”10

The friendship of Césaire and Guberina is outlined in this chapter. This is followed by a reading of Cahier, inflected by its Yugoslav origins. Finally, Guberina’s research in linguistics and its relevance for the Négritude movement is discussed.


An Unusual Friendship

Aimé Césaire was born in Basse-Pointe, Martinique, in 1913. His family moved to Fort-de-France when he was still a boy, so that he could attend the Lycée Schoelcher. There in the capital, Césaire encountered the Martinican bourgeoisie, provoking a deep sense of disdain in him: “I started to hate—and I’m not using the word lightly—the Martinican society I grew up in, which was made up of the black petite bourgeoisie. I can Page 30 →still see those people, and, at a young age, I was shocked by their deep-seated need to imitate Europeans.”11 He dreamed of leaving, and soon had the chance to do so when he was awarded an educational scholarship to study at the prestigious Lycée Louis-le-Grand in Paris.

France “offered the promise of freedom, of opportunities, of hope and self-discovery.”12 In the French capital, Césaire befriended two fellow students who would become the future co-founders of the Négritude movement with him—Léopold Sédar Senghor from Senegal and Léon Damas from Guyana. Indeed, Paris in the 1930s was a meeting place for many members of the African diaspora.13 Césaire recalled the influence that Langston Hughes and Claude McKay had on him, for example, when for the first time he met Black writers whose work expressed pride in their culture, their difference, and their race. This was a revelation for Césaire, as it represented an approach so entirely contrary to that of French assimilationism.14 Césaire’s time in Paris was also shaped by the literary salon of the Nardal sisters and literary publications such as L’Étudiant noir and Légitime défense. Contributors to L’Étudiant noir expressed their resistance to colonialism and racism, emphasizing pride in their African heritage, while writers of Légitime défense were critical of both the colonial system and bourgeois values, which they viewed as perpetuating inequality and injustice. As Brent Hayes Edwards has demonstrated, these publications provided a platform for Black students and intellectuals to share their experiences and perspectives, thereby fostering a collective diasporic consciousness. This, in turn, laid the groundwork for future intellectual and political movements within the African diaspora and contributed to Césaire’s transnationalism.15

Césaire’s friendship with Senghor was equally formative, as it transformed his opinion of Africa. Before meeting Senghor, Césaire’s knowledge of the continent was reduced to colonial stereotypes that circulated in Europe and the Caribbean, portraying Africa as backward and lacking civilization and culture, as a center of barbarism that could only be corrected through the lasting influence and involvement of Europe. The Martinican bourgeoisie felt they were culturally closer to Europeans, and thus saw themselves as superior to Africans, motivating them to erase any sign of African influence on the island. But through Senghor, Césaire saw that Africa was the birthplace of multiple civilizations and concluded that the cultural link between Africa and the Caribbean needed to be revalorized.

Yet, it is another friendship from Césaire’s time in Paris, and one that is frequently forgotten, that anchors our story on the Croatian coast. Césaire Page 31 →would later say that Yugoslav Petar Guberina, who had arrived in Paris from his hometown in Dalmatia, was as important to him as Senghor. In the 1991 documentary Martinska-Martinique, Césaire noted that only a few essential encounters can change the course of one’s life, and that he had enjoyed such encounters with both Senghor and Guberina. Césaire credited Guberina for having “contributed to orienting my vision of man and my vision of history.”16 Given Césaire’s own acknowledgment of the formative nature of this relationship, it is surprising that it remains largely unexplored.

Césaire himself has offered two versions of how he met Guberina. In an interview he gave to Le Monde in 2006, Césaire claimed their vegetarianism had brought them together in a student canteen in Paris. The server had wondered out loud whether Césaire was eating only tomatoes for financial reasons, and when Césaire explained that it was a question of philosophy rather than finances, his comments were met with approval by Guberina, who was waiting in line.17 But in Martinska-Martinique, Césaire told a slightly different story, recounting that he and Guberina were in fact unable to pay for a proper breakfast in the canteen, so they chose to hide out in the table-tennis room and share stories about the poverty and misery of Martinique and Yugoslavia. Eventually, he said a third student who was also in need of a hideout joined them in the ritual, and this was how he met Senghor.18 This puts a twist on the Négritude trio we typically envision, of Césaire, Senghor, and Damas, and their shared experience with the legacy of French colonialism, and introduces a more unusual triangulation between Martinique, Senegal, and Yugoslavia.19 Guberina may have been the odd man out, but he and Césaire became inseparable, despite their differences.

One of the rare scholars to have probed deeper into the relationship between Césaire and Guberina is Anja Jovic Humphrey who, without conflating the two men, uses their friendship to draw a parallel between the Black and Balkan experiences. Analyzing the three existing prefaces to Césaire’s Cahier, written by Benjamin Peret, André Breton, and Guberina, she concludes that “Guberina…demonstrated that he knew how to listen to Césaire more carefully than the two French writers.”20 While the prefaces of Breton and Peret are imbued with exoticism, Jovic Humphrey finds that Guberina showed a greater sense of respect and solidarity with Césaire, attributing this to similarities between the Balkan and Black condition that led Guberina to better understand his Martinican friend.21

Page 32 →While this perspective is one that I have waited many years to hear, I believe there is more to be said on the topic, as the focus of Jovic Humphrey is ultimately on the Balkans and her proposal that Balkanitude, mirrored on the concept of Négritude, is a framework for understanding the region. It is my desire to approach this question from the other side: that of Césaire. For him, his friendship with Guberina was important in part because the Yugoslav introduced Césaire to the European periphery. As Jovic Humphrey has argued, this led him to conceive of two Europes. While most critics speak of a Europe in Césaire’s work, he always insisted on the fact that there were both a Europe that colonized him and a Europe that experienced domination. This second Europe was the Europe Césaire encountered in the Balkans.



Discovering Europe’s Periphery

It is precisely as a land of contradictions and transitions that Yugoslavia represented a fruitful detour for Césaire.22 This does not mean that Cahier would never have been written had Césaire not come to Yugoslavia. Perhaps, if he had visited Senegal with Senghor that summer, he would have been even more inspired. There is no way to know, and it is of no matter. I simply want to suggest that Guberina and Senghor played complementary roles for Césaire. Senghor challenged Césaire’s conception of Africa, and Guberina infused his understanding of Europe with new subtleties. In other words, Africa was no longer a cultureless tabula rasa, but Europe was also no longer its antithesis. The Balkans had become a crack in the European myth that rested on the superiority and stability of whiteness.

Césaire’s friendship with Guberina and his attachment to Yugoslavia allowed him to challenge the binary logic of the colonial worldview and build interracial solidarities in its place. For he and others, Yugoslavia became a site for the construction of what Edward Said called “adversarial internationalizations,” or transnational alliances striving to dismantle imperialism.23 And Césaire’s relationship with Guberina and Yugoslavia continued long after his first visit in 1935. Césaire attended Guberina’s dissertation defense at the Sorbonne in 1939, for example, and found the work of his friend to be revolutionary, as he was the first to show the importance of extraverbal elements to human speech.24 Then, when World War II separated them, Césaire followed events from afar as the Page 33 →Yugoslav Partisans won the antifascist struggle and the Socialist Federal Republic of Yugoslavia was formed. Césaire keenly tracked the development of Yugoslav socialism and self-management, which departed from the Soviet model.

In the 1950s, the two friends met again in Paris. Césaire was the mayor of Fort-de-France and a deputy in the National Assembly, and Guberina, who had been involved in the Yugoslav antifascist resistance, frequently visited Paris in his role as a diplomat. The two attended meetings at Présence Africaine and collaborated on organizing the First Congress of Black Writers and Artists, which took place in Paris in 1956.25 Césaire commented on this in Martinska-Martinique, explaining, “One can ask oneself, what is a Yugoslav, a Dalmatian, doing at the Congress of Black Writers and Artists? He was like a brother, one of us…”26 That same year, Césaire asked Guberina to write the preface for a new version of Cahier, to be published by Présence Africaine.27 By including Guberina’s voice in what would become the defining version of his poem, Césaire reintroduced the Balkans into Cahier, in a nod toward one of his initial inspirations.

It was also in 1956 that Césaire wrote his famous letter to the leader of the French Communist Party Maurice Thorez, announcing his departure from the party over its unwillingness to deal with the question of race, which it had merely subsumed into the universal fight of the proletariat. Yet, in his critique of existing socialist regimes, Césaire explicitly excluded Yugoslavia:


All of this authorizes the statement that, with the exception of Yugoslavia, in numerous European countries—in the name of socialism—usurping bureaucracies that are cut off from the people (bureaucracies from which it is now proven that nothing can be expected) have achieved the pitiable wonder of transforming into a nightmare what humanity has for so long cherished as a dream: socialism.28


Clearly, when this letter was written, Césaire still saw in Yugoslavia the possibility of a different socialism, one that did not follow in Stalin’s footsteps. By mentioning Yugoslavia in this way, Césaire also underlined that he was not in fact parting with Marxism and socialism per se, but with the politics and ideology of the French Communist Party, and its alignment with Stalin. He wanted to see “Marxism and communism be placed in the service of black peoples, and not black peoples in the service of Marxism Page 34 →and communism.”29 He was not advocating that colonized peoples follow the Yugoslav model, and was in fact quite unambiguous that the problem of colonized people is unique. But he also envisioned “a movement that places us shoulder to shoulder with others,”30 which Christopher T. Bonner has described as a form of “non-aligned communism.”31 Césaire’s affinity to Yugoslavia was noticed by the German newspaper Die Zeit, which that same year described Césaire as the “Black Tito.”32

It is not accidental that just as he split with the French Communist Party, Césaire asked his communist Yugoslav friend to write the preface to Cahier. The choice was a reflection of Césaire’s continued belief in the potential for another kind of socialism, for interracial solidarity, and for a changed Europe; and a gesture toward the fact that this position was present in Cahier. Though Césaire and Guberina did not share historical circumstances and experiences, seeing Europe from its periphery had allowed both to see its heterogeneity and instability, making it easier for them to undo the myth of European superiority and imagine new possibilities. When Césaire visited Yugoslavia in 1935, he discovered similarities between the European periphery and the colonized world. Dalmatia, he said, reminded him of Martinique in some ways, except that it was less green.33 Both places were “handicapped” from having been “colonized” and “underdeveloped.”34 These resemblances opened Césaire to the possibility of building interracial solidarity across peripheries, and in this sense, the Yugoslav trip was a crucial detour for him.



A Fortuitous Detour

For Martinican philosopher and writer Édouard Glissant, the detour is:


[T]‌he ultimate resort of a population whose domination by an Other is concealed: it then must search elsewhere for the principle of domination, which is not evident in the country itself: because the system of domination (which is not only exploitation, which is not only misery, which is not only underdevelopment, but actually the complete eradication of an economic entity) is not directly tangible.35


The detour is preceded by reversion, a search for the place of origin, the root, and a single identity. Once the impossibility of return is acknowledged, Page 35 →reversion is supplanted by the detour. The detour is a tactic, a ruse, “an indirect mode of resistance that ‘gets around’ obstacles rather than confronting them head on, and it arises as a response to a situation of disguised rather than overt oppression and struggle.”36

Glissant found the primary example of a detour to be Creole language. Creole evolved from French but turned the master’s language into something he could no longer understand, through a “systemic process of derision” whereby “the slave takes possession of the language imposed by the master, a simplified language, adopted to the demands of this labor (a black pidgin) and makes this simplification even more extreme.”37 It is a kind of “camouflage” that “facilitates diversion”; meaning that Creole is a language “constituted around its strategy of trickery.”38 The Antillean Creole of Martinique remains marked by this “camouflage” despite having moved beyond the need for it.

Syncretic religions, marronage, and emigration are other examples of this detour, and Glissant describes emigration as similarly marked by “concealment,” in this case “of alienation.”39 It is only once emigrants from the Caribbean arrive in France that they realize they are seen and treated differently, and only then do they discover the inescapability of racial capitalism. However, by the time they make this discovery, a return is no longer possible as they have already become too Europeanized. Emigration thus leaves one in a state of “psychic torture,” making it the perfect example of a detour, as one needs to go “elsewhere” to uncover the source of their alienation.40

There is an ambiguity to the detour, which “is not a freely chosen, rationally planned autonomous act of opposition, but neither is it simply an evasion.”41 It may leave one in a wilderness of anguish, but also “does not in any sense mean an escape from reality.” As Glissant explains, “[i]‌n the Caribbean, one of the traditional forces of opposition in complicated situations is the ruse.”42 A detour sometimes “leads nowhere” when the initial ruse “does not encounter any real potential for development.”43 Yet, it may “lead somewhere when the obstacle for which the detour was made tends to develop into concrete ‘possibilities’.”44

As Mireille Rosello has observed, authors from Caribbean islands imbue their texts with the ambiguity of endless detours. The place from which exile can be defined has been annihilated by the colonial reality. Hence, it is only retrospectively that Antillean intellectuals have been able to rediscover a homeland, by talking about people of the Antilles as Page 36 →already exiled.45 For Césaire, two detours shaped the pages of Cahier; one French, one Yugoslav, serving different yet complementary purposes. As a student in France, where Césaire met other members of the African diaspora who were aware and proud of their histories and cultures, he realized he had still not fully embraced either of these things, and moreover that his scorn for the Martinican petite bourgeoisie had not kept him from internalizing their values. In Yugoslavia, when Martinique reappeared for him in Dalmatia—a place where the downtrodden of the world gathered—Césaire discovered a Europe with which he could be in solidarity. His homeland was no longer the island where Césaire felt claustrophobic and isolated; it had become part of a global archipelago. His Martinican-ness did not condemn him to global isolation once he saw that the peripheries of the world could be joined in their fight against European capitalism and imperialism.

The French and Yugoslav detours of Césaire worked in conjunction, each offering him new opportunities for solidarity. In this way, Cahier was never a product only of “the binary space France/Martinique”;46 it was always about a world in Relation. The famous streetcar scene in Cahier illustrates the importance of the French detour for Césaire. In a Parisian streetcar, the poet encounters a group of white women sneering at a Black man, and in a moment of weakness and with a smile of recognition, sides with the women:


A comical and ugly nigger, with some women behind me sneering at him.

He was COMICAL AND UGLY,

COMICAL AND UGLY for sure.

I displayed a big complicitous smile…

My cowardice rediscovered!

Hail to the three centuries which uphold my civil rights and

my minimized blood.

My heroism, what a farce!47


The scene represents a moment of acknowledgment by Césaire of his own alienation. He becomes aware of his own bourgeois tendencies, the impulse to cast himself as an educated Black man, closer to whiteness than to “a gangly nigger without rhythm or measure.”48 As the poet “rediscovers” his cowardice, he suggests he has been in this situation before. His repetition of “comical and ugly”—a reference to Baudelaire’s poem L’Albatros—superimposes Page 37 →the words of the sneering women and those of the poet, as he realizes his alienation from the language he speaks. His sojourn turns into exile as the poet experiences “a permanent gap…between the ‘I’ and the community within which that ‘I’ temporarily finds itself.”49

Césaire left Martinique, but he didn’t leave what he hated most about it: the impossible desire to identify with whiteness. Still, as this scene in Cahier unfolds, it is clear this is not the only way to identify, and the poet recognizes he does not have to be in solidarity with the white women; that he can choose to side with “a gangly nigger.” This detour has opened the possibility of choice, allowing new solidarities to develop, and it is a first step toward subsequent verses in Cahier, such as:


I accept…I accept…totally, without reservation…

my race that no ablution of hyssop mixed with lilies could purify.50


All of Cahier can in fact be read as a movement from the streetcar scene to the moment of acceptance by the poet of his race and its vices. This is also a first step toward return. To fully accept “the hungry Antilles, the Antilles pitted with smallpox,”, Césaire must return to Martinique.51

Yet, in the summer of 1935, Césaire was too poor to return to the Antilles, so Guberina suggested he come to Dalmatia, where Guberina’s family had a small farm. This was the first trip Césaire had undertaken since his arrival in France, in 1931, and he later recounted the events of that summer as tinged with a sweet serendipity:


On his return home, [Guberina] telegraphs me: “Aimé, what are you doing in Paris? You’re bored, it’s summer, come see me in Zagreb.” I don’t have a penny to go back to Martinique, and this madman invites me to Croatia. In short, I take the train. At the end, on the quay, his family gives me an extraordinary welcome. The landscapes, the cut of the coast, the exile, the sea, everything reminds me of Martinique. And from the third floor of the house, in front of a splendid landscape that reminded me of Le Carbet, I saw a multitude of islands: “Petar, look at this one; it’s my favorite, what’s its name?” “Martinska!” “Well then, it’s Martinique, Pierrot!” In other words, for lack of money, I arrive in a country that is not mine, which I am told is called Martinique. “Pass me a sheet of paper!”: Thus I began Notebook of a Return to the Native Land.52


Page 38 →Césaire, arriving in a country that is not his, which he is “told is called Martinique,” echoes the arrival of slaves several centuries prior to an unfamiliar land they would have to make their own. I do not mean, of course, to equate Césaire’s travel to Dalmatia to the Middle Passage, but to suggest that the initial displacement continues to be reenacted not merely in obvious places like France but also in unusual ones like Yugoslavia. Long exiled from the African homeland, Césaire escapes the Antilles to study in Paris, and then wanting to leave Paris, ends up in Dalmatia. While the three displacements are not equivalent (exile, emigration that becomes exile, and travel), they complement one another, each deepening Césaire’s knowledge about Martinique and its relation to the rest of the world. When he finds Martinique in Dalmatia, when he picks it out from a group of islands, Césaire realizes that this home which is not fully his and which he tried to leave, follows him everywhere. In other words, he cannot escape being a “nègre” and he cannot escape the Antilles.

Still, enclosure into a particularity is not the only potential outcome, and in Yugoslavia Césaire experienced what Glissant has called errantry, by perceiving that “each and every identity is extended through a relationship with the Other.”53 Glissant links errantry to the concept put forth by Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari of the rhizome, which replaces the fixation on a single root with a network of Relations. The word of the errant poet, Glissant suggests, “leads from periphery to periphery”, as it “abolishes the very notion of center and periphery.”54 For Césaire, experiences in Yugoslavia (along with those in Paris) led him to appreciate that he need not build his identity solely in connection with, or opposition to, metropolitan culture. It was also possible to be in Relation with other parts of the world, including the European periphery, and share in the (differential) experience of being positioned as Europe’s Other.

According to Guberina, Césaire went to Martinska every day to write, and after some time, began reading verses to Guberina of what was to become Cahier.55 Later, Césaire remarked about how “bizarre” it was to have found Martinique in Dalmatia:


Martinique is so called because it was the island of St Martin. In other words, if I had to translate “Martinska” into French, I would say “Martinique.” And so that set off something in me, I rediscovered my own country. And since I had in my mind a poem about my return to Page 39 →Martinique, I wrote whole pages, some of the most important pages of my book or poem, Notebook of a Return to the Native Land, in Dalmatia.56


Wherever Césaire went, he found Martinique, but not quite Martinique; and he found his way there because he lacked money. This was a historical positioning that allowed him solidarity with Dalmatian youth who, as Guberina explained, went to Martinska because they were too poor to go to more expensive beaches.57 In this sense, Martinska performs in Dalmatia a similar function as the beach at the end of Paille street in Cahier, where “the village youth go astray.”58 Martinique and Martinska thus become connected as places people go when they are too poor to go anywhere else.

It is notable, too, that Césaire “rediscovered” his homeland in Dalmatia, whether by discovering it anew or by gaining a different perspective from which to understand it. From Martinska, Martinique had reappeared in Relation to Europe’s periphery. Initially, though, Césaire did not find himself on Martinska, only across from it, separated by the sea, facing it but not physically there. A sea, yet again, separating him from his homeland. And, as Césaire wrote, this “wasn’t a homecoming in a strict sense, but rather an evocation, on the Dalmatian coast of his own island.”59 He had reencountered Martinique at a distance and in translation, a haunting presence following him.

The idea for Cahier was not entirely born from Martinska, as Césaire had already been contemplating a poem about his return, but it was the inspiration for him to begin writing. Discovering the connection between Martinska and Martinique provoked feelings of familiarity and alienation, distance and proximity, inevitability and fortuity. It is not identification he felt exactly, though, as Martinska is not Martinique. He describes something similar in Cahier in the lines:


As there are hyena-men and panther-men, I would be a jewman

a Kaffir-man

a Hindu-man-from-Calcutta.60


This does not depict identification as an absolute but rather as an attempt to fight the mutual isolation of various peripheries that result from a dichotomous world built through European colonialism, a way of thinking about marginalization across difference. Years later, in Martinska-Martinique, Page 40 →an example of how Césaire thought across difference is offered when he recalls an encounter with an old woman pushing a donkey cart in a place called Žirje, explaining through laughter that the woman dropped something from her hand when she saw him, crossed herself, and exclaimed, “Vrag!” [Devil]. Césaire understood her, laughed, and responded in Serbo-Croatian, “Draga, kako znaš?” [My dear, how do you know?], before the woman ran away frightened.61

According to Francoise Vergès, the reason Césaire could laugh in this instance was because he understood that, unlike in France, this woman “could have been dumbfounded by his apparition and that her terror was caused not by hostility but by sheer surprise.”62 A lack of historical weight behind the encounter allowed Césaire to accept his condition as the “vrag” in this scenario. Yet, I would argue that the situation was a bit more complicated. It made Yugoslavia a place both where he was accepted by Guberina’s family as a son and had a racist encounter; and it is precisely the simultaneity of these experiences that makes Yugoslavia a productive detour for him. Indeed, Césaire experienced there what Europe is and what it could be. And when he wrote in Cahier, “I accept…I accept… …my race pitted with blemishes,”63 it was an echo of his, “My dear, how do you know?” from Žirje. Both moments mark his acceptance of his condition as “nègre” and his identification with all the “nègres” of the world. It is not the first time this has happened, but the Yugoslav detour underlines for Césaire the impossibility of escaping Martinique or the historically constructed experience of blackness.

Rather than deny her claim or explain himself to the dumbfounded woman in Žirje, Césaire had joyously accepted her designation of him as the devil. Still, in the next scene of Martinska-Martinique—after Guberina discusses how deeply beloved and appreciated Césaire was by the youth of Šibenik and presents the audience a picture of him and Césaire (whom he calls “Ljubo,” the Serbo-Croatian translation of Aimé) with local friends—Césaire shows viewers another photograph, taken in Martinska, and points out the “great devil with disheveled hair” next to him, Guberina.64 Given Césaire’s deftness with the French language, his repetition of “devil” here is hardly a coincidence. He has transferred the interpellation attached to him in Žirje to his friend, embracing identification with the “devil” due to his race and applying it to his white Yugoslav friend. In doing so, he de-essentializes the condition and opens it to others, not merely reappropriating Page 41 →this external designation but also redefining it, in an archipelagic manner, as an identity that allows solidarity and similarity with a young Yugoslav. Césaire also upends the situation: In a photo where he is surrounded by white, Dalmatian youth, it is not he who stands out but the local “devil with disheveled hair.”


[image: Aimé Césaire, enjoying the Martinska beach with Petar Guberina and local friends in the summer of 1935]
Figure 2.Photograph, shown in Martinska-Martinique, of Césaire and Guberina in Martinska with friends.


Two lines in Cahier stand out here as especially relevant:

and the determination of my biology, not a prisoner to a facial angle, to a type of hair, to a well-flattened nose, to a clearly Melanin coloring, and negritude, no longer a cephalic index, or plasma, or soma, but measured by the compass of suffering.65


And:


And there are those who will never get over not being made in the likeness of God but of the devil…66


Page 42 →The devil Césaire is in France, he remains in Žirje. He accepts this condition, but he refuses it as an essence, the product of mere biology. Instead, Négritude is the product of historical suffering. And while the suffering of the African diaspora remains historically specific, Négritude is, from the beginning, open to the world and all its devils, including Césaire’s friend Guberina.

In this way, the Yugoslav detour becomes a possibility, an overcoming of obstacles (the inability to travel to Martinique) that induces a more transnational vision of oppressions. The Yugoslav detour helps Césaire understand how the principle of Western European domination functions globally, in distinct yet connected ways. Michael Naas, writing about Jacques Derrida, claims the detour is always about giving and receiving, that one takes their time, hoping to get something in return. In his view, the detour is “always given with the expectation of some future taking or taking-back, the expectation of getting back on track—back on track further down the road or with a greater appreciation for the road already taken.”67 And this is true of Césaire’s detour, taken as an intermission in Martinska until he can return to Martinique.

Yet, his detour does more than bring Césaire further down the road; it uncovers other paths altogether. The binary France-Antilles space (and even the triangular France-Africa-Antilles space) expands as Césaire experiences Europe’s periphery. The Yugoslav detour encourages him to think about oppression comparatively, in relation to marginalized places that exist beyond that triangle, like the Balkans. When Césaire speaks in Cahier about “[t]‌hose who invented neither powder nor compass,”68 he gestures toward this comparative understanding of race and oppression.

Thus, Cahier is the product of two detours. It was in France that Césaire realized that being in the metropole would not solve the feelings of boredom and isolation he felt in Martinique, as he found himself in exile, in relation to the community that was supposed to receive him. His need to return to Martinique grew from the need to fight his own alienation. But first, he would visit Yugoslavia, and this would change his relationship to the return, so that he would no longer be returning to the insularity he felt as a child. He could now build a transnational vision emanating from Martinique. Césaire’s experiences of exile and errantry, of alienation and Relation, of the need to simultaneously accept one’s historical positioning and build transnational connections in the fight against European imperialism, pervade the verses of Cahier.




Cahier as an Archipelagic Text

It is generally acknowledged that Césaire wrote Cahier in reaction to the “bovarysme” he experienced among the Antillean elite, with their tireless efforts to sound, speak, and write like Europeans. Still, the place to (and from) which the poet returns in Cahier remains a topic of debate. Many have asserted that the poem represents a move away from Europe toward Africa, the original “homeland.” Raphaël Confiant, Jean Bernabé, and Patrick Chamoiseau—the founders of the Créolité movement—have argued for example that texts of the Négritude movement simply replace one externality (Europe) with another (Africa). These authors further assert that, despite seeing themselves as Césaire’s literary progeny, they view his work as “anté-créole” if not necessarily “anti-créole,” painting the picture of a linear and teleological Caribbean literary history in which Négritude was important but was merely a stage of development, and one that has been surpassed. They claim that Négritude was based in abstract generalizations more characteristic of Western than Caribbean culture, and that it proposed an essentialist vision of the world based on a white-black binary; whereas they view the Caribbean as a kaleidoscope, a space refracted and recomposed.69

This echoes the analysis of Sartre in “Black Orpheus,” which was originally published in 1948 as an introduction to Senghor’s Anthologie de la nouvelle poésie nègre et malgache de langue française.70 Sartre contends that, since Black people have been oppressed due to their race, it is through their race that they first need to affirm themselves. But this “awakening of consciousness” can only happen by way of language, and more specifically, poetry. Sartre writes that “black poetry in the French language is, in our time, the only great revolutionary poetry.”71 Moreover, in his view, Négritude is primarily a poetics; its innovation and contribution lie in the language it brings into existence. The poets of the Négritude movement speak the colonial language to destroy it, they “de-Frenchize” the words, break their usual associations, expose them and imbue them with violence. And, according to Sartre, this act of aggression brings them in proximity to French modern poets, who are equally trying to destroy the French language. Therefore, Négritude is revolutionary solely as a poetics.

By insisting so much on the poetic value of Négritude, Sartre completely erased the political dimension of the movement, out of which he argued no social revolution could come because it represented only a mere Page 44 →moment in the dialectics that arose purely as a negation of the supremacy of the white world. This would be surpassed, he said, with the abolition of race differences and the merging of colonized peoples into a universal proletariat: “The unity which will come eventually, bringing all oppressed peoples together in the same struggle, must be preceded in the colonies by what I shall call the moment of separation or negativity: this anti-racist racism is the only road that will lead to the abolition of racial differences.”72 Négritude is but a poetic halt on the way to this proletarian revolution; a halt that should be brief, because its specificity represents a danger to the universality of the proletariat. In other words, the “real” revolution can only begin when Négritude ends.

Souleymane Bachir Diagne has characterized “Black Orpheus” as a “kiss of death” that helped popularize Négritude but also forced its founders to spend most of their lives disproving Sartre.73 For his part, Césaire insisted throughout his life that Négritude was not essentialist and that its value extended beyond poetics. In a speech he gave in 1978 in Geneva, before the premiere of a Robert Cornman cantata based on Cahier, he explained his decision to write it in French rather than Creole. Black literature in French (including Cahier) can best be understood in relation to Kafka’s (and subsequently Gilles Deleuze’s) theorization of a minor literature: a literature written by a minority in a major language. Césaire offered an additional characterization, that of a pirate literature; a literature that (mis)appropriates, overturns, and redefines, but also dynamizes the language in question. This literature, particularly in the form of poetry, is both nostalgic and prophetic. It is “récupératrice de l’Être, et intensificatrice de vie”74—a redeemer of the self, an intensifier of life. In the same speech, Césaire responded to Sartre’s description of Négritude as “antiracist racism,” arguing that Négritude does not promote regionalisms and particularisms, because on the other end of difference is a universal community of men. Yet, to reach it, one must first embrace their specificity: “The principle of particularity, precisely by the fact of developing for itself up to totality, passes into the universal.”75

Since then, various critics have joined Césaire in challenging Sartre’s understanding of Négritude. Christopher Miller has claimed for example that a close reading of Cahier reveals the return in question is to the Caribbean, not Africa, while also asserting that the poem encompasses but also supersedes the (French Atlantic) Triangle as it spins out in many possible directions rather than proposing a definite return to a single Page 45 →location.76 Diagne has reframed Négritude as a philosophy of becoming that advocates for the advent of a civilization of the universal.77 Similarly, Yohann Ripert has recently suggested that “one of the most critical legacies of the poets of Négritude is their invitation to rethink the relation between colonies and metropole, challenge an imposed choice between total assimilation or national independence, and theorize a globality radiating from a vindicated margin onto crumbling centers.”78

Appreciating the origins of Cahier and understanding the text through its connection to Yugoslavia contributes further to a (re-)reading of Négritude as a movement with global aspirations, and one that moves both within and beyond the Triangle. Against the backdrop of Martinska, we can also read Cahier as an archipelagic text. Yolanda Martinez-San Miguel and Michelle Stephens position archipelagos as “spatial articulations that are based not necessarily on historico-political similarities but on the creative rearticulations promoted by connectivity and interactions.”79 Archipelagos, which are both connected and disconnected, result from human interactions, and archipelagic thinking thus “allows us to focus on comparative studies to make visible discontinuous and multifocal experiences that are sometimes historically connected but have been disconnected by national, international, transnational, hemispheric, and global frameworks.”80 Hence, reading Cahier as an archipelagic text allows us to identify its multiple departures and returns, movements inward and outward, and the ways historical fortuity and contingency are balanced out by an active attempt to build transnational connections with places like Yugoslavia.

Césaire first described Martinska as forming part of a “multitude of islands,” and it is from within this multitude that Césaire chose “the island” he liked most.81 Despite his description of his childhood in Martinique as boring, isolating, and confining, it is still this island to which he cannot and does not want to return, this island of Saint Martin, that he chooses as the most beautiful one in a series. And like Martinique, Martinska is part of an archipelago, so we are not merely in front of an island that repeats, but an archipelago that repeats. As Antonio Benítez Rojo writes, “Within the (dis)order that swarms around what we already know of as Nature, it is possible to observe dynamic states or regularities that repeat themselves globally.”82 In Dalmatia, Césaire discovers an archipelago that reaches beyond the Caribbean to reappear in the Adriatic; and there he finds the repeating rhythms of the marginal and the heterogeneous.

Page 46 →Césaire reflects in Cahier on his “non-fence island.”83 He wishes it was no longer peripheral and isolated but was joined in an archipelago, connecting it to the rest of the Caribbean, to the rest of the African diaspora, and beyond, to other marginalized islands like Martinska. Thinking across these peripheries reverses their peripheral-ness, placing them at the center of a new vision of humanity.

The repetition of the archipelago can be seen and heard in Césaire’s poetry, which has been recognized for the irregularity of its rhythm, the originality of its syntax, its array of neologisms, and its creative reappropriations of archaic and specialized vocabulary.84 He opens Cahier with the words, “At the end of daybreak…”85 and repeats this across multiple pages, each time with a new qualification:


At the end of daybreak burgeoning with frail coves, the hungry Antilles…

…

At the end of daybreak, on this very fragile earth thickness exceeded in a humiliating way by its grandiose future—the volcanoes will explode…

…

At the end of daybreak, this inert town and its beyond of lepers…

…

At the end of daybreak, the morne in restless, docile hooves…86


This anaphora marks a repetition, but with a variance. The regularity of “At the end of daybreak” unravels into something as concrete as “the hungry Antilles” or as general as “this very fragile earth.”87 The Antilles are not always explicitly named, and more frequently than not, Césaire introduces designations such as “this town,” “a street,” “the famished morne.” In this way, his repetition leaves room for indeterminacy; an uncertainty as to whether Césaire is referring to the Antilles or to somewhere else. Therefore, any movement is always a return and a departure, at the same time. His verses are both locally grounded and open to the world. Césaire is trying to reconfigure “the relationship between universality and particularity by fashioning an original Antillean modernism…simultaneously rooted and cosmopolitan.”88

The verses of Cahier arise from the specificity of the Martinican condition but quickly travel to an elsewhere (which always exists in Relation to the Antilles), making a locally grounded transnationalism possible, and this transnationalism is the result of multiple departures and returns:


Page 47 →To go away. My heart was pounding with emphatic generosities. To go away…I would arrive sleek and young in this land of mine and I would say to this land whose loam is part of my flesh: “I have wandered for a long time and I am coming back to the deserted hideousness of your sores.”

…

And again I would say:

“My mouth shall be the mouth of those calamities that have no mouth, my voice the freedom of those who break down in the prison holes of despair.”89


Back in Martinique, the poet reminisces in these verses about his initial departure from the island and the excitement he felt dreaming of his future return, when he would become the spokesperson for those who cannot speak. The goal, from the beginning, is an eventual homecoming, and a transnational vision of “those calamities that have no mouth.” Yet achieving this transnational perspective will require several departures and returns, as well as a change in perspective. Hence, a few pages later, the poet is again in Paris, in the tramway, realizing his arrogance in imagining himself as the spokesperson for his people. He cannot speak for his people, he can only speak with them; and even this is not enough. He must speak with other marginalized people, like his Yugoslav friend Guberina.

That is to say, the returns and departures of the poet occur multiple times, in multiple places. This includes Martinska, which offers additional perspective to the transnational vision Césaire is trying to construct. These multiple movements are there from the start, with his use of the phrase, “At the end of daybreak”—evoking a moment that marks a rising, a renewal, and a regeneration. Here, in early dawn, where an ending meets a beginning, this departure, too, is a return.

The end means a new world can be born, and this one destroyed, as Guberina wrote in his preface to Cahier: “In this destruction the qualities of all the races will be manifested equally and a new world will be built with the help of all the races.”90 In fact it is crucial, in Césaire’s view, that this new world be built with the help of all races, in order to move beyond the white/black dichotomy and the potential pitfalls of Black nationalism. This leads him not toward the enclosure of Martinican particularity but toward a global vision from the perspective of that particularity.91 His experiences in Yugoslavia were among those that fostered the emergence of this global vision.

Page 48 →Nick Nesbitt has proposed that Cahier is more than “a mere celebration of victorious negritude,” calling the poem, “at once the triumphant call to negritude it has always been seen as, and a measure of enormous difficulties facing its imminent realization.”92 The utopian impulse is thus balanced out by a dystopian prediction. Césaire understands both the importance of exploring Négritude as “the story of a community whose experience appears…singular with its deportations of populations, its transfers of men from one continent to another, the memories of distant beliefs, its remains of murdered cultures”93 and the risk of a “degeneration of the promise of negritude into tyranny and violence.”94 I contend that Césaire made sure his Négritude remained open to the world in part through his lifelong friendship with Petar Guberina and his attachment to Yugoslavia.

In Martinska-Martinique, Césaire recites the following verses from Cahier, which he says are characteristic of the poem as a whole:


do not make me into that man of hatred for whom I feel only hatred

for entrenched as I am in this unique race

you still know my tyrannical love

you know that it is not from hatred of other races

that I demand of myself to become a hoer for this unique race

that what I want

is for universal hunger

for universal thirst 95


In these lines, the poet acknowledges his own potential to feel both love and hatred, and in a 2008 interview, René Depestre recounted Césaire’s struggle with hatred: “…do you know what Césaire said to me? ‘You know, you will have been the best of us, because you kept the innocence of brotherhood. You, you have never known hatred’.”96 For Césaire, hatred was a simultaneously generative and destructive force, and in the verses above he has offered a prayer, a solemn request for help, an earnest wish, as if he himself did not have the agency to control this hatred. He addresses someone or something, yet who or what remains unknown. He has staged a dialectic between his own subjectivity and a collective, with which he pleads. It is only a collective effort, a collective fight, that can save him from the hatred he feels; yet the collective becomes a singular, and turns out to be the poet’s heart.

Page 49 →Surely, Césaire chose to read these verses in Martinska-Martinique for a reason. Transnational solidarities and interracial friendships like the one he shared with Guberina saved him from being overcome by hatred. And they helped him transform hatred into freedom. Of course, the European periphery played an important role in this as well. When Césaire cites universal hunger and thirst in the lines above, he invites what Wilder describes as “a utopian commitment to political imagination and anticipatory politics,” meant to “transcend the very idea of France, remake the world, and inaugurate a new epoch of human history.”97 By choosing to read those lines in Martinska-Martinique, Césaire incorporated his friend Guberina and Guberina’s Yugoslavia into his vision of a new humanity. After all, Césaire’s experience in Dalmatia, his relationship with Guberina, and his friend’s research in linguistics had all contributed to his transnational perspective.

In fact, in Martinska-Martinique, Césaire brought attention to Guberina’s 1939 dissertation defense, calling it a memorable battle. Guberina had shown that elements ordinarily associated with non-Western cultures (intonation, rhythm, body, emotion, cultural context) were crucial to the functioning of all human languages. In other words, these supposedly particular characteristics were in fact universal. It is only natural that Césaire would find this interesting, as it served as further proof that the particularity of his own experience was the path to universality.



Guberina, Linguistics, and Négritude

In 1951, Guberina became a professor at the University of Zagreb, where he established the Institute of Phonetics and the Department of Phonetics. His research resulted in the Global-Structural Audiovisual method, which transfigured the learning of modern languages, and the Verbotonal method, which revolutionized the pathology of hearing and speech. In developing the Verbotonal method, Guberina found that people with hearing impairments were unable to produce certain sounds in their mother tongue not because they lacked the physical ability to do so, but because they could not hear them. Based on his conviction that all language evolves from spoken language, and that speech is a social event, Guberina emphasized the importance of developing good rhythm, intonation, and voice quality in hearing-impaired children.

Page 50 →In Sound and Movement in Language (Zvuk i pokret u jeziku), Guberina argued that language should be studied in relation to the sociocultural context of the speaker, thus challenging the linguistic formalism that prioritizes grammar and disregards elements considered non-scientific such as intonation and rhythm.98 According to Guberina, the spoken act, in all its complexity, is vital to the study of language, privileging the oral over the written. He explains that, in any linguistic expression, two tendencies collide: “the articulated word, which sought liberation from natural necessity, and natural sound and movement (values of spoken language), which were tied to natural reality.”99 Gestures and sounds mark the human connection to nature and represent the “imitation of…movements and changes of things in nature.”100

By asserting that language still holds a direct relationship to the natural world, Guberina deconstructed binary oppositions between nature and culture, body and mind. To illustrate his theory, he employed various literary examples, including from Césaire’s Discourse on Colonialism, writing: “All the words used by Aimé Césaire are movements, hand gestures, anger expressed through movements and sounds, as if we were listening to the rhythm of syncopated music.”101 Behind each of Césaire’s words is a gesture and an emotion, notes Guberina, and not because “emotion is Negro, as reason is Hellenic” but because non-verbal elements are a part of all human language.102

I cannot entertain the validity of Guberina’s propositions, as I am no linguist, but instead seek to show why his work was so important to Césaire. And it was not only Sound and Movement in Language that resonated with Césaire; Guberina’s Connection of Linguistic Elements (Povezanost jezičkih elemenata) was also important vis-à-vis the Négritude movement. In it, Guberina argues for a holistic approach to language that is focused on the connections between different linguistic elements, as well as an interdisciplinary approach to the study of language that recognizes links to other disciplines like acoustics and experimental physics. He maintains that external reality, the reality of thought, and the reality of linguistic expression, while containing dialectical contradictions, are inevitably linked. And at the level of language itself, elements such as the predicate and the subject are connected and exist in mutual constitution.103

The relevance of Connection of Linguistic Elements to Négritude is twofold. First, Guberina’s theory about the connectivity of linguistic elements challenged racist assumptions about non-European languages, which are Page 51 →rooted in suppositions about the inferiority of these languages based on a separation of linguistic elements and an analysis of certain verbal modes and tenses that ignores their connection to other parts of the sentence. As Guberina put it, “Looking at linguistic elements from the standpoint of form, regardless of their connection with other expressive elements, leads to extracting from the ‘character,’ which is assigned to individual isolated words, and forms, the ‘character’ and type of thinking of the people who speak that language.”104

Second, Guberina rejects the classic argument that non-Europeans are more prone to concrete (as opposed to abstract) thinking, and questions the claims of linguists like Galichet, Bally, and Vendryes, who built on the work of Levy-Bruhl to conclude that “The savage…gives, for example, to spatial considerations a greater attention perhaps than our languages give to temporal considerations…. Now, time is of a higher degree of abstraction than space…”105 But it is equally important how he counters this argument, including by citing Father Placide Tempels, whose influence on Négritude has been well documented.106 Discussing Tempels’ work Bantu Philosophy, Guberina explains: “The Bantu considers everything that exists, either as an influencing force, or on the contrary as an influenced force, foreign to his life or linked to his life…. In Europe, we conceive of things separately, without connection, independent from one another.”107 Yet, Guberina’s argument is slightly different from that of Tempels, for the Yugoslav is not claiming that the European and Bantu conceptions of the world are diametrically opposite yet should be valued equally, he is claiming that the Bantu conception of interdependence exists within European languages, which do not reflect those vaunted European sensibilities of independence and separation. In other words, this Bantu particularity is in fact universal, and studying African languages reveals universal truths about all human language. Particularity is the path to universality; this is a position that Guberina and Césaire shared.

In the view of Césaire, Guberina and he led parallel lives. They were true contemporaries—he born in June 1913 and Guberina in May—and neither could contemplate his life without evoking the other. In Martinska-Martinique, Césaire claimed that both as a poet and a politician, he had always remained loyal to the values he and Guberina shared. These values had led them into the same fight, he said, for humanity at large.108

It had been both Yugoslavia and Guberina who had reminded Césaire that the ideas he fought for were indeed universal. His Yugoslav detour Page 52 →was among multiple displacements that shaped Cahier, but when Césaire arrived in Dalmatia only to encounter Martinique, the surprise of rediscovering this island, which reappeared for him in the most unusual places, inspired the poet to explore the (im)possibility of return and use this as the basis for a more global understanding of oppression and resistance. He saw that Négritude was open to the world and needed to remain so. He saw the possibility of a different socialism, of an interracial solidarity, of a different Europe. And he saw that he could only fully understand and fight European imperialism by thinking across and in Relation to the world’s many peripheries. Even so, he knew he first needed to understand and embrace his own historical positioning. He needed to return.








Chapter Two

A Tale of Poets and Politicians: Léopold Sédar Senghor, African Socialism, and Yugoslav Federalism


 

Africa is a part of my life, both culturally and emotionally. When I first set foot on African soil in 1961, when Senghor invited me to celebrate Senegal’s independence, that was the greatest experience of my life.1



 
—Petar Guberina



The greatest experience of his life, Petar Guberina writes, was his trip to the African continent. It was with Aimé Césaire that Guberina had visited their mutual friend, Léopold Sédar Senghor, who had become the President of newly independent Senegal the year beforehand. In fact, Guberina is the bridge between the Yugoslav stories of Césaire and Senghor. During his visit to Yugoslavia in 1975, Senghor explained that his attachment to the country dated back to his student days in Paris: “I too had, as was the fashion in the Latin Quarter in the 1930s, my crisis of Slavophilia, favored, it is true, by the frequentation of a Yugoslav comrade, Petar Guberina, who has since become one of the greatest linguists of our time.”2

Senghor’s relationship with Yugoslavia and his friendship with Guberina continued beyond the 1930s, as he closely followed the development Page 54 →of Yugoslav federalism and self-management. In the Yugoslav system, Senghor saw an important method (and here, following Senghor, I make a distinction between method and model) vis-à-vis his own conceptualizations of socialism and federalism, which were intertwined in his thinking. Senghor’s interest in Yugoslavia stretched from the time he met Guberina in the 1930s through to his vision of a democratic federal French Union (and later, the short-lived Mali Federation). His interest and proximity to Yugoslavia reemerged in the 1970s, when Senghor developed a friendship with Macedonian poet Aco Šopov, who served as the Yugoslav ambassador in Senegal from 1971 to 1975. Thus, when Senghor visited Yugoslavia in 1975, he hoped to expand economic, political, and cultural cooperation between the two countries. But this visit would also prove important to Senghor as he attempted, toward the end of his political career, to reinvigorate his theory and praxis of African socialism.

Criticisms of Senghor have emphasized both the essentialism of his thought and the neocolonialism of his policies. As Gary Wilder writes, “Images of him as a racial essentialist, servile Francophile, and neocolonial comprador informed scholarship long after the political conditions that generated them disappeared.”3 Among the sharpest critiques came from Frantz Fanon who characterized Senghor as a “colonial intellectual” and protector of the “Greco-Roman pedestal.”4 Recently, however, several studies have attempted “to revisit Senghor’s political project from the perspective of the postwar opening and think with him about that openness.”5 This chapter builds upon those studies.

Though Yugoslavia was certainly not the primary influence on Senghor’s political thinking, it did play an important role in shaping his views. This has not been analyzed in depth, despite the fact that Senghor’s Yugoslav story contributes to our overall understanding of his version of African socialism as well as his interest in internationalism, which was an element of Négritude as he conceived it. From the beginning, Senghor’s internationalism extended beyond the Francophone world or even that of the African diaspora. His was a vision of “social interdependence and cultural reciprocity as the basis for new forms of transcontinental solidarity and postnational democracy.”6 In this context, Yugoslavia was an influential example of a different type of socialism, one that did not follow the Soviet model. Hence, Yugoslavia was a part of Senghor’s vision of an interconnected Global South and a more just international economic order. The Yugoslav story of Senghor is one of two originators of Négritude (he Page 55 →and Césaire) and two Yugoslav intellectuals (Guberina and Šopov), bound by friendship, solidarity, global perspectives, and local initiatives.

In the following section, I discuss the importance that the concepts of “balkanization” and “federation” held for Senghor. I then focus on two official visits to Yugoslavia, by Mamadou Dia (Senghor’s prime minister) in 1961 and Senghor in 1975, that played an important role in Senegalese politics.


Balkanization, Federation, and African Socialism

Senghor was a man of many interests and talents. While he remains widely recognized as one of the founders of the Négritude movement, he was not only a poet, but a teacher, a statesman, and more. Indeed, after becoming the first African agrégé in France, Senghor worked as a teacher in Tours and then as a professor of African languages and civilizations at the École Nationale de la France d’Outre-Mer. He was then drafted at the beginning of World War II, and was captured by the Nazis in 1940, spending two years as a prisoner of war in Germany.7

Following the war, Senghor returned to Paris as one of Senegal’s two deputies to the National Assembly in 1946, elected on the socialist ticket. In 1948, he founded the Senegalese Democratic Bloc and was reelected as that party’s candidate in 1951. Senghor did not advocate independence for Francophone West Africa, calling instead for a democratic federation involving France and its former colonies. When it became clear that France was not moving in this direction, Senghor joined with the leaders of French Sudan, Dahomey, and Upper Volta to create the Mali Federation in 1959. Upon dissolution of the Federation the next year, Senghor became President of an independent Senegal; a position he would hold until the last day of 1980, when he voluntarily retired after two decades in power.

In Senghor’s early political writings, he makes few references to Yugoslavia explicitly, but mentions “balkanization” rather prolifically. Though balkanization was originally used to refer to the processes of dissolution and disintegration that took place within the Ottoman and Habsburg empires during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, the term was later adopted by many African political theorists. In fact, historian Benyamin Neuberger argues that it became “a basic part of the phraseology of modern African nationalism.”8

Page 56 →It was Kwame Nkrumah, an anticolonialist who would later serve as President of Ghana, who was among the first to apply the term balkanization to postcolonial Africa. Nkrumah contended that balkanization has historically led to the creation of small, weak nation-states which remained politically and economically dependent on European imperial centers. But Neuberger highlights a contradiction in this negative view of the term from the perspective of African nationalists, noting that “the same arguments against the partition of Eastern Europe could have been—and, indeed, were—raised against the dissolution of the British and French Empires in Africa. It is fair to assume that their dislike of the concept of ‘balkanisation’ rests on a misreading of modern European history.”9

According to Neuberger, Senghor in particular employed the term with some ambivalence. The first time he used it was in 1956, to express his opposition to legal changes that threatened the future of French West Africa.10 Then, in 1958, when Guinea voted “non” in de Gaulle’s plebiscite on the French Community, Senghor considered this an act of balkanization because it unraveled his hopes of reconstituting French West Africa.11 After independence, he argued similarly that the separate states of Senegal, Guinea, Upper Volta, Ivory Coast, Benin, Mauritania, and Niger were the consequence of African balkanization. Neuberger posits that these postcolonial developments “led Senghor to confuse the concept of the nature of the status quo with the revisionist process designed to change it. He cannot decide whether balkanisation is a present condition or a future danger.”12 Yet, I propose there is no such contradiction in the thinking of Senghor, who vociferously defended federalism throughout his political career, both as an inter- and intra-continental project. As Senghor saw it, Africa faced different stages of balkanization at different points in time, making it both a present and a future threat.

In other words, Senghor’s negative use of the word balkanization is not the result of a misreading of modern European history. Quite the contrary. Indeed, I suggest that Senghor did not view balkanization in a metaphorical way, as a term that refers to any process of fragmentation dissociated from the region where it originated. Senghor had a certain affinity for the Balkans and an interest in the region’s history, and had concluded that “balkanization” may have delivered independence from colonial rule but it had not delivered freedom. And, if balkanization had been an impediment to freedom, Yugoslav-style federalism represented a possible solution. This is why Senghor followed the development of Yugoslav socialism so closely.

Page 57 →In the summer of 1955, at the request of then Prime Minister Edgar Faure, Senghor had organized a commission to propose modifications to the French Constitution of 1946. In the resulting report, he argued for a democratic federation between France and its former colonies “of the type of the Strasbourg Consultative Assembly, the Nordic Council or the Balkan Union.”13 The Balkans appear here not merely as a warning, but also as a positive model. In fact, every time Senghor mentions balkanization, he cites Yugoslavia as a counterpoint. This duality between balkanization as a threat and the Balkans (specifically Yugoslavia) as instructive continued to mark Senghor’s political thought over time.

A year later, in the wake of passage of the Loi Cadre—which granted increased territorial autonomy to French colonies in Africa—Senghor published an article entitled “Balkanisation ou fédération” (“Balkanization or Federation”). He opposed the law, which made a democratic union between France and its former colonies unlikely.14 As Senghor saw it, the Loi Cadre “was not a serious attempt to refigure France as a federal republic. Instead, it devolved power to discrete African territories in ways that reinforced the integrity of the sovereign metropolitan state.”15 Senghor positions balkanization and federation in opposition to one another and asserts that a federation is the only solution to balkanization.

He continued to develop this argument in a heated discourse against the Loi Cadre in the French National Assembly, suggesting that the dissolution of French West Africa and French Equatorial Africa (the two colonial-era federations of French territories) would lead to a centralization of the power of the metropole and the creation of balkanized African states in conflict with one another. By linking individual African territories directly to France, Senghor claimed the Loi Cadre made them dependent on the metropole and precluded the possibility of an African federation.16 He insisted that the colonial-era federations were no more artificial inventions than the individual territories within them, as ethnic groups were spread across these territories; partitioned by borders that Senghor believed had been put in place to prevent “natural” solidarities across the African continent and separate people who were “linked by everything, not only economic structures, but also race, culture, administrative organization and political aspirations.”17 In his view, the goal of the Loi Cadre was to replace existing affiliations with “the powers of the High Commissioner, but exercised by the State, that is to say, in fact, by the metropole. As if we could make people happy without their active participation!”18

Page 58 →It was clear to Senghor that the people of Africa would do everything possible to maintain “these natural solidarities that they want to deprive us of.” Meaning, Africans would oppose the balkanization of Africa.19 Yet, here again, Yugoslavia appears, invoked by Senghor to remind the Assembly that balkanization can be reversed:


[I]‌n 1957, in the 20th century…the strongest states and empires are federal in structure: the USA, the USSR, India, Canada, Brazil, West Germany, Yugoslavia and, closer to us, England who is about to grant independence to the Gold Coast within the Commonwealth, which has ceased to be British. The idea of a federation frightens some members of the Assembly. But, my dear colleagues, to federate is not to separate. To federate, in the etymological sense of the word, is to bind, but without suffocating; this is too often forgotten.20


As Senghor explained, to federate is to collaborate with others while maintaining one’s own specificity. He was inspired by global examples of federalism, which he believed could be adapted to the conditions of the Francophone world. Nevertheless, and despite Senghor’s objections, France dismantled French West Africa in April 1959. Individual African territories would be connected to France through a series of bilateral agreements instead.

Given this new context, Senghor moved pragmatically toward efforts to establish a socialist African federation. In January 1959, at a meeting in Bamako, representatives from Senegal, Sudan, Upper Volta, and Dahomey agreed to join a new federal state that would be an autonomous member of the French Community. When Dahomey and Upper Volta withdrew from the plan, Senghor and Sudanese leader Modibo Keïta stayed the course and co-founded the Mali Federation. They also co-led the Parti de la Fédération Africaine (Party of the African Federation, or PFA), which advocated “a Negro-African Nation, freely associated with France.” At the Constitutive Congress of the PFA in July 1959, where Senghor pushed for a federation, he continued to warn of the risk of balkanization.21 He framed balkanization in Africa as both a political and economic problem, emphasizing that “if the balkanization of French-speaking black Africa were to continue, [industrialists] would have to close the doors of their factories.”22

As far as Senghor was concerned, the development of African economies was impossible without an influx of capital and an integrated Page 59 →market. If limited to their national territories, these economies would operate within the imposed constraints and highly uneven power dynamics of global capitalism, which would reduce them to exporting natural resources. And if France was no longer politically linked to its former colonies, it would have no incentive to uphold economic agreements benefiting African countries at its own expense. Senghor was convinced that only a strong regional market, and equitable trading and investment agreements with the former metropole, could save Africa from underdevelopment.

To fully understand Senghor’s federalism and his fear of balkanization, it is important to examine the way that politics and economics were intertwined with culture in his thinking. Senghor viewed true independence as an independence of the mind and spirit. It was through art and culture, he believed, that the potential of people could be realized: “A people is not truly independent when, having acquired nominal independence, its leaders import…institutions—political, economic, social, cultural—which are, elsewhere, the natural fruits of geography, of history, of race.”23 In other words, the role of political independence is to create the conditions for cultural independence, not the other way around. Senghor envisioned a central role for culture in the postimperial world. His effort to use art and culture to cultivate a sense of community and solidarity among African nations and the global African diaspora is notably visible in the elaborate and costly First World Festival of Negro Arts, organized in 1966 in Dakar.24

However, from the time it became clear that decolonization was a possibility, Senghor feared that political independence would be merely nominal, and would not lead to economic and cultural independence. Colonial economies had long been concentrated on exports, and individually, they were neither large enough nor diverse enough to satisfy the needs of their populations. Newly independent African states would remain economically and politically dependent on the former colonial power, but this relationship would be restructured so that these nascent states had no means to demand accountability.

Senghor’s argument in favor of a federalization resembles that of Césaire in support of departmentalization. They both believed France was indebted to its former colonies and that the only way it would be convinced to repay this debt was in the context of a democratic union in which former colonial subjects could exert equal rights. This was a practical and an ideological stance, grounded in the belief that the recognition of former Page 60 →subjects as equal fellow citizens would transform both France and its former colonies. To borrow from Gary Wilder again, Senghor was sure that Africans could “decolonize France;”25 and in the context of a federation, that the metropole would be obliged to engage in resource distribution and invest in the economic development of its former colonies. Senghor felt this political structure would best protect Senegal from economic obligations that may detract from a focus on cultural revitalization. In this way, political independence was not an end for Senghor, but a path toward cultural and spiritual freedom.

Négritude, which Senghor has described as “the sum of the cultural values of the black world as they are expressed in the life, the institutions and the work of black men,” thus appears as an antidote to balkanization.26 Politics, economics, and culture are mutually reliant, and a federation is simply the political confirmation of already existing connections. In the case of the African continent, it is these links that Senghor believes can counter neocolonial attempts to maintain its dependence. And in much the same way that he understood balkanization, he considered Négritude to reflect an existing reality as well as an attempt to build that reality.

Scholarly discussions of Senghor’s federalism are frequently separated from those of his socialism, mostly because “his commitment to African socialism is often regarded as a superficial or opportunistic state ideology rather than a considered engagement with Marx’s writings.”27 Yet federalism and socialism were inseparable for Senghor, and he considered them two of the three pillars—along with democracy—of an ideal political arrangement. He envisioned a federation that included France and its former colonies but did not cater to the interests of investors and corporations. In fact, the socialist policies he supported could not be implemented outside a federation, as it was only a larger internal market that could safeguard against the instabilities of the global economy. In his 1959 report to the Constitutive Congress of the PFA, he cited Yugoslavia as a model:


The federal structure—decentralization and deconcentration—will be extended, within the framework of the federated state, to regional and communal entities, including in the economic and social domains. The Yugoslav structures, adapted to our realities, will serve us, in this case, as a model. Thus, we will fill the void that currently exists between the federated state and the village.28


Page 61 →To be clear, it is not my goal to list every reference Senghor made to balkanization and Yugoslavia, but to show that Senghor’s interest in the region was historically and ideologically informed. He did not conceive of balkanization as a term “detached from the context of international relations.”29 In fact, Senghor saw similarities between historical events that had taken place in the Balkans and those he anticipated on the African continent. When Senghor wrote his report to the PFA in 1959, the Yugoslav federation encompassed six republics, and multiple languages, religions, and ethnicities. Tito’s government was also developing the politics of non-alignment and offering support to struggles for decolonization across Africa. Both Senghor and Mamadou Dia (a protégé of Senghor who became Vice-premier of the Mali Federation and then Prime Minister of Senegal) were keenly interested in this combination of federalism and self-managed socialism.

While Senghor believed that any model would need to be adapted to local realities, his interest in Yugoslavia was concrete and specific in terms of its workers’ cooperatives, its large rural population, and its efforts to build its own socialism. In Senghor’s view, socialism is a method, a manner of organizing society that inevitably varies from context to context. What he drew from the Yugoslav experience were ideas about how to adapt Marx to local circumstances. It mattered little that the circumstances in Yugoslavia and Senegal were so different, as it was the method of adapting socialism to meet local needs that interested Senghor.

In this manner, Yugoslavia became the paradigm of method for the Senegalese President. This is important for two reasons. First, it demonstrates the importance of the Yugoslav model to emerging postcolonial countries that were looking to pave their own socialist futures. And second, it points to transnationalities in Senghor’s African socialism that remain to be explored. The specificity of his African experience did not preclude Senghor from looking outward, which is why one of Dia’s first official trips as Prime Minister of newly independent Senegal was to Yugoslavia.



Mamadou Dia, Senegalese “animation rurale,” and Yugoslav Self-management

Dia’s trip took place soon after independence, before his split with Senghor and subsequent imprisonment. Senghor’s later visit was partly inspired by his friendship with the Macedonian poet Aco Šopov, who had arrived Page 62 →in Senegal in 1971 as the Yugoslav ambassador. These two journeys were bookends of a sort. Dia and Senghor had turned toward Yugoslavia as their government took shape in the early 1960s and they attempted to formulate and implement African socialism. And in 1975, as Senghor was nearing the end of his political career, having released Dia from prison one year prior, he was rethinking the direction of the country and turned back to one of his early inspirations.

Dia’s 1961 visit was initiated in June of that year, when the Yugoslav State Secretariat for Foreign Affairs sent an urgent memo to President Tito, informing him that Prime Minister Mamadou Dia was requesting a visit of a private nature, primarily in order to visit industrial and agricultural cooperatives. Dia had already expressed his desire to visit Yugoslavia the year before, as the Senegalese ambassador in Paris conveyed to his Yugoslav counterpart.30 Yugoslav officials were initially reluctant to consent to a meeting; they found Senghor to be more conservative than some other African allies, like the Guinean Sékou Touré, as Senghor remained too attached to France and continued to defend certain French neocolonial interests in Senegal. Yet, the Senghor-Dia government appeared to be stable, and since both Senegalese leaders had expressed an interest in Yugoslav self-management, the Yugoslav government extended a “semi-official” invitation to Dia.31 He was to be welcomed by Slovenian economist and father of Yugoslav self-management Edvard Kardelj.

Dia’s main objective was to replace Senegal’s export-based economy with a more equitable alternative. He and Senghor wanted “to link a socialist program for local self-management and humane economic development to the transformation of imperial France into a federal democracy.”32 Central to Dia’s understanding of African socialism was a policy of “animation rurale,” whereby rural schools would be opened, and local teachers would also act as local leaders, encouraging people to take charge of their communities and join peasant cooperatives. These cooperatives were “simultaneously to be the site of educational activities, the liberation of the peasantry, and the realization of development.”33

In a series of interviews later given by Dia’s former chief of staff Roland Colin to commemorate sixty years of African independence, Colin explained that Senghor and Dia had envisioned the transformation of the economy taking place over four years, building from the establishment of 750 cooperatives in the first year. Colin also claimed that this had been at the heart of the conflict between Senghor and Dia, which ended with Page 63 →Dia’s imprisonment in 1962. According to Colin, their falling out had been manipulated by opponents of Dia, who sought to remove him from power before three-quarters of peanut production—which constituted Senegal’s biggest export—was placed under the control of agricultural cooperatives.34 They did so largely by playing the two leaders off each other, portraying Dia as increasingly radical and Senghor as a more reasonable moderate.

When Dia turned toward the east in the second year of Senegal’s planned economic transformation, seeking inspiration and support most notably from Yugoslavia, his visit to the Balkans occurred within the context of increased criticism of his supposed radicalism. This was matched by growing pressure on Senghor to adopt a more moderate approach.35 As Colin saw it, Dia believed Yugoslavia was his biggest ally against both internal opponents and the Soviet bloc, which advocated for stronger centralization.

It should be noted that Senghor and Dia saw an important difference between Senegal and Yugoslavia, in that they considered traditional rural communities in Senegal already organized according to socialist principles.36 Historian Mamadou Diouf characterizes this as a problematic preconception, however, because it ignored the hierarchies inherent in those communities.37 In any case, Dia visited various rural cooperatives and self-managed factories in Yugoslavia. Upon returning to Senegal in August 1961, he sent an official telegram to the Yugoslav government confirming that a Senegalese mission would arrive in October to sign economic and technical cooperation agreements. Unfortunately, it was not long after this that Dia was accused of staging a coup against Senghor and sentenced to life imprisonment. And, while various Senegalese delegations visited Yugoslavia after his 1961 trip, bilateral cooperation remained underdeveloped until Senghor’s visit in 1975; and was reignited at that time in part by his friendship with the poet Aco Šopov.



Between Poetry and Politics: Senghor and Šopov

Thanks mostly to Šopov, Senghor remains a “household name in Macedonia” to this day, according to Ljubica Spaskovska.38 In fact, while serving as the ambassador in Senegal, he translated a selection of Senghor’s poetry into Macedonian, which was released in 1975, the year Senghor visited Yugoslavia. Šopov also published a collection of his own poetry, The Song of the Black Woman (Pesna na crnata žena) in 1976, inspired by his Page 64 →stay in Senegal.39 The fact that the two men became friends is not entirely surprising, as there are many similarities between them: both grew up in small villages, fought in World War II, and were proponents of socialism and federalism, and both had taken the path from poet to politician.

Šopov, who was born in the Macedonian village of Štip in 1923, joined the antifascist struggle of the Yugoslav Partisans at the age of nineteen. Much of his poetry deals with experiences he had in World War II, especially the death of his lover and fellow Partisan, Vera Jocić. After the war, Šopov became active in Yugoslav cultural and political life, in the fields of journalism and publishing. He co-founded the Macedonian Academy of Sciences and Arts in 1967, and was awarded the prestigious AVNOJ prize three years later.40

In 1961, Šopov was involved in establishing the Struga Poetry Evenings, an international poetry festival held annually in Macedonia. Over the years, the festival has honored a diverse group of poets with its “Golden Wreath,” including Pablo Neruda, Mahmoud Darwish, Allen Ginsberg, and, in 1975, Léopold Sédar Senghor. It is easy to draw parallels between the way Šopov and Senghor thought about both poetry and politics. In one of his many interviews, for example, Šopov defined the role of the poet in the following terms:


The poet is an explorer. But an explorer of a particular kind. He searches for something there, something that does not exist in the natural order of things, uncovering their deeper and lasting meaning. A poem exists precisely because it does not exist in that order. Otherwise, it becomes a bare fact with no artistic value.41


This overlaps with Senghor’s distinction between the “raison-étreinte” (reason-embrace) and the “raison-oeil” (reason-eye), wherein the raison-oeil is the discursive and analytic reasoning that underlies Aristotelianism and Cartesianism, and the raison-étreinte is rooted in intuition.

Such a perspective erases the line between subject and object, intelligence and emotion, so that we experience, in Senghor’s words, “the lived identity of knowledge and the known, the lived and the thought, the lived and the real.”42 Whereas discursive reason places the object at a distance and analyzes it as a function of its parts, intuitive reason considers the object in its totality; whereas discursive reason fixes an object in a moment and strips it from its internal movement, intuitive reason espouses a reality Page 65 →of constant and dynamic change. Facts and matter—objects of discursive reason—are superficial, and only intuition can grasp reality in all its depth. This grasping at an ever-changing reality was central to Šopov’s writing as well: “The poem is not only the consciousness of existence,” he noted, “it is also the consciousness of itself, and that is why it affirms and realizes itself in a constant collision—with reality and with itself. In other words, it is the awareness of an ever-changing human reality and of one’s own being.”43

Šopov also emphasized the difference between a superficial, static reality and a world in constant movement, much as Senghor did, arguing that the role of poetry is to capture the movement of the poet and his world. Šopov’s understanding of poetry was deeply influenced by his time in Senegal and by Senghor himself, who helped the Macedonian better appreciate the rest of the world and his own origins. In 1976, he explained:


Africa—for example—had a huge impact on me: it was, above all, an incredible discovery. I went there with completely misguided notions, even though I had prepared in order to make the encounter as painless as possible. For my “discovery” of black Africa, I owe the most to the rich poetry of Leopold Senghor. He taught me more about Africa than the countless books I read! From beliefs, legends, stories, he managed to create poetry that is a true poetic universe. He viewed the whole world through one small, unknown Senegalese place—his birthplace.

For me, Senghor is one of the greatest poets of the modern world and a great example of what poetry means: how much it has to say to a man, no matter how much he is, at first glance, a foreigner and a stranger. I learned a valuable lesson from that: if a person wants to better understand themselves, their country, and their people, they must also understand others. And secondly: when you view yourself and your environment from a different perspective, say from an African one, many surroundings that oppress you at home become much more understandable, some completely different. And poetry, in both cases, plays an unimaginably significant role!44


Senghor played a similar role for Šopov as he did for Césaire, introducing them both to the cultural and social complexities of the African continent. Šopov admired Senghor’s ability to conceptualize at a global level from a local vantage point, and became convinced that gaining self-knowledge required seeing oneself through the eyes of others. In this sense, the Page 66 →two poets shared the belief that local specificities were not an impediment but a precondition to transnational solidarity, and that learning and interacting with others did not mean losing oneself in a faceless universality. The influence of Senghor (and Senegal) on Šopov can be clearly seen in The Song of the Black Woman, which includes “In the Dream of the Black Woman”—a rather explicit homage to Senghor’s “Femme Noire”:


Your body a black olive,

The darkest bronze, the deepest sound,

The sound of your ancestors’ tam-tam, from their

             Ancient bark.45


Still, even if Šopov’s Senegal-inspired poetry was meant to offer a deeper understanding of the continent, it mobilized many stereotypically exotic elements, evoking the sensuality of the Black woman, the sounds of the tam-tam, and the wilderness of the African landscape (as did some of Senghor’s poetry). This speaks in some ways to the liminal position of Yugoslavia vis-à-vis the Global South. Indeed, like many other Yugoslav intellectuals and politicians, Šopov proclaimed an affinity with postcolonial nations around the world but reproduced stereotypes that reflected the gaze of the colonizer. Yugoslavia was, after all, a part of Europe, and Yugoslavs were influenced by European discourses and ideologies. In this context, Šopov’s thinking wavered, between the exoticism seen in some of his poetry and efforts to legitimize and convey the universality of Négritude as both a philosophy and an aesthetic. At times, he described Senghor and the Négritude movement with reverence:


A spiritual world, located in a small geographical area such as the land of the Serer in Senegal, grows before our eyes in a world of universal dimensions and universal significance. With the magic of the poetic language, Senghor transforms this world into a singular poetic universe, close and accessible to everyone.46


Only poets like Senghor, Šopov contended, “can dive into the immense depths of the soul and the spiritual world of their homeland, and emerge from it with messages for all humanity.”47 He considered Senghor’s poetry to be powerful not because he had forsaken the specificity of Senegal but because he had conveyed that specificity in universal terms.

Page 67 →Šopov’s deep attachment to Senegal, and to the thinking and poetry of Senghor, is perhaps most evident in his own writing. Here, he conjures his own hometown in Macedonia and Senghor’s in Senegal:


Štip and Joal,

One under the Isar,

the other by the ocean.

Same loves,

same stirrings

same poetic dreams and torments.48


In Šopov’s mind, there was a parallel between these two remote villages on opposite sides of the globe, and this led him to play a crucial role in organizing Senghor’s visit to Yugoslavia.49 It is worth analyzing several speeches Senghor gave while he was there, as well as a project that was realized as a result of his visit: the founding in Senegal of a school for hearing-impaired people, with instruction based on Petar Guberina’s verbotonal method. These speeches and this project reflect Senghor’s understanding of internationalism, solidarity, and perhaps surprisingly, even Négritude. In fact, Senghor’s embrace of both Négritude and African socialism were no impediment at all to his commitment to internationalism, because he believed that it was only through cooperation across the Global South that either could be realized.



Diplomacy, Culture, and Rhythm: Senghor in Yugoslavia

In June 1975, Ambassador Šopov sent an official memo from the Yugoslav Embassy in Senegal, informing the Secretariat for Foreign Affairs that President Senghor had enthusiastically accepted an official invitation to visit Yugoslavia in August, to meet with President Tito and be honored with the Struga Poetry Evenings Golden Wreath.50 A subsequent telegram conveyed Senghor’s request to receive the French translations of Tito’s works in advance of his visit, particularly those in which “the thoughts of Marx and Lenin are elucidated and applied to Yugoslav conditions.”51 Senghor’s travel to Yugoslavia had in fact been in the works for quite some time, as the Secretariat for Foreign Affairs had suggested in February 1974 that Tito officially invite the Senegalese President, who had Page 68 →repeatedly expressed an interest in visiting.52 Thus, while he was in the country in August 1975, an exhibit at the Belgrade National Library featured sixty of Senghor’s own works, thirty photos of life in Senegal, and three films—depicting Senghor’s private life, his public life in Senegal, and the First World Festival of Negro Arts.53 Šopov’s translation of Senghor’s poetry was also released for the occasion.54

It is not entirely surprising that Senghor’s interest in Yugoslavia had been renewed in 1974, which was quite an eventful year; first and foremost because Mamadou Dia had been pardoned and released from prison. After Dia’s imprisonment in 1962, Senghor had turned to prioritizing the construction of infrastructure, funded mostly by French capital, no longer burdened by concerns that Dia’s economic radicalism and African socialism would alienate the French business class and the local Muslim brotherhood, leaving Senegal without the capital it desperately needed to fund development. Hence, Senghor limited African socialism mostly to “the use of advanced European-style technology by Africans who respected their own traditional culture.”55

The Senegalese economy remained focused on the export of groundnuts in the early 1970s, which kept it dependent on fluctuating prices within the global market. As a result, Senghor relied heavily on French development aid, technical expertise, and private investment, so that there was “a division of labor whereby the French ran the economy and the Senegalese the government.”56 The government had adopted policies favored by French companies, making it a trusted ally of the French state, but most of the French profit made in Senegal was repatriated, only marginally benefiting the local economy or population. By the 1970s, these dynamics combined with a series of droughts that negatively affected groundnut production, significantly slowing the country’s economic growth. Student protests in 1972 and 1973 elevated demands for more transparency from the government, better educational opportunities, and an end to the privileges enjoyed by the French business elite.57

Support for Senghor and his vision of African socialism began to decline. To people concerned with trying to make ends meet, “and particularly to the leaders of the towns who felt they did not get the power and respect they deserved, Senghor’s continued emphasis on the arts and culture and an African socialism that seemed in reality to favor French business sounded increasingly hollow.”58 Senghor responded to his obviously waning popularity by making policy changes, in an effort to “rehabilitate Page 69 →himself through democratic reforms.”59 He ratified a new constitution, reinstituted the post of prime minister, legalized trade unions, and held open elections.60 According to Senghor’s biographer Janet G. Vaillant, “Senghor’s final political wish was to commit Senegal firmly to representative democracy…[and] reestablish his position as a democratic socialist.”61 It was in this context that Senghor developed his friendship with Šopov and expressed his desire to visit Yugoslavia.

Without overstating the role played by Yugoslavia in Senghor’s thinking, it does seem that Senghor returned in the 1970s to some of his earlier inspirations, as the limits of his economic program become clear. His renewed interest in Yugoslavia at this time suggests an attempt on his part to reinvigorate and salvage his vision of African socialism. Indeed, associating it with Yugoslavia, which Senghor admiringly characterized as an “experimental polygon,” was a means of distancing his brand of socialism from identification with the Soviet Union.62

During their official encounter, Senghor and Tito broached various topics, including the Second General Conference of the United Nations Industrial Development Organization held in Lima, the Arab-Israeli conflict, and the decolonization struggles in Angola, Rhodesia, Namibia, and Spanish Sahara. Senghor expressed his satisfaction that Yugoslav companies would be building a dam on the Guinean side of the Senegal River, because the Senegalese government didn’t want it to affect the country’s water access. Deputy Federal Secretary for Foreign Affairs Lazar Mojsov confirmed to Senghor that Yugoslavia would not be involved in any project that harmed original members of the Organization of Senegal River States (OERS)—Guinea, Senegal, Mauritania, and Mali.63 The OERS was an attempt to de-balkanize Africa and encourage federalism, and Yugoslav officials were happy to support it.

Senghor explained that he welcomed cooperation between the Socialist Alliance of the Working People of Yugoslavia (SSRNJ) and the Progressive Union of Senegal (UPS), because Africans had started to see socialism as inefficient as they looked around and saw little success in the socialist countries in their neighborhood. Senghor believed this was the result of a sort of catechism in those countries, an insistence on a single way toward socialism. Yugoslavia, on the other hand, offered a useful example to Africans by encouraging other countries to examine their socialist model but also to adapt it to local realities. As Senegalese youth had very limited access to socialist literature and most had never read Mao or Tito, Page 70 →Senghor suggested to Tito that Yugoslavia should send French translations of these texts to Senegal, for distribution at universities and other educational institutions.64

Later, in his toast to Tito, Senghor further elaborated on his interest in Yugoslavia and its importance to African socialism. In this relatively brief tribute, Senghor found a way to bind together all the concepts that shaped his thinking—socialism, federalism, Négritude, métissage, and the Civilization of the Universal—which are often analyzed separately and attributed either to different (temporal) stages of his life or to his separate interests in aesthetics and politics; yet, here, these concepts are very much connected. Senghor noted that Yugoslavia’s rapid development since World War II had positioned it “among the countries of Europe that are, for us in the Third World, not precisely a model, but a significant example.”65 This distinction between a model and an example, which had already appeared in Senghor’s 1959 report to the PFA, is fundamental to Senghor’s understanding of African socialism, in that a model is a norm which should be applied and imitated and an example is a variation on a theme. Thus, while the model is static, the example is fluid, allowing for permutation and adaptation.

It was the view of Senghor that “socialisms exist as the many translations of socialism without an original text to be considered the normative model,” as Souleymane Bachir Diagne has put it.66 Yet, the problem of translation does not render examples irrelevant. On the contrary, the very existence of examples helps position socialism as a dynamic process of translation. In fact, Senghor wanted to introduce Yugoslav socialist writing into the universities of Senegal not only because these texts described practical socialist policies but because they also offered a method of translation. He was just as interested in the process by which Yugoslavia translated socialism to meet its own specific needs as he was in the concrete workings of Yugoslav self-management. As he saw it, it was the method of translation that could be shared among countries.

In his 1959 report, Senghor had stated that the most important aspect of socialism was its dialectic methodology, explained most poignantly in Marx’s 1844 manuscripts. Dialectics allows us to capture reality in movement, marked by a continuous becoming. As opposed to classical logic, it allows for contradiction, reciprocal action, and change. Senghor believed social reality can be comprehended only through a dialectical method, explaining:


Page 71 →Things, like living beings, are in perpetual becoming. They contain within themselves their own negation—not to mention the reciprocal action of one upon the other—internal contradictions that, by developing their natural movement, will lead to the destruction of these things, or more precisely, their transformation into new syntheses or symbioses, into new realities.67


A socialism based on dialectics must therefore remain flexible enough to accommodate a constantly changing reality. Instead of seeking to abolish contradictions, such a system should aim to synthesize them; though, this will result in outcomes that contain their own contradictions.

Ultimately, to borrow yet again from Diagne, Senghor’s conception of socialism places it “in the cosmogenetic order of the movement of the world, so to speak.” For Senghor, this made socialism “more than a choice of ideology or an economic system in which the course of things is not left to the free play of market forces,” as he equated it with “the ethical choice to proceed in the direction of the push of life toward ‘more being’, always toward more humanism.”68 Still, methods need applications, and while Senghor’s spiritual socialism manifested more as an overarching ethic in the end than as a concrete economic plan, he was concerned by the mid-1970s that Africans had come to associate socialism with Soviet authoritarianism and were unfamiliar with the multiplicity of ways that socialist dialectics had materialized in practice. His turn back toward Yugoslavia and his appeal to distribute Yugoslav socialist writings across Senegalese universities stemmed from a desire to position socialism once again as thought and practice in movement.

In his 1975 toast, Senghor linked his particular interest in Yugoslav self-management to the fact that it entailed replacing Soviet-style national property and “authoritarian planning” with the concept of social property. “It is thanks to self-management that the Yugoslav worker was able to escape the constraints that hindered the development of his person,” he noted, “all the while respecting the principles of individual freedom and community development.”69 Senghor did not see it as problematic that self-management had changed since it was first implemented in 1948, contending that this is precisely what has made the “experience conscious and dynamic.”70

In the Yugoslav experience, Senghor had identified dialectics in action. And he saw proof of this in the fact that self-management was not stultified into a model to be followed blindly but was continually adapted to Page 72 →changing local and global circumstances. In other words, the Yugoslavs conceived of socialism as a method:


Starting from the very texts of Marx and Engels, you have made a lucid rereading in light of your national realities and those of our 20th century. Therefore, synthesis—more exactly symbiosis—that is to say living work, between the Plan and the Market, the constraint of discipline, imposed by realities, and the freedom of creative thought, which is the conquest of man.71


Yugoslavia represented for Senghor what his own theoretical understanding of socialism could look like in practice. Yet, Senghor redefines the third stage of dialectical thinking—the synthesis—as a symbiosis, thereby equating the economic and political system of Yugoslavia (and any country) to a living organism. This was indicative of Senghor’s rejection of pure materialism in favor of a more vitalist understanding of socialism.

In fact, Senghor saw the universe as a web of forces that exist in a certain equilibrium. For Descartes, nature had no inner qualities; but for Senghor, the sub-reality of objects, which can be accessed only through intuition, was akin to a network of life forces.72 God has endowed all beings with this life force—minerals, plants, animals, and humans—and these collective life forces are always influencing each other, which means they can be either de-forced or re-inforced. Senghor envisioned a hierarchy of forces, and believed God had given man the role of a demiurge who can contribute to the creation of the universe by acting to reinforce those life forces.73 Thus, man’s becoming, development, and freedom are not only for his own benefit.

While this ontology of life forces is a founding principle of African religions, Senghor was also influenced by Henri Bergson and by Father Pierre Teilhard de Chardin.74 In Teilhard, Senghor found the coexistence of spiritualism and socialism, something absent from Marx. Senghor appreciated the “neo-humanism” of early Marx, but also believed that in his later writing, Marx had betrayed this humanism by turning toward rigid materialism and determinism. Teilhard, on the other hand, took up the dialectics of Marx and combined it with the latest scientific findings, extending it from humankind to the entirety of the universe. This set the stage for thinking about humankind as a “phénomène cosmique” (cosmic phenomenon).75 While Marx was unable to adequately explain the transition from matter to spirit, Teilhard had found a solution: the mind-matter Page 73 →is organized in the universe by two forces—outer and inner gravity. Outer gravity works by compression, organizing particles in such a way that they don’t crush each other; and inner gravity “attracts toward the most improbable, the most complex combinations.”76

It was in Teilhard’s cosmology that Senghor discovered his own philosophy of life forces, alongside the evolutionary, dialectic method he so appreciated in Marx. From atom to humankind, all life moves in the direction of complexification. The biosphere thus becomes the “nous-sphere” (noosphere), the domain of the human and of thought; a space divided into three stages: reflection, co-reflection, and ultra-reflection. In this sense, reflection is not associated only with the ability of humans to think, but also with the ability to be aware of themselves as thinking beings. As various thoughts in various places across the earth interconnect and overlap, they create a web that envelops the totality of the globe.77 This activates the stage of co-reflection, in which a “compressive convergence of socialization”—involving human cooperation in the process of inventing new thoughts, techniques, and instruments—organizes humanity so that it can co-habit the earth without self-destructing. The intensification of socialization (i.e., of co-reflection) enables movement toward the final stage of ultra-reflection. Here, humankind nears the Omega point, the “personalized center that attracts all human centers in order to develop them by organizing them.”78

Senghor also associated the ultra-reflection stage with the creation of the Civilization of the Universal—a symbiosis of all civilizations. In this conceptualization, symbiosis does not imply a loss of particularity within a larger whole, nor is the Civilization of the Universal equivalent to a Universal Civilization. In fact, Senghor has quoted Teilhard on numerous occasions to stress that “true union (or synthesis) does not confuse; it differentiates.”79 This is an important distinction, as Senghor considers a true union one that preserves the characteristics and specificities of its constituent elements, or even makes them more personalized. From this perspective, every civilization contributes necessary elements to the formation of a planetary civilization, but without dissolving into a set of universal values. For both Teilhard and Senghor, it was socialism that offered “the meta-physical significance of being the driving force of Love in the direction of that cosmo-genetic convergence; in contrast, the nature of capitalism is to separate, fragment, and pull in the direction opposite to the cosmic push of life”80

Page 74 →When, in 1975, Senghor used the term symbiosis in his toast to Tito, he was rejecting a materialistic separation of live beings from inert things. Furthermore, where a synthesis points toward an overcoming of contradictions within a newly created reality, a symbiosis foreshadows a mutually beneficial relationship. In other words, Senghor was proposing a model in which the market and state planning could influence one another in a way that would lead to more life. With this gesture, Senghor was inviting Yugoslavia to join him in this movement toward the Civilization of the Universal.

Cooperation with Yugoslavia was also important in the context of Senghor’s (and Yugoslavia’s) support for a New International Economic Order (NIEO).81 In his toast to Tito, Senghor explained that while developed countries have reduced the prices of Senegal’s main exports, oil and groundnut cake, by 40 percent, the prices of goods imported from these developed countries have simultaneously increased by 40 percent. If a lack of foreign capital was dangerous, so too was the dependence of the Global South on monocultures and on fluctuations of the international market.82 Throughout his presidency, Senghor continued to support the NIEO. In July 1980, a few months before retiring, he wrote a text about the New International Economic Order, in which he reiterated that even though the current economic order has significantly increased global GDP, it has not been able to solve the problem of economic inequality. Countries of the Global South provide most of the natural and mineral resources used by the Global North yet continue to struggle with poverty and underdevelopment. Senghor appealed here once again for greater economic cooperation and connectivity. In this text, as in Senghor’s thinking at large, respect for local difference and specificity are supplanted by regional integration and global cooperation.83

We should not forget of course that Senghor’s toast to Tito was given during a diplomatic exchange, and it fit a specific political format. This was an official visit to Yugoslavia and Senghor sought to strengthen diplomacy between the two countries, so it was certainly not the occasion to criticize Yugoslav self-management. Yet, whether Yugoslav socialism corresponded exactly to Senghor’s description of it is of little importance here (clearly, the system contained various internal contradictions that the country was ultimately unable to resolve); just as there is little likelihood that Yugoslav socialists would have had much interest in Senghor’s vitalist and spiritual interpretation of their system, as they practiced a strict separation of church Page 75 →and state. Generally speaking, the Yugoslav understanding of socialism was significantly more materialistic than Senghor’s, and Senghor knew this. Still, this did not prevent him from seeing Yugoslavia as a valuable example, even if he had not given up on the specificity of African socialism.

His use of the term symbiosis in describing Yugoslav socialism gestured toward Senghor’s own translation of the Yugoslav experience. He understood the Yugoslav system, and he wanted to make it useful to Africans by adapting it to African socialism. For Senghor, both Négritude and African socialism were simultaneously open to the world and specific to each locality. And he saw the process of exchange, translation, and cooperation that occurred across the Global South as the route from Négritude to the Civilization of the Universal.

Examining Senghor’s political and economic thinking in the context of international diplomacy allows us to shed a different light on his conceptualization of Négritude. The cultural specificity of any people cannot be realized in political and economic isolation. Even more, it requires cooperation and connection, not only with regional neighbors but also with those far away, like Yugoslavia. And in fact, Négritude made an explicit appearance in the second part of Senghor’s toast to Tito. As culture is the ultimate purpose of human existence, Senghor noted, the search for a national identity—which is, above all, a cultural identity—is of primary importance. Here Senghor saw a useful parallel with the Yugoslav experience, as he related Négritude to Slavitude:


For us Senegalese, neither Islam nor Christianity, and even less the Colonizer, have succeeded in fundamentally altering our cultural values, those of Negritude, which are expressed with such strength by each of the six ethnic groups that make up our nation. The values of Islam and Christianity, as well as European values in general, we have simply integrated them into our cultural heritage.

I am pleased to note that, for you too, despite centuries of domination, whether under the Ottoman Empire or the Habsburg Empire, the Yugoslav popular soul has remained faithful to its cultural traits: to the eternal values of Slavitude...

It is in this spirit that, since 1948, you have developed—and practiced—a federalism of republics and regions, with the ultimate goal of fostering the original, popular values of each ethnic group, values whose symbiosis will allow the Yugoslav people to achieve, in the cultural domain, Page 76 →maximum development. It is Marx, once again, who spoke of the ‘eternal charm’ of Greek art because it is the product of ‘popular imagination’...

The Yugoslav-Senegalese cooperation was established following our national independence. I hope that during this trip and our discussions, we will adopt a number of measures that will strengthen this cooperation, not only in socialist construction but also in the building of the Civilization of the Universal.84


Notably, Senghor places Yugoslavia within the dominated world, due to its history of Ottoman and Habsburg rule, and compares these empires to Islamic and Christian influences in Senegal. Furthermore, he represents both Yugoslavia and Senegal as mixed states, composed of various ethnic groups. But it is particularly interesting that Senghor juxtaposes Négritude and Slavitude, as Slavitude is not a concept in widespread use locally. If Négritude is understood as “the sum total of the values of the Black world,” however, then Slavitude, by extension, is “the sum total of the values of the Slavic world.” The parallel between these concepts transforms both of them, from static sets of values into methods (just like socialism). Négritude is represented as a concept in movement, capable of integrating Islamic, Christian, and European values without being fundamentally altered. It is thus more flexible than is often assumed, and is in this sense a method of being open to the world while preserving local values; a method that can be shared. This serves to shift relations between civilizations and regions of the world so that they are not based merely on shared values but on a shared method of building and preserving culture.

By turning a negative external designation (Nègre or Slav) into a means of “becoming,” Senghor sees the grounds for new relations between Senegal and Yugoslavia. And interestingly, though communist Yugoslavia was established in 1945, Senghor alludes in his speech to 1948 instead—the year Yugoslav self-management was implemented—as the true beginning of Yugoslav federalism. He positions the country’s economic (socialism) and political (federalism) systems as essential to the free cultural expression of its people, contending that the combination of these systems in Yugoslavia has allowed for the expression of Slavitude.

Senghor’s dialectical thinking here moves in two directions. On the one hand, he points to the need for preserving original, popular values, specific to each civilization. On the other, he emphasizes the importance of federalism and symbiosis. Slavitude, according to Senghor, was realized Page 77 →only when the values of different ethnic groups came into contact under a federal system. These two directional movements are not contradictory in Senghor’s view, as they in fact necessitate one another to maintain the universe in constant flux.

During his visit to Yugoslavia, Senghor received quite a bit of media attention, and in numerous television, radio, and newspaper interviews, conveyed his perspectives both as an official statesman and as a poet to be honored at the Struga Poetry Evenings. In Struga, at a press conference, Senghor discussed parallels between Senegalese and Macedonian poetry; marking a shift toward more specificity, away from the focus he had placed on Yugoslavia writ large during official government meetings, and pointing to his political and oratory prowess. Within Yugoslavia, he argued, the cultural production of Macedonians bore a specific resemblance to that of Senegalese creators, owing in part to the fact that both countries had been colonized for several centuries, one by the Ottomans and the other by the French. French colonization had strangled the originality of Senegalese poetry, he explained, which had found refuge in popular art, and he pointed to similar work done by Macedonian poets who had turned toward popular poetry in order to reinvigorate the Macedonian language. Senghor said he had followed the same path, initially inspired by French poets until he ultimately turned toward “his people,” particularly the female poets of his home village.85

Senghor also suggested that, as a consequence of the imperialism of the world’s superpowers, alienation characterized the Global South, noting that the Senegalese believed themselves to be culturally independent while speaking French and living in a technical and technological world built by Europe. Similarly, Yugoslavia had been inundated with information and products from those same superpowers. But here, he spoke as a poet, and this is where poetry enters the picture; for, Senghor saw poetry as the primary vehicle toward dis-alienation and cultural independence. Poetry, according to Senghor, should reflect “notre sentir profond, notre vouloir profond” (our deep feeling, our deep wanting), as the role of the poet is to express what is “essentiel chez nous” (essential for us). In the case of his Yugoslav hosts, Senghor imagined that would be a “sensibilité yougoslave au milieu de la sensibilité slave” (Yugoslav sensibility in the middle of the Slavic sensibility); and for Macedonians, a “sensibilité macédonienne dans la sensibilité yougoslave” (Macedonian sensibility in the Yugoslav sensibility).

Page 78 →In much the same way, he explained, the role of Black poetry is to translate “l’âme négro-africaine” (the Negro-African soul) through images, music, and rhythm. Statements like this have led critics to accuse Senghor of cultural essentialism. Yet, as he continued, Senghor softened this absolute understanding of culture by invoking métissage. All great civilizations, he claimed, result from “métissage biologique et culturel” (biological and cultural mixing). Yugoslavia, too, has been formed by the migrations of Slavic people and their mixing with other people, and he considered this mixing to be the basis of Yugoslavia’s cultural richness and critical spirit.86

Within Europe, Senghor cited the Yugoslav and Romanian experiences as most useful to Africans. Yugoslav self-management in particular, he felt, had responded to Marx’s argument about the withering of the state. Yet, self-management requires an evolved working class, aware of its social positioning, and that did not yet exist in Africa. In a somewhat problematic manner, Senghor embraced here developmentalist thinking, arguing that the first task of Africans was co-management, to prepare workers for self-management. Nonetheless, he said, Africans had much to learn from both Yugoslav self-management and its poetry, which Senghor described as “poésie exemplaire” (exemplary poetry).87

Though Senghor made a distinction between Slavic and Black civilizations, he included Yugoslavia in his vision of “a global postcoloniality” in which countries on the periphery are linked through their parallel fights for dis-alienation.88 Once again, method and process are at the basis of Senghor’s internationalism. As in his other speeches, Senghor left room here for local differences, including the different conditions of the Yugoslav and African working classes. He was clear that African socialism cannot and should not look exactly like Yugoslav socialism, but also drew parallels between the two experiences. It was his perspective, as he later wrote, that man is “a composition of mobile life forces which interlock: a world of solidarities that seek to knit themselves together;”89 and that the same was true for cultures and nations, particularly those on the global periphery.

Senghor’s understanding of local conditions and his capacity to draw these parallels speaks to his sophisticated understanding of politics and diplomacy, which had developed over his fifteen years as president by the time of his visit to Yugoslavia. Yet the speeches he gave there represent more than mere political rhetoric. They are a product of Senghor’s long-term interest in Yugoslavia as well as his elaborate philosophy of relationality and internationalism. Senghor did not avoid talking about Négritude Page 79 →just because he found himself in a white, European country. In fact, it was precisely his understanding of Négritude that had facilitated his relationship with Yugoslavia. In the context of shifting global superpowers, widespread economic crisis, and rising postcolonial disappointments, Senghor sought support from one of the few countries that remained socialist.

In a short documentary by Macedonian director Kiril Cenevski, made in honor of Senghor’s recognition in Struga, Senghor is shown in conversation with his friend Aco Šopov, challenging the reading of Négritude as a form of reverse racism that is incompatible with Marxism. Marx himself, Senghor claims, spoke to the ethnic character of the Greek civilization, and it was precisely this expression of popular spirit that Marx valued in Greek art. Négritude is a similar ensemble of values that explain African civilization, political organization, and art, Senghor explained. He proposed that the primary problem for socialism in the nineteenth century had been class inequality within nations, but that the imperial rise of capitalism had made the economic gap between developed and developing nations the most pressing issue for socialist movements. Only a new Global South consciousness (and Senghor included Yugoslavia in this category), and a new socialism emanating from this consciousness, would address these inequalities.

Senghor insisted that socialism could not be reduced to a reframing of economic relations, though, as the ultimate struggle of man is for dignity and cultural expression. Fights for national languages, art, and culture are therefore socialist; and this, he noted, was a struggle shared by Yugoslavs and the Senegalese.90 In other words, this was a struggle Senghor shared with his friends Šopov and Guberina. And as it would turn out, Senghor’s Yugoslav visit became an opportunity to revive his friendship with Guberina, which had marked his Parisian youth.



Petar Guberina in Senegal

It had been agreed during Senghor’s visit to Yugoslavia that Guberina’s verbotonal method would be introduced in Senegal. The relevance of Guberina’s work in linguistics to the founders of the Négritude movement, as discussed in the previous chapter, had to do with his findings that rhythm, intonation, and gesture were universally important to human speech. While the introduction of the verbotonal method may seem like Page 80 →a minor project given the volume of political and economic cooperation between Senegal and Yugoslavia, and was in many ways, Senghor insisted that it be put into practice as quickly as possible. Working with Guberina to implement the method was yet another way that Senghor returned to ideas and connections from his earlier life, toward the end of his political career. Guberina had been a part of Senghor’s formative years in Paris, and here he was again, several decades later, having developed a globally renowned method for working with hearing-impaired people.

Guberina’s verbotonal method was grounded in Senghor’s understanding of rhythm: “the movement of attraction or repulsion that expresses the life of the cosmic forces; symmetry and asymmetry, repetition or opposition.”91 In fact, Senghor’s influence is highly visible in Guberina’s writing. In addition to his work on linguistics, Guberina founded the Institute for African Studies in Zagreb and wrote extensively on African poetry and art. In the postface to the Serbo-Croatian translation of Basil Davidson’s The Africans, Guberina cites Senghor extensively, and concludes:


Language, individual vowels and consonants, emerge from the Black artist as architectural or plastic material that constructs a linguistic whole in which tone, voice, word, and sentence resonate with a common sound. And this is not because African languages would be primitive or impoverished, or because they would be at the stage of blindly imitating natural sounds... but because the rhythmic element of music is present at every moment, and it combines the sounds of words into a harmonious whole.92


Senghor’s understanding of rhythm thus found its way into Guberina’s linguistic work, and by extension into his verbotonal method, which emphasizes the importance of developing good rhythm, intonation, and voice quality in hearing-impaired children. Senghor’s ideas, rooted in the specificity of African ontology, took a Yugoslav detour and acquired a global, therapeutic, component. It only made sense that the verbotonal method would find its way (back) to Senegal.

It was January 1976 when Guberina traveled to Dakar to oversee the implementation of the verbotonal method. He had agreed to begin by working with fifty children in November of that year, not in a designated institute but in their regular schools. Senghor’s plan was to repatriate all of Senegal’s deaf children from France, to be rehabilitated in Senegal in Page 81 →an African language. The verbotonal method was to be introduced into the University of Dakar as well, in its Center for Applied Linguistics, the Linguistics Department, and the Institute for the Study of African Languages.93 Introduction of the method was another sign that Senghor was turning away from France and toward the rest of the Global South in these later years of his career; and it was not only used to provide therapy to hearing-impaired children, but also to teach and research African languages. In this way, the verbotonal method was another means by which Négritude extended beyond the world of the African diaspora and found innovative applications in unexpected global encounters and connections.

In 1980, five years after his visit to Yugoslavia, Senghor stepped down as President of Senegal. That same year, Tito died, and the unraveling of Yugoslavia began. By exploring Senghor’s long-lasting attachment to Yugoslavia and the deep impact of his friendships with Petar Guberina and Aco Šopov, however, we have been able here to reevaluate his politics, ethics, and poetics from an internationalist perspective. Though Senghor was often criticized for espousing an “anti-racist racism” and for his essentialist depiction of both European and African civilizations, he was deeply committed to both learning from and collaborating with oppressed people around the globe. He certainly made significant political compromises in order to avoid alienating French capitalists or Senegalese religious leaders after his falling out with Mamadou Dia, but he continued to see socialism as a comparative method, one that needed to be accepted globally and practiced locally. Indeed, Senghor believed that realizing the values of Négritude and the autonomous cultural development of African countries depended on instituting a different global economic system, and one that could be achieved only with cooperation from the Global South.

For Senghor, Yugoslavia was such a significant influence because it was a socialist federation that did not follow the Soviet Union but had adapted socialism to its local conditions. Any differences between Négritude and Slavitude did not prevent solidarity between his country and Yugoslavia; quite the contrary, as it was only by interacting with other civilizations that Senghor believed Négritude could contribute to manifesting the Civilization of the Universal. Thus, during Senghor’s visit to Yugoslavia, the weekly newspaper Ilustrovana Politika published an interview with him that opened with the following description:


Page 82 →Léopold Sédar Senghor suddenly stopped. He stood by the ancient walls of the medieval church of St. Panteleimon, on the hill, exactly at noon, admiring the greenish line of the lake that merged with the horizon. Earlier, we were told that the President of the Republic of Senegal, a politician and the greatest living poet of Africa, laureate of the ‘Golden Wreath of the Struga Poetry Evenings for 1975,’ and our dear guest, customarily reflects on his true experiences by the waters, whether in Senegal on the Atlantic, on the shores of the Senegal River, or, as now, in Ohrid, both as a man and as a poet.94


I end this chapter with this image of Senghor atop a Macedonian hill, with this juxtaposition of the Atlantic, the Seine, and Lake Ohrid, as a metaphor for the intertwining friendships of Aimé Césaire, Léopold Sédar Senghor, Petar Guberina, and an ethics of solidarity and exchange across the Global South.








Chapter Three

Laying Tracks, Crafting Narratives: René Depestre’s Yugoslav Journey and Its Literary Echoes


I had been reading and teaching René Depestre for many years when I stumbled upon an interesting detail in one of his biographies: in 1947, Depestre had joined a communist youth brigade in Yugoslavia that was building the Šamac-Sarajevo railroad. Nothing about this was further elaborated, and when I set about researching Depestre’s connection to Yugoslavia myself, I could find no mention of it. Yet, my curiosity was piqued; why had one of Haiti’s most renowned authors been in Yugoslavia? What was his experience? And why has he never written about it?

As I could not find the answers I sought in the critical literature on Depestre, I decided to write him, though I hardly expected a response. Indeed, how many letters must René Depestre receive each day? And on topics significantly more important than travel he undertook seven decades ago. Still, to my surprise, he responded in a very enthusiastic letter several months later, recalling his trip to Yugoslavia fondly. Yugoslavia has meant a lot to him as a writer and an intellectual, he said, and he invited me to his house in Lézignan-Corbières, in the South of France, to discuss it in person. This is how it was that I visited Depestre in his home in the summer of 2017 and had a fascinating conversation with him about his Yugoslav Page 84 →experience which, however brief, has deeply impacted his relationship to politics. While there, he fell in love with a member of the antifascist resistance, Kostadinka Crnojević, and, throughout his life, he remained attached to the values embodied by Yugoslav youth. Depestre never wrote about his Yugoslav experience, in part due to his close affiliations with the French and the Cuban communist parties, which were aligned with the Soviet Union and unconvinced by Yugoslav socialism. Until 1990, when he published the collection Éros dans un train chinois (Eros on a Chinese Train), which includes a story set in Yugoslavia.

Understanding Depestre’s Yugoslav experience adds nuance to existing narratives about his relationship to communism, wherein his youthful enthusiasm turns into disappointment as he withdraws to the South of France. Literary critic Charles Forsdick has argued, for example, that Depestre “emphatically eschewed the revolutionary politics of his youth in favor of exoticist métissage and apologies for la francophonie.”1 This “emphatic rejection of revolutionary politics” by Depestre has also been raised by Chris Bongie, who has characterized Depestre as “a fully disenchanted modernist.”2 Yet, Depestre’s relationship to different communisms over time must be historicized and contextualized. Throughout his life, he participated in multiple (and very different) communist experiments and had complex and conflicting relationships with them, which move beyond a mere rejection of communism’s supposedly inevitable authoritarianism. While he was critical of specific outcomes of communist projects, Depestre remained committed to the values of early communist revolutions, including those promoted by the youth brigade that built the Šamac-Sarajevo railroad.

Through a close reading of Depestre’s short story “The Skirt,” as well as the interview I conducted with him, I show that his later turn toward individual eroticism was not entirely apolitical, as various critics have suggested.3 While the story is marked by his mixed feelings toward the outcome of communist experiments, I argue that it remains a homage to Yugoslavia, and to the commitment, force, and dedication of post–World War II communist youth. The tale of love recounted in “The Skirt” is one between comrades, and theirs is a highly political eros, inseparable from the collective work of railroad building. Given that the story is based on the trip Depestre took to Yugoslavia, which he recounted to me in our interview, there is some extent to which it reads as autobiographical; though it certainly remains fiction. My concern here is not with the veracity of the Page 85 →story, however, but with how lived experience, memory, and fiction intersect within the space of a love story.

The format of this chapter is slightly unusual as a result, combining Depestre’s own account of his Yugoslav experience with an analysis of a fictional story based on this experience.4 The reason that I include excerpts from our interview is twofold. First, Depestre stated that he wished he had written more about Yugoslavia and I wanted to offer him space to do just that. Furthermore, the background information offered in the interview allows me to highlight the political dimensions of the story. Yet it is important to note that I do not take the interview to be entirely factual. In this sense, I consider Depestre as the type of interviewee which John Rodden has described as a “raconteur,” a “storyteller whose main unit of discourse is the anecdote.” This type of interviewee is a performer, whose “anecdotes are closer to legend than lived history;” they care less about the accuracy of their account than “the poetics of literary performance.”5 In his fictional work, Depestre often plays with multiple “I”s, frequently confounding authorial and narratorial positions. The interview becomes another space where an “I” is constructed on the border between reality and fiction. Subsequently, the “I” of the interview does not correspond to the “I” of the story, yet in both cases Depestre narrates into being a political subject shaped by his Yugoslav experience. The interview and the story, I thus read as two (semi)-fictional accounts of Depestre’s Yugoslav experience.6 Through the superposition of these two accounts, I also want to demonstrate how Yugoslavia becomes a shifting signifier, as the memory and depiction of the place changes according to the setting and medium of expression. Thus, the excitement that Depestre expressed about Yugoslavia in the interview, is modulated by the ending of “The Skirt.”

Depestre’s Yugoslav story is important for another reason. In fact, this link represents a point of intersection with his fellow Caribbean writer, Aimé Césaire, with whom he is often contrasted. In Chapter One, I analyzed the Yugoslav origins of Césaire’s Cahier. In this one, I will show that the “nomadisme enraciné” (rooted nomadism) of Depestre was similarly tied to the Yugoslav experience. In the rest of the chapter, I first explain how the shared Yugoslav connection allows us to read Césaire and Depestre differently in relation to each other. I then discuss the place of Yugoslavia in Depestre’s political and literary careers. Finally, I offer a close reading of “The Skirt,” as I argue that understanding the historical setting of the story allows us to better understand its political dimensions.



A Point of Intersection

Césaire and Depestre are frequently mentioned in concert with a third literary figure, Louis Aragon, in relation to a series of articles published in the communist literary journal Les lettres françaises, starting in 1954. Aragon, its editor in chief and a former surrealist poet, had embraced the sonnet as the only poetic form capable of capturing the complexity of the post–World War II era.7 From his exile in Brazil, Depestre read Aragon’s essays and wrote an excited letter to his French friend, the poet and journalist Charles Dobzynski, noting that “thanks to Aragon,” he was “in the process of resolving…the conflict around” his own formal individualism.8 At the time, it had been nearly ten years since Depestre had left Haiti, and he worried he was losing his connection to the struggles of his people; that his writing had become little more than an expression of cosmopolitan individualism.9 But in Aragon’s defense of the sonnet, Depestre found a solution to this problem: he could remain far from Haiti and still mobilize his experiences and his writing in the service of his people. The revolutionary politics and poetics of Aragon, he believed, could both clarify and transform the Haitian reality.

Depestre had no intention of airing his excitement about the sonnet in a public debate, but Dobzynski shared the letter with Aragon, who published it in Les lettres françaises without Depestre’s knowledge, sparking a year-long “Debate concerning the conditions of national poetry among black peoples” in the pages of Présence Africaine.10 Various Black writers voiced their opinion on the subject, and Aimé Césaire accused Depestre of “detestable assimilationism.”11 In his poem written in the guise of a response, Césaire directly addressed Depestre, asking: “is it true that you doubt the native forest /…/ can it be / that the rains of exile / have slackened the drum-skin of your voice.”12 In this way, Césaire reproached Depestre for having reneged his African-ness, for having forgotten his origins. Exile, Césaire contends, has led Depestre to forget the cultural specificity of the African diaspora, which can never be expressed through European socialist realism.

This dialogue continued when Depestre’s response was also published in Présence Africaine. He acknowledged that, in his attempt to rid Haitian poetry of its “formal individualism,” he may have represented Haiti’s “cultural duality” in a manner too binary and static. While Depestre was reconciliatory, his response also outlined what would become his Page 87 →long-standing critique of Négritude: that Black artistic expressions inevitably vary according to the historical conditions and class organization of each country. “[I]‌t is not the community of language or race that determines the national character of a culture, but in the final analysis, the conditions of life, the conditions of historical development specific to each country.”13 Here, Depestre expresses his Marxist perspective, and the specific concern he had about the oppressive role of the black bourgeoisie in Haiti. Any theory of Black art, he argues, is at risk of cultural essentialism.

Kaiama Glover is right to suggest that the divergent positions of Depestre and Césaire stemmed in part from their differing national situations and experiences of immigration. Depestre, in perpetual movement due to a series of exiles, was trying to inscribe himself and his work in an international socialist community. Césaire, on the other hand, aware of the failures of the departmentalization he had supported, was focused on “the crafting of a creative post-imperial political relationship with France,” and the creation of an African diasporic poetic language.14 As time went by, Depestre began to see things more as Césaire did, perhaps due to the criticism he endured for his initial embrace of Aragon. Still, his critique of Négritude persisted.

To be fair, Depestre always differentiated between cultural and political Négritude, defending Césaire as an advocate of the former and excoriating Haitian dictator François Duvalier as representative of the latter.15 However, when Césaire and Depestre are analyzed in tandem, it is their differences that are often emphasized; with Césaire, as one of the founders of the Négritude movement, presented as interested primarily in the shared values of the African diaspora, and Depestre characterized as a devout communist and internationalist.16 And, in fact, as Christopher T. Bonner has suggested, their debate raised conceptual challenges related to the politics of literature within the global Cold War context, positioning literary form as “the battleground upon which radical thinkers of contrary tendencies hash out their differences in a context of shifting ideological alignments.”17 However, Césaire and Depestre did not always have differing alignments, particularly regarding Yugoslavia.

Before Depestre and Césaire split ways over the question of national poetics, their paths had crossed in the Balkans. In the previous chapters, I discussed the ways that Négritude was open to the world from its beginnings, including to connections beyond the African diaspora, and this reaching beyond is where Césaire and Depestre came together. They Page 88 →may have disagreed over aesthetic forms for Black writers, but their points of intersection included a shared interest in emerging socialist experiments. This is important, because the positions of these two authors clearly weren’t diametrically opposed. Césaire certainly felt more strongly than Depestre that a common historical heritage produced shared values within the Black world, and believed that it was only by embracing one’s own historical and cultural particularity that one could be in relation with others. Yet, their debate didn’t necessarily pit cosmopolitanism and cultural particularism against each other, rather it sought to reconcile the two. The fact is that both Césaire and Depestre explored various forms of interracial solidarity, and both thought within and beyond the context of the African diaspora.



René Depestre’s Yugoslav Adventure




	AP:
	In 1947, with a brigade of young people, you helped to build the Šamac-Sarajevo railway in Bosnia. Could you tell me a little bit about this experience?



	RD:
	In the summer of 1947, I decided to participate in the World Youth Festival in Prague. On the train on the way there, I met some guys from Lézignan-Corbières. Some members of the Yugoslav delegation invited us to come to Yugoslavia. We went there as part of a work brigade. We stayed for almost two months in Šamac and Sarajevo to build the railway. It was an extraordinary experience: In ’47, the air was full of democracy in Yugoslavia. For me, it was the first time that I met young people, of my generation, who had so much enthusiasm and such an impressive vision for the future. We really thought that we were going to make socialism a decisive reality in human history. There were Bulgarians there, Russians, Poles, young people from all around the Balkans. We talked a lot, we danced like crazy. It was a transformative experience, and not just in terms of politics and joyful camaraderie. As students, we were curious about everything, we talked about all the issues of our time. I had already been studying at the University of Paris for a year and was buzzing with intellectual curiosity. And I already had some political experience behind me in Haiti. In April 1945, I published my first book of poems, Étincelles, which was very successful. In collaboration with the young intellectuals Jacques-Stephen Alexis, Gérald Page 89 →Bloncourt, and Théo Baker, I launched a weekly paper, La Ruche. Our newspaper caused public opinion in Haiti to turn against the dictatorship of then-president Élie Lescot. Our movement hoped to overthrow his government. I was one of the main organizers behind the successful general strike in Haiti. So, I was really on the same wavelength as the young revolutionary Yugoslavs I met. Aside from Cuba, I have never met young people that were so motivated and so enthusiastic about political action. So, my stay in Yugoslavia really changed me. That’s why after Marshal Tito broke with the socialist camp, I kept supporting Yugoslavia, while being a member of the French Communist Party.






Depestre was born in the Haitian city of Jacmel, in 1926. By the age of 19, he had received critical acclaim for his first collection of poems, Étincelles (Sparks). Inspired by this success, as he explains above, he went on to establish a left-leaning political and cultural review, La Ruche (Beehive), with Jacques-Stephen Alexis, Gérald Bloncourt, and Théodore Baker. Depestre built influential friendships with Haitian and foreign intellectuals, including Jean Price-Mars, Léon Laleau, Clément Magloire-Saint-Aude, Aimé Césaire, Wifredo Lam, and André Breton. In fact, when Breton visited Haiti in 1945, La Ruche dedicated an issue to him; a choice that had lasting consequences. The publication “had the effect of a bomb as it had placed itself in direct line with the spirit of protest which had been that of surrealism, at its beginnings, in the Paris of the 1920s.”18 When President Lescot retaliated by banning La Ruche and arresting Depestre and Baker, a student protest demanding their release turned into a general strike that overturned the government in 1946: “The whole country was on our side,” Depestre wrote of the moment, “[o]‌ne can imagine the joy of André Breton in front of the kind of ‘May 68’…that the young people of Haiti offered him, in homage to the libertarian values of surrealism.”19 Depestre’s first exile to France followed soon after.

While this was his first exile, it would certainly not be his last. Several years later, Depestre was expelled from France due to his participation in decolonization struggles, and settled for a time in Czechoslovakia with his Jewish partner Edith Gombos. However, they were forced to leave in 1952 as antisemitism began to intensify. After a brief foray into Cuba, where they were not welcomed by the Batista government, the couple spent eight months in Chile and two years in Brazil. Then, in 1957, after eleven years away, Depestre returned to Haiti, which was already under the Black nationalist and increasingly totalitarian regime of François Duvalier.

Page 90 →During those years, Depestre listened to Radio Rebelde, to tune into the words of Fidel Castro and Che Guevara. His first reflex was to join them, but Haitian communists had convinced him that their bourgeois revolution and its “mulatto rebels” were not to be trusted. The Cuban revolution, they told him, was likely to fail.20 Nevertheless, in 1959, after publishing an analysis of the Cuban revolution in a Haitian newspaper, Depestre made his way back to Cuba. Both Castro and Guevara read his article, and his arrival did not go unnoticed.

Though he was politically and ethically closer to Che than to Fidel, Depestre remained in Cuba for nearly two decades, serving its socialist revolution through his work in the ministry of foreign affairs, the Cuban National Press, the National Cultural Council, and Radio-Havana-Cuba. And for a long time, Depestre identified with Cuba and its revolution: “Haiti has taken away my Haitian nationality, so I was stateless. The Cubans told me I was just another Cuban—‘un Cubano más’.”21 But Depestre would eventually break with Cuba. While earlier events played a role, his point of no return came in 1971, when poet Heberto Juan Padilla was imprisoned for criticizing the Castro government. Depestre’s public defense of Padilla at the meeting of the Writer’s Union marked the beginning of his rupture with Cuba. Later, he explained that he didn’t just speak to defend Padilla but “to defend the honor of the communist movement.”22

After this public outburst, Depestre was marginalized from Cuban affairs. Though he would remain in the country for another eight years, he was no longer at the heart of the revolution. So, in 1979, he moved to France to take a post at UNESCO, and in 1986 he retired and relocated to the South, settling in the quaint village of Lézignan-Corbières, where he resides to this day.

The work of Depestre is often categorized into two distinct phases—pre-Cuba and post-Cuba—which are thought to correspond to his two personalities: that of a young man of action who believed in the possibility of revolution and the promise of communism, and the older realist who has become disappointed in Cuba and has given up political action to spend the rest of his life writing.23 Indeed, his earlier works deal with dictators, revolutions, and rebels, as in his 1953 Le mât de cocagne (The Festival of the Greasy Pole); while his later texts are more individualist, focused on what Depestre called “érotisme solaire” (solar eroticism). The Cuban experience thus represents a crossroads in his work.24

Page 91 →And yet, before Cuba, there was Yugoslavia. This is something about which Depestre and his critics have both talked very little. And to be fair, his trip to the Balkans was brief, a mere summer long. But Depestre has written and spoken about Cuba, while rarely mentioning his experience in Yugoslavia, despite telling me that this is where his “nomadic travels” really began.




	AP:
	…why did you never write about Yugoslavia?



	RD:
	I had a bit of a romantic adventure with a young Serbian woman, which was forbidden on the construction site. The authorities prohibited any kind of sexual relations between foreigners and native young women. Dinka took huge risks to come meet me every evening. I will never forget the wonderful acts of love that we shared. It was the first time that I experienced so much happiness in the arms of a European woman. As a result, for my whole life, the idea of Yugoslavia has always remained closely tied to my secret love affair with Kostadinka Crnojević. If I had revealed this magnificent secret, I would have been expelled from the French Communist Party. A long time later, I experienced the same fate in Cuba. I was deeply invested in the communist experiment. For a year, I was the Cuban press correspondent in Moscow. I learned how to speak Czech, and a little bit of Russian too. The collapse of the socialist utopia was a personal tragedy for me.



	 
	…





Depestre did not keep all of his Yugoslav experience secret, however, as it was the setting for one story, which received little critical attention. “The Skirt” was published in the 1990 collection Eros on a Chinese Train, the third installment of Depestre’s erotic trilogy, which also includes Alléluia pour une femme-jardin (Hallelujah for a Garden-Woman) and Hadriana dans tous mes rêves (Hadriana in All My Dreams). The trilogy was met with some ambivalence, as many scholars condemned his turn from explicitly revolutionary politics, as well as the objectification and exoticization of women.

Joan Dayan wrote that Depestre’s “celebration of a glorious composite muse…both idealizes and disempowers the real flesh-and-blood woman.”25 This refers particularly to the section of Hallelujah for a Garden-Woman entitled “memories of geolibertinage,” in which Depestre describes various sexual encounters he had during his time at the Cité Universitaire in Page 92 →Paris, where he met women from around the world whose bodies allowed him to traverse the planet, becoming his “Northern and Southern hemispheres.”26 And, it is true that Depestre reiterates many stereotypes of the female body as a conduit for the male imagination. Women themselves are not developed as characters, they have no names or characteristics, they are not full subjects; they are simply objects in the writer’s possession, sources of inspiration.

The same has been said of the Creole woman Hadriana, who is turned into a zombie on the night of her wedding. Published in 1988, Hadriana won Depestre the prestigious Prix Renaudot and sold 200,000 copies. Yet critics also disparaged the novel, arguing that Depestre had exoticized Haiti, with its colorful Carnival, beautiful women, and vodou.27 But Kaiama Glover has recently proposed a different reading of the novel “as a highly sophisticated work of social criticism.” Glover analyzes “gender clichés in the novel…as the springboards from which Depestre dismantles—or at the very least meaningfully pokes fun at—the very stereotypes he has been accused of promoting.”28

Eros on a Chinese Train, the third in the solar eroticism series, did not receive good reviews either. Hal Wylie expected that “most readers” would find it disappointing, and called Eros “essentially apolitical, although it can be read as a disavowal of the author’s past work.”29 Robert Hartwig, referring to the first three stories of the collection, all of which take place in communist countries (China and Yugoslavia), concluded that “these stories are tightly constructed, but their settings are depressing, and we begin to lose sympathy for a narrator whose exploits lead to tragic consequences for his naïve and innocent partners.”30 Through a close reading of “The Skirt,” I want to push back on this by showing that the setting is not depressing, and the partner is neither innocent nor naive.

First, the settings in the stories mentioned by Hartwig are hardly all the same, as the first two take place in China and the third in Yugoslavia. The impulse to lump them together points to a critical blind spot. For, communism is not a singular, homogeneous system that has functioned in the same manner in all countries. And, in the same way that China and Yugoslavia are considerably different, so, too, are Xiluan, Baozhu, and Kostadinka Crnojévitch, the protagonists of these three stories.

The way Depestre engaged with the communist projects in which he participated was also marked by some important subtleties. Wylie lamented in his review of Eros that no story within it takes place in Cuba; Page 93 →and yet, no story takes place in Cuba because these are the stories of “other communisms” that broke away from Stalinism. In fact, Depestre’s biggest disagreement with Castro was over Cuba’s rapprochement to the Soviet Union and the importation of Stalinism into the Caribbean:


The Americans were simply not going to permit such a small country to stake out a sovereign position, to impose its own point of view, and even less nationalize the sugar industry and the American interests on the island—that was something sacred, and it was shocking. And when the hammer started coming down, the Cubans panicked, because if the Americans had decided to impose their full might against them from the very beginning, Cuba would have been incapable of resisting.31


This shift in the ideology of the Cuban revolution was a function of a specific international context, according to Depestre, in which “Cuba was in the wrong place at the wrong time and simply couldn’t fight back against the pressure of American embargo.”32

My intention here is not to enter a debate over whether Cuba did or did not make the right decision and over whether it had another choice. Instead, I want to note that Depestre believed the failure of the Cuban revolution resulted from a combination of local choices and ideologies on the one hand, and global forces and pressures on the other. Like his engagement with Cuba, his engagement with China and Yugoslavia was nuanced, and he remained aware of the significant heterogeneity within the communist world. Furthermore, the first three stories of Eros, which combine his interest in individual eroticism with his communist past, don’t fit neatly into the dichotomy that splits Depestre into a younger man engaged with political questions and an older one whose gaze has turned from Cuba toward France and Haiti.

Notably, Eros had already played an important role in the work of Depestre, having made an appearance in early texts like Le mât de cocagne. And in later works like Eros, Depestre returns to his communist youth. The relationship between sexuality and politics thus goes beyond the mere opposition of eros and revolution. Indeed, in “The Skirt,” the collective work of communist youth and lovemaking are part of the same effort to rebuild a different world in the aftermath of World War II.

“The Skirt” begins on a train. The narrator, Marc Zénon, is traveling with his girlfriend Chantal and other young Europeans to Bosnia, to Page 94 →build the Šamac-Sarajevo railroad. At the construction site, having joined an international volunteer brigade, Zénon meets a Montenegrin girl, Kostadinka Crnojévitch, who becomes his lover. Love affairs between local women and foreign volunteers are forbidden on the work sites, however, so these lovers must meet secretly in the hills above the Bosna River; and even still, Kostadinka is ultimately arrested and her head is shaved in public as punishment.

In our interview, Depestre described the story as one of his best:




	AP:
	Did your love affair continue after those two months?



	RD:
	We exchanged some letters, I proposed to her. I had returned to Paris to continue my studies, and I asked her to come and meet me in Paris. But it wasn’t easy for Yugoslavs to leave the country at the time. So we grew apart and eventually I lost track of her. When I went back to Belgrade years later, I couldn’t find her. When the memory of a country and its people are tied to a great love story, that has a huge impact on the life of a poet.



	AP:
	In Éros dans un train chinois, you did, however, write a story that took place in Yugoslavia.



	RD:
	That’s one of my best short stories. Critics said it was excellent. I also managed to express my loyalty to Yugoslavia by sharing a brilliant moment of my nights!





In Yugoslavia, politics and sexuality are intertwined. In fact, the setting for the love story is the Šamac-Sarajevo railroad, an important socialist project that Yugoslavia embarked on in the aftermath of WWII.



The Youth Railway

Yugoslavia had emerged victorious from WWII but had suffered a huge loss of population and was materially and economically devastated. Out of some fifteen million people, nearly two million had died in the war. The construction of the Šamac-Sarajevo railroad, also known as the “pruga bratstva i jedinstva” (the brotherhood and unity railway), was meant to unite Yugoslavia’s diverse ethnic communities and represent the new socialist federation to the world.

Page 95 →Some called the route “Omladinska pruga” (the Youth Railway) because it was built by volunteer youth who had embarked on the project to reconstruct the country. It took them less than eight months to build the 242 km-long stretch of rail, working from the beginning of April to mid-November 1947, a record time for a project of such scale. The project, and railway, is famous to this day, due to the involvement of so many (887) voluntary youth brigades, totaling 211,381 volunteers from across social strata. They included 55,812 workers, 112,277 peasants, 34,613 students, and 8,669 intellectuals, but also 5,842 international volunteers from forty-two countries who were divided among fifty-six work brigades.33 Volunteers came from Poland, Czechoslovakia, East Germany, Bulgaria, Greece, Romania, Hungary, England, Italy, France, Denmark, Sweden, and more.34 The project promoted collectivism and internationalism in the aftermath of the brutality of war. The collaborative, voluntary nature of both the local and foreign brigades signaled a better future ahead; one of unity and solidarity, not ethnic and racial hatred. The work was democratically organized by the volunteers themselves, with existing brigades distributing tasks to new brigades. The project was one of Yugoslavia’s first experiments in horizontalism and radical democracy, one capable of proving that self-organized youth could build a railroad faster than any capitalist corporation. And indeed, they did.

Though mostly forgotten now, there were many narratives written of life and work along the railroad. For example, prominent British historian Edward Palmer Thompson edited a booklet in 1948, which recounts the experience of British youth volunteers. The text has remained in the public eye (and was recently reprinted) primarily due to Thompson’s association with it.35 In his lengthy introduction to the book, Thompson characterized the railway workers as “the natural inheritors of the spirit of the partisans.” Through projects like the railway, qualities promoted by the Partisans like “comradeship, self-abnegation and conscious unity” were “carried forward intact into the days of peace.”36

The railway thus represented the continuation of the antifascist struggle, as organizational models were borrowed from the Partisans. One of the many chants that accompanied its construction—“mi gradimo prugu, pruga gradi nas” (“we build the railway, the railway builds us”)—reflected the dialectic core of socialism, wherein the industrialization and rebuilding of the country were also educational endeavors aimed at shaping new citizens. The Page 96 →collectivism, internationalism, and solidarity of the project were supposed to reflect existing values but also instill them as the foundations of a radically different society. Chants and songs, art, newspapers and pamphlets, and dances were all part of this popular education. On the one hand, theater troops, actors, and musicians were sent from the cities to entertain the brigadiers. On the other, brigades organized various forms of entertainment in the evenings.37

The Šamac-Sarajevo railroad was clearly as dialectical as it was infrastructural. In this context, collective work was prefigurative; it was meant to create a new social configuration, to liberate individuals from old values and prepare them to embrace new ones. Nika Autor’s cinematic homage to the Šamac-Sarajevo youth emphasizes the emotional dimension of the project: “Out of the ruins of war, out of the ruins of their own emotions, out of the pain and sadness due to their fallen loved ones, out of the underdevelopment of the country, they built the railway line, and it built them.”38 In our interview, Depestre similarly emphasized how the collective work turned postwar pain into joy.




	AP:
	At UNESCO, you had many Yugoslav friends.



	RD:
	In our conversations, I would always talk about my trip to their country with so much joy. Sometimes, I would even break into song: “Šamac-Sarajevo, to je naša meta, izgraditi prugu još ovoga ljeta. Jedan, dva, jedan, dva, omladina Titova radi na pruzi ovog leta” (Šamac-Sarajevo, that is our target, to build a railroad this very summer. One, two, one, two, Tito’s youth is working on the railroad this summer).



	AP:
	You have an incredible memory!



	RD:
	I’ve never forgotten the songs we used to sing while we worked on the railway. We were always singing. We had a lot of fun. Many years later, I would have the same feeling of youthful exuberance while doing voluntary work in Cuba. In my mind, throughout my whole life, these two revolutions infected me with their joyfulness, despite the defamation campaigns engineered by Stalinists of all stripes against Tito’s regime!



	AP:
	And what were the reactions of your friends at UNESCO when you sang to them in Serbo-Croatian?



	RD:
	I would sing: “Tito je maršal, Tito je genije, Tito je komandant slavne armije!” (Tito is marshal, Tito is a genius, Tito is the commander of a famous army). A Haitian singing in their language, they couldn’t believe their ears. I also remembered a handful of Russian songs, having lived Page 97 →for a year in Moscow as a press correspondent for Revolución, Fidel Castro’s newspaper. I had travelled all across the Soviet Union where people also sang a lot. For that reason as well, the rupture with Tito left a gaping wound in my life.





Ivo Andrić, the Nobel Prize-winning Yugoslav author, framed the construction of the Šamac-Sarajevo railway as an overcoming of both the past and natural obstacles, where the youth engages in “the fight with the forces of nature, the fight with the errors of the past, fight with prejudice and rusty legacies in ourselves.”39 As Andrić noted, the fighting may have ended but the fight did not. The future in the making would require that the mistakes, violence, and hatreds of the past were defeated. That was the burden of the new generation, the one building the railway. But this was also a fight with nature. Through the lens of Marxism and materialism, the construction of the railway represented a reshaping of nature according to the needs of new men and women. That this was to occur on the shores of the Bosna, on this river that symbolizes life, rebirth, and regeneration, did not seem accidental.

In “The Skirt,” Depestre discusses how labor was divided on the railway construction site, how thirty-nine international brigades were each charged with building a different segment. His description includes an elaborate numerical breakdown of the project and its participants where “two hundred and nine thousand boys and girls proposed in 199 days of labor to build a railway. They had to lay 300 kilometers of rails, 429,000 crossties, 289 switching devices. They would also have drilled 9 tunnels and built 803 concrete structures, including 9 bridges with a total length of 2,469 meters.”40 Depestre also provides an exacting enumeration of the volunteers by ethnic and other identities, as proportions of the entire youth brigade: 45.5 percent Serb, 25.1 percent Croat, 2 percent Slovenian, 4.7 percent Macedonian, 2.9 percent Montenegrin, 2.2 percent Muslim, and 1.6 percent Albanian; 55 percent peasants, 25 percent workers, 15 percent students, and 3.5 percent intellectuals.

The engineers required figures to map the advancement of the project, while brigades and headquarters relied on them to assess both individual and group performances. The consensus was that optimal results could only be attained when every worker was thoroughly briefed on the project’s progress and understood the impact of their contributions to the overall effort.41 Slovenian scholar Martin Pogačar interprets this fixation Page 98 →on statistics as arising from both the desire to shape and control nature, and the need to motivate, plan, and measure results. These were a measurement of progress, a numerical turn toward the future and away from the past.42 The train thus became a symbol of new networks of communication and solidarity. Within Yugoslavia, it was meant to connect ethnic communities that had not necessarily been on the same side during the war, as a newly built rail network would link the different Yugoslav republics into one large federation. But it would also connect Yugoslavia to the rest of the world. In this way, the railroad was meant to achieve the unachievable, to bring people in proximity to faraway landscapes and places that, until then, seemed unreachable. It promised to democratize access to these places, allowing those who had only dreamed of exploring beyond their hometowns to see the entire world. This connectivity changed perceptions of time and space. A more connected world was synchronized to the trains, to their arrival and departure, promising solidarity, engagement, modernization, reconstruction, and prosperity.43

These glowing descriptions of the Šamac-Sarajevo rail project raise some inevitable questions: How widespread was the enthusiasm exhibited in these narratives? Was the vision of a better tomorrow reflected in these accounts born from the grassroots or from the state apparatus? Did the railway fulfill its promise? And, are these memories simply a rose-colored indicator of what is now known as “Yugonostalgia”?44 The answer to all these questions is probably both yes and no. Still, I agree with William Mazzarella that our compulsion in the present to doubt any genuine possibility for change has more to do with an internalized neoliberal cynicism than the actual experience of the youth volunteers who built the Šamac-Sarajevo railroad in 1947.45 In any case, in our interview and in “The Skirt,” Depestre portrayed an atmosphere of joy and optimism, one that inspired him for many years to come.



Eros, Politics, and Trains

As the early chapters of “The Skirt” are set on a train, carrying international youth to Yugoslavia to build a railway, the symbolism of the train in this story is twofold. Another story in the collection, “Faisane dorée” (“Golden Pheasant”), also features a train as an important setting, as the narrator traverses communist China. In “The Skirt,” the first train, Page 99 →connecting Paris to Zenica on one railway, and carrying youth volunteers to the site where they will build another, becomes a space of encounters:


On the train at Gare du Nord [in Paris], when we arrived at the compartment, two boys were keeping two young ladies company. During the first two hundred kilometers, there were no more than nineteen words exchanged between the six of us. Chantal and I were seated in the direction of the train, corridor side. We were all hungry to live. In front of us, the two beauties, visibly Parisian from the sixteenth arrondissement, were not letting go of the aloofness of their beautiful neighborhood. By the window, the young men, cheerful lads from the South, all words and skin, mocked them freely, in flamboyant Occitan. They were from Lézignan-Corbières.46


The trip begins in this way with distinctions made based on race and class and geography. It quickly becomes clear that the joy of renewal and a lust for life will not come from the French bourgeoisie of the 16th arrondissement, but rather from those on the margins, those from Haiti, Lézignan-Corbières, or Yugoslavia; who will bring their enthusiasm and collectivism to the stuffy Parisians. Indeed, it is youth from the South—be it the South of France or the Global South—that are leading the postwar transformation at the center of this story. The silence and distance they initially encounter in the train compartment is contrasted with the joy and exhilaration they later encounter at Yugoslav construction sites.

During our conversation, Depestre explained that he had ultimately settled in Lézignan-Corbières himself precisely because he had never forgotten the joy he observed in the young people he met on that train. His decision to live in Lézignan-Corbières can thus be understood as more than a return to France and an embrace of Francophonie. In fact, this return also brought him closer to Yugoslavia. And in the story, it is the train, as a space of connection, that ultimately brings the six youth closer. Though, not without considerable effort from our Haitian narrator:


Listen, I said, speaking to the crowd, the world is just recovering from a deadly conflict. This is the first summer that the borders of Europe have reopened to youth. Surely, the young Yugoslavs who invited us would be sorry to see a tribe of killjoys disembark looking like they came from a funeral.47


Page 100 →This is followed by the narrator quoting Blaise Cendrars, who wrote that, in the aftermath of a war, the mere fact of being alive was a reason for true joy, prompting the six youth in the compartment to engage both in conversation and numerous sexual encounters.

As noted above, Depestre has been criticized for his focus on individual eroticism, which is often framed as frivolous and apolitical. While it is true that the endless proliferation of names for male and female genitalia, as well as the accompanying glossaire at the end of Eros, do become tiresome, Depestre has countered this view that eroticism is apolitical, explaining: “The pagan and solar side of my temperament as a man from the Caribbean immediately places my vision of love at the opposite of the painful experience that marked the historical adventure of Western Eros.”48 Depestre contends that sex and sexuality are accompanied by feelings of shame and guilt in the West but are freely experienced in the Caribbean; an assertion that could reasonably be questioned for its cultural essentialism.49 Perhaps this is why Depestre quickly embeds his views on eroticism in a historical context, linking them to the specific material conditions of the Caribbean. On the plantation, he writes, sexuality was the only domain of freedom for enslaved people.50

Notably, this historical particularity differentiates the sexuality of the Creole slave from that of people from both Africa and the West. In the Caribbean, sexuality is not associated with sin, as men and women “make love, as free and sovereign beings who reinvent the four seasons, the carnival of stars, the magic wheel of beauty, in a state of poetry and wildly mutual wonder.”51 The freedom of the Caribbean sexual encounter stands in opposition to the shame of Christian sexual sin, which even the “amour fou” of the surrealists couldn’t fully transcend. According to Depestre, a sexuality devoid of vice or reproach is prevalent in Haitian oral culture, though still not in its written culture; his own eroticism thus aims to counter the puritan love of the European and allow for the possibility of enjoyment for no other reason than enjoyment itself.

Some contradictions remain within the solar eroticism of Depestre, however. For instance, he mentions only in passing that sexuality was often a means of violence on the plantation, as Black female slaves were raped by their white masters. There is also a lack of analysis of the ways in which sexism and imposed heterosexuality function to limit the enjoyment of women, in both Europe and the Caribbean. After all, power relations persist even “at the time of the rooster and the enchanted garden.”52 Page 101 →Nonetheless, I introduce his reflections on “érotisme solaire” because Depestre himself has never considered his eroticism to be apolitical. Particularly so in “The Skirt,” which takes place after and against the ravages of World War II. The exuberance of the youth, and their victory over the forces of death, are expressed in the story both through their construction of the railway and their free expression of sexuality.

The prudishness of the two girls on the train from the 16th arrondissement is contrasted with the joyful sexuality of our narrator from the Global South. Yet, by also describing Chantal and the youth from Lézignan-Corbières as cheerful and filled with joy, Depestre complicates the simple opposition between a puritan North and a sexually liberated South. Puritanism and indifference are associated with the wealthiest neighborhood in Paris, drawing a line to class and not merely to cultural belonging. Still, the sexual encounters between these six youths are little more than a prelude to the love affair between Marc Zénon and Kostadinka Crnojévitch.



A Love Story Between Comrades


“Can I ask you for another favor?”

“Which is?”, She said.

“What is your name?”

“Kostadinka Crnojevitch. And you?”

“Marc Zénon.”53


Thus begins “The Skirt” in media res, with the narrator asking for “another” favor, implying that there has already been a favor to which the reader is not privy. In this way, the atmosphere of secrecy that permeates the story is introduced from the very beginning. The start of this dialogue is withheld from the reader as something private, shared only between the narrator and this woman he has just met.

We soon learn, too, that this moment took place forty years ago. This missing piece of the conversation may in fact be missing because memory fragments, because this was a fleeting encounter, even if it has marked the narrator deeply. That the story begins with this exchange of names is notable, for the narrator’s name is fictional but his would-be lover’s name is autobiographical. Kostadinka Crnojévitch (spelled Crnojević in Page 102 →Serbo-Croatian) is the name of the woman Depestre met during his own time in Yugoslavia; which is not to say that the fictional Dinka resembles the real one, nor that I am concerned with the extent to which the narrative corresponds to Depestre’s real experience in Yugoslavia. In fact, I argue that the stories in Eros are deliberately set on the border of reality and fiction, on the line between what is remembered and what is imagined. In each, the name of the narrator changes: René Depestre in China becomes Marc Zénon in Yugoslavia and then Jacques Agoué in France. This is meant to remind us that these tales are of course fiction, but also that they are not told by the same narrator. The “rooted nomad” travels throughout the volume to different places at different times, encountering different women. And with each encounter, he changes.

Depestre is “well aware of the dangers of using the ‘I’ in ways that encourage the conflation of his authorial position with that of his narrators. ‘The writer’s “I” is a plural “I”, an imaginary “I”,’ he insists.”54 So, why is Dinka’s name unchanged? Perhaps to ground the story in historical reality, or perhaps because the decades that have passed between the event and its recounting have rendered her fictional, or perhaps because Dinka’s name carries a historical weight of its own. Indeed, the significance of Kostadinka’s name makes the narrator feel irrelevant: “I didn’t know that her first name was also famous: in 1943, at the time of the offensives of the Yugoslav guerilla, she was the legendary commander Dinka from the BBC reports.”55 Kostadinka, it turns out, played an important role in the Yugoslav antifascist struggle, making her the more experienced revolutionary.

Kostadinka Crnojévitch thus contains many dimensions. She is the Dinka of the BBC reports, the Dinka that Depestre met in 1947, and the Dinka who becomes the lover of Marc Zénon in a story published in 1990. In “The Skirt,” after the reader learns the origins of Dinka’s name and that the story’s initial encounter took place so long ago, the narrator continues to wonder about Kostadinka and her whereabouts: is she still in Titograd,56 has she married, does she have children? Then, in the past conditional, he imagines a visit to Kostadinka and her husband, one he wishes he had made.57 He envisions drinking rakija (a traditional Yugoslav spirit) with Kostadinka’s husband, and discussing the good and bad sides of Yugoslav socialism. This imagined encounter that never occurred brings the first, brief, chapter of the story to an end with a deep sense of longing:


Page 103 →The fact is this: I will never set foot again in the land of my magnificent Southern Slav. The age of manhood—so heavy to bear in my native country—has wedged my days and humble labors thousands of kilometers away from Kostadinka. The fire in her fireplace will not welcome me like an old friend on a tender winter evening.58


This same sense of a fleeting experience, both personal and collective, appeared in our interview.




	AP:
	And you never returned to Yugoslavia?



	RD:
	In fact, yes I did, on an official mission during a UNESCO General Conference in Belgrade (1980) that lasted a month. I was then able to reconnect with my contacts in Yugoslavia. Once I was there, it renewed my solar attachment to Kostadinka’s native land. In Cuba, I continued to reflect upon her beauty; my feelings never changed.



	AP:
	What was the atmosphere like in Belgrade in 1980, compared to 1947?



	RD:
	The atmosphere was different, of course. The contagious euphoria of youth that had existed during the postwar period was gone. In 1947, we had the impression that young people were in power. That was no longer the case in 1980. The regime had become dogmatic.





“The Skirt” is the only story in Eros on a Chinese Train that begins with this mixture of encounter, memory, longing, and regret. Many of the other stories are written of the past, and are also memories, but the particular combination of present, past, and conditional used in “The Skirt” is unique to that story. A dialogue written in the present tense is revealed to have happened forty years before, on the shores of the Bosna, before the narrative shifts into what could have been, only to end by acknowledging that Kostadinka, Yugoslavia, and the Šamac-Sarajevo railway are all lost to the past. The story is permeated by a sense of regret, a “what if,” a “what might have been.”

This is a “what if” that likely relates not only to a love affair lost but also to communisms that could have been. Depestre thought he had ended his nomadic ways in Cuba, only to part ways with Castro in the end, over his rapprochement with the Soviet Union. There are parallels to Yugoslavia here, as it broke from the Soviet Union as well, to forge its own path and its own communism. The “what if” of “The Skirt” gestures toward these Page 104 →various communist experiments, and what they could have been if local decisions and global pressures had been different.

The unambiguous “what if” of the first chapter is tempered by the romance of a “once upon a time” in the second: “Once upon a time, there was a young Yugoslav girl and a Haitian student. I was twenty-two then. For me, it truly was, ‘the most beautiful age of life’.”59 We are now back at the beginning, before Zénon arrives in Yugoslavia and encounters Kostadinka. The fairytale-like beginning of their story echoes the euphoria and sense of utopia that accompanies the building of a new world. The role played by youth in building this world is immediately emphasized, when the narrator mentions his age, and expresses his jubilation at having survived the war and at being able to participate in the future.

And then the encounter with Kostadinka takes place on the shores of the Bosna. “She was then, totally, totally naked in my arms,” writes Depestre.60 He has presented us with an image of a woman being reborn on the banks of a river. Of course, one could problematize this depiction, wherein this woman is reborn in the arms of a man; a man, who as the narrator, is ultimately responsible for her rebirth. But I propose this moment should be interpreted slightly differently, by considering both the Bosna underneath and the railway above. Individual transformation is derived from the collective work of building the railway in which the narrator and Kostadinka are both participating, as it is through the love affair that unravels between them on the riverbanks. This construction work and this lovemaking are both powerful, each anchored by an undeniable physicality and each a form of solidary connection.

In a later description of the first encounter between Zénon and Kostadinka, the reader is offered more details, including what preceded the scene with which the story opens. Kostadinka is in the river washing clothes, and the narrator decides upon seeing her that she is the most beautiful woman in the world. He asks her whether she speaks French, and she responds that she is studying it at the University of Zagreb. An expanded and slightly modified dialogue follows:


“Could we talk for a moment?” I asked

“It’s time to head in,” she said. “Maybe another day, if it matters to you, comrade?”

“Tomorrow?”

She paused to think.

Page 105 →“Yes, tomorrow, why not?”

“Can I obtain another favor?”

“Which one?”

“What is your name?”

“Kostadinka Crnojévitch. And you?”

“Marc Zénon.”61


It is worth noting several things from this passage. First, the latter half of this dialogue is nearly identical to that recounted at the beginning of the story, but with one small difference. “Can I ask you for another favor?” has become “Can I obtain another favor.” This is a subtle change, but it reminds us once again that we are in the domain of memory, and fiction. The narrator’s memory of Kostadinka is firm but also fleeting, shapeshifting with each re-remembering; not unlike memory of the Yugoslav project itself—which, despite being continuously swept under the rug by contemporary nationalist elites in the region, keeps rematerializing, each time slightly different. The second detail I would like to highlight is Kostadinka’s use of “comrade” with the narrator, even after just having met. This corresponds to the historical context in which it was typical on communist work sites for all volunteers to greet each other this way, but it is also Kostadinka’s way of taking charge in this moment by defining her relationship to the narrator.

Let us compare this scene to a moment depicted in the first story in Eros, “Golden Pheasant,” set in China. The narrator receives a call from his interpreter, Xiluan, who is the only woman in the collection to refuse the narrator’s advances:


“Listen, comrade Xiluan, do me a favor, will you?”

“Which [one], illustrious guest?”

“Don’t call me that.”62


Here, the narrator refers to the interpreter as a comrade in an attempt to forge a relationship based on equality, but Xiluan refuses, continuing to refer to the narrator as “illustrious guest” in order to clearly communicate the hierarchy they occupy. In “The Skirt,” this relationship is reversed as it is Kostadinka who immediately places the two future lovers on an equal playing field. As such, their love affair is highly political; it is a love affair between comrades.

Page 106 →Jodi Dean offers a much-needed history and analysis of the term comrade, arguing that it “indexes a political relation, a set of expectations for action toward a common goal. It highlights the sameness of those on the same side—no matter their differences, comrades stand together.”63 Comrades share a vision, and labor together to realize it. The term is of course associated with communism, but it has a much longer history. In Spanish, camaradas were historically two people sharing an apartment or room; and similarly, in French, camarade initially referred to soldiers sharing barracks. The word comrade thus implies an intimacy, a shared space, an ability to cohabitate in a specific environment, an experience of uniting in pursuit of a common purpose. It suggests trustworthiness and accountability; someone on whom you can rely.

Dean resuscitates camaraderie within the contemporary frame of allies and allyship. Without dismissing allyship as such, Dean questions its predominance within contemporary social organizing, noting that “allyship is a symptom of the displacement of politics into the individualist self-help techniques and social media moralism of communicative capitalism.”64 In contrast to the individualist approach of the ally, the comrade is part of a utopian and collective politics in the making. In other words, comradeship is a mode of collective belonging that opposes the isolation, individualism, and hierarchies of the capitalist order, and in striving for equality challenges its inherent divisions. Anyone can become a comrade, but this requires a shared leftist politics; and while the invitation for collaboration is open, no one is predisposed to being a comrade due to their identity or position. Comrade thus designates a relationship between two people who find themselves on the same side of the political truth, but not the individual identity of either of them, as it is an inherently relational concept.65

While incredibly important in this age of rising nationalisms and right-wing politics. Dean’s essay too quickly dismisses the complexities of race, gender, and sexuality in building leftist social movements and organizations. Dean does acknowledge that comradeship requires hard work, but it is unclear how comrades can overcome histories of racism, sexism, and heteronormativity that are so deeply internalized. At the same time, when Kostadinka uses the term “comrade” with the narrator in “The Skirt,” she invites a prefigurative bond based on a common understanding and a common struggle. The construction of the railroad was in fact an exercise in strengthening comradeship and overcoming differences, and also in collectively building a better future. By insisting on sharing statistics Page 107 →about the ethnicities, nationalities, and identities of these comrades in “The Skirt,” Depestre shined a light on the diversity of this collective.

Kostadinka’s reference to her lover as “comrade” acknowledges that love and eroticism are always political. It also sends a signal about the kind of relationship she is willing to engage in; one based in equality, in which she makes her own decisions. She is neither innocent nor naive, and she embodies the values of the Yugoslav antifascist fight, including its vision of a more egalitarian future.

But then, there is the end of the story. After returning from their encounter by the river, the narrator discovers that a girl’s head was shaved in public as punishment for engaging in a relationship with a student from Marseille:


This scandal confirmed what had been whispered in hushed tones for the four weeks that we had been there: any romantic relationship between young Yugoslav girls and foreign volunteers was severely repressed. Every night, the militia patrols that circled the camps, supposedly to protect us from potential incursions by the ‘Ustaše,’ were actually guarding the virginity of the local girls.66


Here, the individualist eros opposes any collectivist projects, which inevitably try to suppress it, and yet can never do so fully. Any possible liberation is thus individual and occurs within the space of the bed, as the power of eros escapes any institutional and systemic containment.

Yet, Kostadinka cannot escape it; even if the narrator does initially formulate a solution for the two lovers: He will borrow a tent from his Egyptian friend Abdel Zifaat, and pitch it on a remote hill, far from the scrutiny of work camp officers. Kostadinka and the narrator meet at the tent, where Depestre describes their night of lovemaking in euphemism, adroitly deploying synonyms for the sexual organs. In the morning, when Kostadinka discovers that her skirt is stained with blood, the narrator runs to the camp of the French brigade to borrow a similar one from Chantal. Nevertheless, Kostadinka is later stopped by two police officers: “they found her ‘more charming than ever the fairies.’ It was so true, it was said, that the two soldiers who had come to arrest her nevertheless let her finish her bright August morning ballet.”67 Her dancing body is constrained, but not contained, by the forces of order, the power of her eros such that it impresses even them.

Page 108 →This ending to “The Skirt” contributes to a stereotypical portrayal of communism, in which the evil regime prevents expressions of individual freedom and tramples human rights. E. P. Thompson, for instance, offers an alternative explanation of the prohibition of sexual encounters, suggesting that it stemmed from a widely accepted moral code among the brigadiers. He argues that this code was necessary, because without it, parents would not have allowed their young daughters to participate in the project.68 Depestre does not include this perspective and his depiction is somewhat at odds with his own description of “The Skirt” as a homage to Yugoslavia, and it has led to problematic readings such as that of Milan Kundera, which Depestre himself embraced as praise of his solar eroticism:


Then I read other short stories by him, from the collection entitled Eros on a Chinese Train, and I dwell on a few stories that take place in communist countries which, to this revolutionary driven from his homeland, opened their arms. With astonishment and tenderness, I imagine today this Haitian poet, his head filled with crazy erotic fantasies, crossing the Stalinist desert in his worst years, where an incredible puritanism then reigned and where the slightest erotic freedom was paid for dearly.69


Kundera’s use of “the communist world” homogenizes all socialist and communist experiments into one. The desert imagery he employs positions communist countries as a collectivity of emptiness, as a tabula rasa that is only worthy once it renounces its communist past and embraces neoliberalism. Implicitly, this desert is compared to the non-desert of Western Europe, of course, where sexual freedoms and individual rights prevail. Indeed, by evoking the desert, Kundera’s analysis also conjures strains of Orientalist discourse. And this is a “Stalinist desert” at that, inevitably littered with the victims of his many crimes, committed in the name of communism.

It is against this backdrop that the brave Western (and here, Depestre stands in for the Western) poet ventures into barbaric, authoritarian lands, prepared to teach its oppressed population about sexual freedom. A string of generalizations is emphasized by Kundera through his use of hyperbole. For example, the puritanism of the communists is so “incredible” that a Western reader can hardly imagine it. Kundera thus fosters the idea of a faraway place with cruel customs aimed at snuffing out any Page 109 →“erotic freedoms.” According to Nataša Kovačević, this type of portrayal has contributed to “the demonization of communist regimes and Eastern European cultures as a totalitarian, barbarian and Orientalist ‘other’.” Furthermore, such binary views of West versus East have been used “to justify transitions of Eastern European societies to market capitalism and liberal democracy, suppressing Eastern Europe’s communist histories and legacies, whilst perpetuating its dependence on the West as a source of its own sense of identity.”70

Why would Depestre claim on one hand that “The Skirt” is a homage to Yugoslavia, and yet embrace Kundera’s reading of it on the other? I propose that this contradiction points to the ambivalent (but also very complex) relationship Depestre has had with the various communisms with which he has engaged over his lifetime. Furthermore, Kundera focuses on the ending of the story, essentially erasing everything that came before it, including the multilayered ways the text interacts with both Yugoslavia and Kostadinka Crnojević. This lack of contextualization in Kundera’s reading of the story, and his choice to situate it so squarely in “the communist world,” disregards the unique dynamics of Yugoslav socialism and of the Šamac-Sarajevo project—both of which are highlighted in the text. Yet, one may read Depestre’s choice to emphasize the secrecy of the love affair in “The Skirt” as one that reverberates on more than one level: there is a secret affair not only between the narrator and his Montenegrin lover, but also between Depestre and Yugoslavia; a place he was no longer able to express his admiration for (at least publicly), once he opted to settle in Cuba. Still, one cannot help but notice that, to some degree, Depestre caters to a Western audience in his fictional works, in a way he does not in interviews. In my interview with him and in the interview Paul Miller conducted with him about Cuba, Depestre’s analysis of the communisms he has experienced was significantly more complex and nuanced than he put forth in Le métier à métisser, for instance.

There is also a sentence, spoken by Chantal, that complicates readings of the end of “The Skirt.” It appears during the conversation about the Yugoslav girl whose head was shaved, when Chantal says: “Calm down, guys…after all, it’s their business. Our French ‘spirals’ are half a century ahead of the morals of the time.”71 If one reads this comment explicitly, it is another celebration of solar eroticism, in light of its systemic repression. Yet, there is also some sarcasm in this comment. Chantal designates an “us and them,” where the “us” is the more evolved Westerner and the “them” Page 110 →has questionable morals, very much mirroring a decontextualized Western reading of communist experiences that may be used to establish Western superiority. This foreshadows readings of the story itself. In other words, while Depestre engages in criticisms of communisms, he also understands that his critiques will be taken out of context and used to justify the superiority of the West and the inevitability of global neoliberalism; just as Kundera has done. He thus problematizes the very critique he outlines.

For Depestre, his experience in Yugoslavia marked one of his first encounters with collectivism and with post–World War II communism. And as he himself has acknowledged, it shaped his subsequent adventures and stayed with him throughout his life, even if he almost never wrote about it. His Yugoslav stories confuse his (dis)attachment to communism, as this cannot be reduced merely to his relationship with Cuba. In fact, though Depestre is critical of the directions communist projects ultimately followed, he remains attached to the values manifested through early collectivist projects like the Šamac-Sarajevo railroad. Both this attachment and this critique are visible in “The Skirt,” and yet it is only with the proper historical contextualization that it is possible to avoid a flat and apolitical reading of the story, and of Kostadinka. For, even where the story gestures toward some of the underlying problems in Yugoslav state organization, it remains a homage to the Yugoslav and international youth that fought against fascism and for a more egalitarian future. Hence, it is a homage to friendship, love, and most importantly, comradeship.








Chapter Four

Non-Aligned Networks: Aoua Kéita, Yugoslav Women, and Global Socialist Feminisms



Ljubljana, October 7th, 1971

Dear friend,

Your letter, which you sent to me through our comrade Veda Zagorac, gave me great pleasure…. Even though we are so far from one another, we are working on similar issues—above all, how to develop society so that women, too, can become subjects with equal rights. Of course, this does not depend only on women’s organizations, but also on general development and progress.1

Vida Tomšič



Brazzaville, November 3rd, 1971

Dear friend,

I acknowledge receipt of your letter from October 7, which made me very happy. Since I did not have your address, I sent my last letter through our friend Veda Zagorac, knowing that she would deliver it to you. You know, my dear Vida, that I am in Brazzaville only incidentally—and not in any official capacity. Since January 1967, I have no longer held any position. When Page 112 →the Politburo and the National Assembly were dissolved, in August 1967 and January 1968 respectively, I was arbitrarily removed from all national and international responsibilities. My national functions were assigned to Mariam Travélé, the wife of the former President of the Republic of Mali, my cousin Modibo Keïta.2 Veda, who lived there for some time, must have told you about this. But I am not at all discouraged, because for me, the struggle continues—and will continue—until the complete liberation of the Continent and the economic as well as truly social development of all sectors of African society.3

Aoua Kéita


These letters, exchanged between Aoua Kéita, a Malian midwife and anticolonial activist, and Vida Tomšič, a former Yugoslav-Slovenian Partisan and member of the Central Committee of the Yugoslav Communist Party, offer a window into international socialist feminism as it emerged.4 When Tomšič wrote her letter, she had recently spent all of March in New York City as the Yugoslav representative to the Commission for Social Development of the United Nations Economic and Social Council, and explains in the letter that she had undertaken a study for the Commission on the role of women in the economic and social development of Yugoslavia. Having heard through Veda Zagorac that Kéita may come to Yugoslavia the following year, Tomšič sincerely hoped they could meet. She sent her letter with Mara Radić, a comrade from the Conference for the Social Activity of Women (Konferencija za društvenu aktivnost žena, KDAŽ), who was traveling to Brazzaville for a seminar on women’s issues.5

In her response, Kéita confirmed that she planned to visit Yugoslavia the following year, and congratulated Tomšič on her new work. She was living in Brazzaville, she said, because her husband, a specialist in education and culture, had obtained a job at l’Ecole Normale Supérieure d’Afrique Centrale. Kéita described Brazzaville as a pleasant if overpopulated city, with agreeable people, and said Congolese leaders were young, capable, and fully supported African unity; noting, “their socialist slogans are not empty words.”6 The Congolese Labor Party, Kéita added, was trusted by the working masses, an essential element of successful socialist politics.

Throughout her life, and particularly after 1962—when she became Secretary-General of the Women’s Social Commission (Commission Sociale des Femmes, CSF) in the Sudanese Union-African Democratic Rally (Union Page 113 →Soudanaise-Rassemblement Démocratique Africain, US-RDA), following Mali’s independence7—Kéita maintained connections with Yugoslav activists like Tomšič and Zagorac. In their private correspondence, these women referred to each other as friends, and in official exchanges, as comrades. All were committed socialists who believed women’s liberation can be achieved only through the wholesale transformation of society.

Tomšič, like many Yugoslav socialists, insisted that women’s issues should not be delegated solely to “women’s organizations,” as if they do not concern society at large. This marked a key distinction between socialist women’s activists and liberal feminists. According to Tomšič, women’s emancipation required more than equal opportunity within the existing system. Society had to be transformed entirely, and reproductive labor collectivized, through the creation of new social institutions.8 In fact, Tomšič rejected the term feminist, which she associated with women of the bourgeoisie.

Similarly, for Kéita, who vowed in her letter to continue the fight “until the complete liberation of the Continent and the economic as well as truly social development of all sectors of African society,” women’s liberation was inseparable from the liberation of the African continent. This was a liberation from imperialism, but as her letter suggests, Kéita became progressively convinced that only socialist development could lead to equality, meaning there could be no anti-imperial and socialist struggle without women’s liberation and no women’s liberation without anti-imperial and socialist struggle. On this, Tomšič and Kéita agreed.

Yet, the two women were confronting very different local circumstances and did not always appreciate the extent of these differences. Socialism and women’s emancipation sometimes meant very different things to each of them. For Kéita, socialism was a “broader ideology for defending the right to self-determination of peoples, first of all, and women’s rights, secondly.”9 Meanwhile, Tomšič supported Yugoslav self-management. Yet, these women were willing to learn from one another, and they believed this learning process to be fundamental to women’s internationalism.

Aoua Kéita is generally studied vis-à-vis her 1975 autobiography, in which she describes her work as a midwife and her political involvement with the US-RDA, up until Malian independence.10 Her political work continued beyond independence, though, and as the US-RDA gained power, Kéita rose through its ranks. In September 1958, she was elected to the Bureau Politique National, the party’s executive body, and the next year she became the parliamentary representative of Sikasso and was appointed to Page 114 →the committee charged with drafting a new constitution. When Mali gained independence in 1960, she was the only woman in the National Assembly.11

In newly independent Mali, Kéita’s work moved beyond national borders as she participated in building international women’s networks, both within and outside of Africa. There is continuity between the work she described in her autobiography, from before independence, and her work in its aftermath, for Kéita had long challenged the social roles assigned to women and had sought to involve women in revolutionary struggle. As a midwife, she pushed back against the idea that the domestic sphere is apolitical, encouraging women to take part in decision-making affecting their local communities, and in building the new nation. Through a close reading of Kéita’s autobiography, as well as archival materials that document her collaboration with Yugoslav women activists, I trace the progressive expansion of Kéita’s involvement in politics, from the local, to the national, to an international network of women from socialist states. In this sense, the narrative that emerges from her collaboration with Yugoslav women activists, complements Kéita’s autobiography.

These materials allow us to place Kéita’s work, like that of Tomšič and Zagorac, “within a global web of antifascist, anti-colonial, and internationalist postwar networks.”12 The collaboration among these women (and with other members of the KDAŽ, as we will see) therefore enables us to further advance debates on transnational feminism. Breny Mendoza has outlined the genealogy of this concept, explaining that it has supplanted the term “global sisterhood”—which was put forth in the 1970s and 1980s by white, middle-class feminists and is now recognized as ethnocentrically biased. The notion of global sisterhood was based on the assumption of “a universal patriarchy and a common experience of oppression of women around the globe,” ignoring divisions among women based on nationality, race, class, and sexual orientation.13 Transnational feminist theories (particularly those working within the framework of postcolonial studies), on the other hand, question whether a universal feminism can exist and dispute the view of women as a homogeneous subject. Instead of disregarding women’s differences, these theories depart from these differences.14 Thus, according to Mendoza, the term transnational feminism “points simultaneously to the position feminists worldwide have taken against the processes of globalization of the economy, the demise of the nation state and the development of a global mass culture.”15

Chandra Talpade Mohanty’s concept of a “feminism without borders” has also been crucial in theorizing transnational feminist solidarity; and Page 115 →importantly, Mohanty distinguishes between “border-less” feminism and feminism without borders. Whereas border-less feminism envisions the possibility of a singular feminist position, feminism without borders embraces the reality of feminist multi-positionality and seeks to “envision change and social justice work across these lines of demarcation and division,” grounded in doctrines of “decolonization, anticapitalist critique, and solidarity.”16 Here, solidarity is not a given, it is a result of “mutuality, accountability, and a recognition of common interests as the basis for relationships among diverse communities.”17 Both Mendoza and Mohanty associate transnational feminism primarily with the latest stage of globalization and the commonalities of oppression under neoliberal capitalism. Feminist scholars Inderpal Grewal and Caren Kaplan similarly emphasize multilocal feminist practices that have emerged in response to contemporary “transnational economic links and cultural asymmetries.”18

It is the type of solidarity described by Mohanty that was practiced by activists like Kéita, Tomšič, and Zagorac, all three of whom believed women would only truly become subjects of rights through socialist transformations in their respective states, but who also realized that their activism had to move beyond national borders. Newly emerging socialist countries that wanted autonomy from the USSR needed each other, as a matter of survival in a bipolar world, and the same was true when it came to women and their rights. Hence, the friendships between and among these women developed in the context of non-alignment, which was the path of both Yugoslavia and Mali. Mendoza observed that “we are still left with a theoretical and political void to understand the transnational linkages between Third and First World women.”19 Yet, I argue that this void can be (partially) filled if we look to Cold War collaborations between activists in Eastern Europe and the Global South, and would point out that Chiara Bonfiglioli and Kristen Ghodsee have recently highlighted the intentional effacing of a past internationalist women’s activism that united the Global South with Eastern Europe’s socialist states.20

Bonfiglioli and Ghodsee agree that postsocialist feminisms tend to be overlooked within transnational feminist theories, but also assert that “continued equation between Western and socialist colonialities—and the assumption of a long-lasting missed encounter between (post)colonial and (post)socialist subjects—silences the existence of past socialist anti-colonial networks.”21 In fact, the parallel between postsocialism and postcolonialism often does not take into account the socialist experiments of newly Page 116 →decolonized countries. As Ghodsee notes, this has framed the way contributions of Eastern European socialist women are portrayed, even in feminist historiographies, which often downplay the role of women because it is assumed they merely carried out the orders of male socialists in power.22

This chapter is rooted in what Bonfiglioli has described as “the emergence of a new field of studies, namely global socialist feminism,” which analyzes collaborations between Eastern European socialist women and their counterparts in the Global South.23 While these women indeed worked within their parties, they did not follow orders blindly, nor were they victims of dogmatism. On the contrary, they thought deeply about and worked actively to realize women’s emancipation, sometimes in very subtle and very innovative ways. Their collaborations did not always go smoothly and involved a fair bit of misunderstanding about their respective local contexts, but were based on the shared belief that women’s responsibility was both local and transnational and that national movements had important lessons to learn from each other. And they did.

In doing so, these women offer an example of what it means to think and act across borders without falling into the trap of a universal feminism. They managed to build “forms of alliance, subversion and complicity operating in a privileged in-between space where asymmetries and inequalities between women can be acknowledged.”24 For Aoua Kéita, the transnational consciousness that eventually facilitated this alliance-building and solidary action began with her local work as a midwife. In the rest of this chapter, I first offer an analysis of Kéita’s autobiography, as her local political work served as the basis for her developing internationalism. I also demonstrate how certain aspects of Kéita’s early work already aligned with that of Vida Tomšič. In the second part, I focus on Kéita’s collaboration with the Yugoslav KDAŽ (Conference for the Social Activity of Women). I read across various types of documents including personal correspondences, official memos, and conference papers, in order to outline a theory (and practice) of female emancipation that was based on dialogue, exchange, and friendship.


Midwifery as Activism: The Path of Aoua Kéita

Présence Africaine published Kéita’s autobiography, Femme d’Afrique: La vie d’Aoua Kéita racontée par elle-même (An African Woman: The Autobiography of Aoua Kéita Told in Her Own Words), in 1975.25 As the Page 117 →title implies, this is the story of a specific woman, but she could not be any woman from anywhere; it matters that she is an African woman. The individual does not stand in for the collective, as Kéita does not represent African women in the plural. This is a story about how being a woman in Africa has shaped her life, about the political activism of an African woman, about her participation in events that led to the independence of her country.

On the title page of Femme d’Afrique, just below the title itself, Kéita is described as a “Retired midwife / Former member of parliament / Former member of the National Political Bureau / the U.S.R.D.A.”26 These are the three designations with which Kéita also signed her personal letters to Veda Zagorac. And, appropriately, Kéita’s autobiography deals with the intersection of her work as a midwife and as a member of the US-RDA. It was through her work as a midwife that she was able to mobilize women for the party, and because she was a member of the party, she was able to politicize her work as a midwife.

As other scholars have noted, in nearly 400 pages, Kéita dedicates a mere thirty to her childhood and family.27 Still, in this brief interlude, we learn that Kéita’s father once served in the French Army, that he received a small pension, and that he was assigned to the post of hygiene officer (“agent d’hygiène”) by the French government. She recounts that her mother frequently told cautionary tales about women who wanted to marry for love and ended up either miserable or murdered by their husbands. In fact, Kéita begins her autobiography with one of these stories, of Diadiaratou, who insisted on marrying Zoumana—a beautiful young man who showed up one day at her doorstep but turned out to be a djin, an evil spirit sent to teach Diadiaratou the lesson that she should not contradict her parents. It is fitting that Kéita opens her autobiography by telling this tale, as Femme d’Afrique is, in many ways, its counterpoint, though not merely its opposite. Femme d’Afrique is not the story of a woman who defies her traditional mother and marries out of love. Rather, it is the story of a woman who dedicates her life neither to love nor to her parents, but to politics.

So, while Kéita’s mother did not support her daughter’s education or political work, this is not a simple story of tradition versus modernity. After all, it is precisely Kéita’s knowledge of and embeddedness in local structures and modes of living that enabled her to so successfully mobilize women in the anticolonial struggle. And though she frequently disregarded her mother’s opinion, sometimes Kéita heeded it, as in her choice Page 118 →to avoid writing sentimentally about her life in Femme d’Afrique, and thus practicing discretion, which her mother advised.

Annette Joseph-Gabriel has produced a poignant analysis of Femme d’Afrique, in which she explained that Kéita challenges the conventions of an autobiographical narrative by placing a collective at its center, rather than an individual subject. In the original French, “the singular ‘je’ is often expressed either as an integral part of a collective ‘nous’ or defined to that collectivity but never independently from it.”28 I agree, but would like to push this argument even further by suggesting that the collective subject which emerges from Kéita’s narrative does not pre-exist, as “women” do not exist as a political subject absent political organizing. In fact, in the book, Kéita describes the many divisions that exist among women, first recalling disagreements with her own mother. Later, she relates an experience in Niono (a town in Mali) when, as she was discussing politics with a local woman, the woman’s husband yelled that she should return to the kitchen as politics was a male affair, and the woman reacted by looking at Kéita with disdain, as if she had cursed her. Toward the end of the book, Kéita also remembers being chased away from a village by angry women throwing rocks at her vehicle, because while women are connected through their social positioning, they diverge greatly in their opinions and actions.

Women’s shared oppression does not automatically unite them, in other words, which means the construction of a collective female subject requires difficult and time-consuming political organizing. This means that the collective female “nous” results from the collective political actions of women, including debates, protests, and votes. Organizing may be local, but different communities can become models for one another, as was the case when Kéita arrived in the Sudanese town of Nara in 1953 and politics was considered a male domain. To convince the women of Nara to join the US-RDA, Kéita used the example of the women from Gao (another town in Mali), whose collaborative activity had yielded results. According to Kéita, the political power of these women was derived from the very fact that they had been dismissed as political actors. Colonialists had disregarded and disparaged the impact of women, and had certainly never viewed illiterate rural women as a threat, as they believed they had no political potential at all. This is precisely why this potential, once activated, posed such a threat to existing power structures.

Bollo Yattara, Vice President of the Women’s Committee in Gao, put it this way: “Our position is unique and well known…why would we be afraid? Page 119 →We are not civil servants. We cannot be transferred, demoted, or dismissed. We are our own commander; we are our own governor.”29 Yattara’s point was that, at the bottom of the social hierarchy, given everything women had suffered, even being sent to jail did not scare them. Women were thus the revolutionary anticolonial subject because, unlike men, they had nothing to lose. And this made Malian liberation a function of women’s emancipation. In the Yugoslav context, Vida Tomšič similarly argued that women positioned themselves as the revolutionary subject during WWII. Their involvement in the antifascist struggle marked a significant shift in the perception of their role in society; it provided a broad platform for the affirmation of women, facilitating the dismantling of patriarchal and conservative views regarding their roles in marriage, family, and society.30 In other words, female involvement in both the anticolonial and antifascist struggles was the conduit to their post-independence/post-WWII emancipation.

In Femme d’Afrique, Kéita questions the exclusion of women from the public sphere as well as the view that the private/domestic sphere is apolitical. Her first husband, a doctor, was also her political comrade, so that the intimate space of the couple also became a space of political discussion, political exchange, and organizing. Indeed, Kéita attributed her initial interest in politics and international affairs to her first husband, who talked with her about events like the Italian invasion of Ethiopia, or local elections and his preferences for specific candidates. The private sphere was thus her point of introduction into politics, rather than its impediment, and her first marriage represented a place where the boundary between the private and the public, the domestic and the political, was broken.

It was then that she joined the US-RDA, and their home was frequented by local party organizers, again positioning this intimate space as one of political organizing. Of course, the domestic sphere is not without its conflicts, nonetheless. In Niono, for instance, during visits by party members, her husband advised Kéita to remain quiet, as the men were not accustomed to discussing politics with a woman. In this way, the private and public were filled with contradictions as Kéita attempted to navigate both.

Kéita began her career as a Colonial Health Services Worker, a functionary of the colonial government tasked with promoting and establishing the conditions for Western birthing norms. She was a proponent of Western medicine, but subverted her colonial assignment by turning midwifery into a tool of anticolonial organizing in part because when she arrived in Gao, the situation she encountered was dire as “there was no Page 120 →maternity ward or obstetrical equipment.”31 She thus endeavored to set up a proper maternity ward in which women could give birth in sanitary conditions, and her political work with women thus emerged in a struggle for reproductive justice. At the end of 1931, Kéita submitted a request to the Governor for the construction of a maternity ward, and three years later, the ward would become “one of the first permanent buildings in Gao.”32

Femme d’Afrique places reproductive work at the center of political organizing, as it is the bonds and trust between Kéita and the mothers and babies for whom she has cared in Gao that enabled her to mobilize women. Kéita shared this belief in the importance of reproductive justice with Tomšič, who became involved with the International Planned Parenthood Federation (IPPF) after 1967. Yet the contexts were also quite different and whereas in pre- and post-independence Mali, Kéita focused notably on prenatal and postpartum healthcare, in socialist Yugoslavia, Tomšič advocated for abortion and the availability of contraceptives.33

In Niono, Kéita organized clandestine political gatherings, once again challenging the division between spaces considered male, public, and political on the one hand, and those considered female, domestic, and apolitical on the other. She was advised multiple times not to pursue politics, including by her husband, who warned her: “You observe, you take care of the comrades…you represent us at the bureau and you vote…. Above all, avoid talking about politics.”34 And he wasn’t alone. While working in Senegal, Kéita was visited by a health inspector who pleaded with her to stop engaging in politics. While visiting Portuguese Guinea, Kéita conversed with a Black postal worker who offered “advice from an elder: withdraw from politics, it is not good for men and it can be fatal for a woman.”35 Kéita responded that she would “do politics until the very end.”36

This serves as a refrain that punctuates the narrative of Femme d’Afrique, repeating from community to community, from country to country, as men ranging from colonial officials to local elders (to her own husband) offer Kéita this same advice, underlining the complex social positioning and simultaneous marginalization of African women due to race and gender. Her response, over and over, is to extend the sphere of women’s political action, with organizing that begins in Gao but subsequently takes hold in every other local community to which she is posted. Her time in Senegal, a result of a disciplinary action, brings Kéita closer to the condition of women in other African countries, helping her understand the situation of the continent overall and compelling her to participate in Page 121 →“the political and trade union activities…of the whole of Africa.”37 Her work thus became progressively internationalized.

In 1957, Kéita traveled as part of the delegation from the General Union of Workers of Black Africa to participate in the 4th Congress of the World Federation of Trade Unions (WFTU) in Leipzig. This visit to Leipzig represented an important moment in the internationalization of Kéita’s work. Initially taken aback by the cold and what she described as “an unbreathable atmosphere for the poor bush midwife,” as she started to see the value of internationalism, her perspective of Germany started to shift.38 In fact, she was later embarrassed by her earlier views, which she felt had been influenced by the horrors of World War II, and German disdain toward the tirailleurs sénégalais that she had learned about as an adolescent.39

At the WFTU Congress, Kéita discovered the existence of an international workers’ movement and its engagement with female workers. In Femme d’Afrique, she quoted the organization’s secretary-general, who emphasized “the need to consolidate the results obtained following the first World Conference of Working Women and the decision of the Executive Bureau…regarding the organization of an international seminar for female trade union activists.”40 Kéita noted that her comrade Sow Aissata had participated in this conference (held in Budapest), and that “…this participation greatly contributed to raising awareness among working women in Sudan. It also played a decisive role in the creation of the inter-union organization of Sudanese working women.”41

Kéita admired female delegates at the Congress who did not hesitate to debate issues with men, and who had launched an urgent appeal to the working women of the world to build a vast women’s movement. While most of her autobiography is focused on anticolonial organizing, it is clear toward the end that Kéita’s political vision has embedded itself in the global struggle of workers (and particularly female workers) within a capitalist system. Until the WFTU Congress, she had never seen so many people assembled for a solidary cause:


In the second capital of the German Democratic Republic, representatives of hundreds of millions of workers from all countries and all continents gathered. They had come to this part of Europe to study their problems and find satisfactory solutions for all, without distinction of race, color, ideology, or religion. This meeting of the colonized and the colonizers…was very revealing to me.42


Page 122 →This depiction of the WFTU as unaffected by differences of race, ideology, or religion is of course idealistic, but this passage shows Kéita’s political vision moving beyond independence, her focus shifting toward the class divisions her newly independent country will have to confront. The binary between the colonizer and colonized has broken down, as Kéita realizes she shares certain interests with European workers. The category of the colonized had already been complexified in her autobiography by gender divisions, and in a similar manner, the category of the colonizer is complicated here by questions of class and gender. Kéita begins to think beyond the Manichean world of colonial relations, and places the women of French Sudan (later, Mali) in a global context. Recalling the things she learned in school and from her family, she realizes, “there was a whole world between what I had learned and what I was experiencing.”43 This recognition will form the foundation for Kéita’s future collaborations with European socialist organizations, including KDAŽ.

After her return from Leipzig, Kéita continued her international work, and in 1958, she was invited to the 2nd Congress of the Democratic Party of Guinea. There, she watched as female Guinean participants debated the issues with men, already embodying a post-independence woman, “liberated both from the colonial yoke and all other retrograde prejudices.”44 That same year, Kéita traveled to France to accompany a sick child, stayed for four months in Paris, and completed an internship at the Hôpital des Enfants-Malades. She thus lived the historic events of 13 May 1958, which led to General de Gaulle’s ascension to power.

It was also in 1958 that she was elected to the Bureau Politique National, where she served first as commissioner of the women’s wing of the US-RDA and then as a member of the constitutional committee. In those roles, Kéita witnessed the proclamation of Malian independence on 22 September 1960. And with independence, her autobiographical narrative ends. Her post-independence political work is not part of the narrative, and Femme d’Afrique closes with the following lines: “Political independence was the great culmination of our efforts and the sacrifices of our martyrs. But the struggle was not over yet. It continues and will continue for a long time for freedom, democracy, and universal peace.”45

This ending stands in stark contrast to the beginning. “When I became aware, around the age of six or seven,” the book starts, “Bamako was a small town of barely eight thousand inhabitants.”46 This narrative voice is locationally grounded, Kéita’s subjecthood is linked to her geographical Page 123 →positioning in a small community. But at the end of the book, she offers an opening, inviting the question of universal peace; the frame has shifted from locally grounded political organizing to transnational justice. This does not mean that local context no longer matters, as Femme d’Afrique recounts a fight for national independence, first and foremost. That fight is progressively internationalized, however, first at the continental level, and then beyond. Its final lines gesture toward a space and time of post-independence, where local action unfolds into transnational solidarity. And this unfolding is what Kéita continued to concentrate on after independence. She continued to organize locally, and act transnationally, and in this transnational work, her connections and collaborations with Yugoslav women played an important role.



Kéita’s Socialist Internationalism and Yugoslav-Malian Connections

In June 1962, Latinka Perović, then president of the KDAŽ, wrote an official letter to the Executive Committee of the Women of Mali, of which Aoua Kéita was secretary-general. Perović wanted to establish more regular cooperation between the two organizations and begin a dialogue with Malian representatives.47 The following month, the Executive Committee responded, praising the KDAŽ for its work toward women’s emancipation, and proposing a joint exploration of issues affecting girls and young women. Specifically, Malian women hoped to discuss female education, employment, and youth participation in social and political activities with their Yugoslav counterparts.48

In March of the following year, Mali’s Ambassador to Yugoslavia Alidou Touré asked to be received by the KDAŽ. Before his post in Yugoslavia, Touré’s work had been focused on women and children and he wanted to familiarize KDAŽ members with activities taking place in Mali to promote women’s liberation. He was also interested in learning more from members about the role women were playing in Yugoslav development, and about the work of the KDAŽ. He highlighted that there had already been close cooperation between Yugoslav and Malian women, including through the networking of unions and youth organizations, and hoped this would continue. Members of KDAŽ believed that the views of the ambassador on women’s emancipation very much reflected those of the Page 124 →organization, and that collaboration should thus be pursued.49 Following the meeting, Ambassador Touré wrote the KDAŽ, indicating that he had transmitted the organization’s messages of friendship to the National Organization of the Women of Mali, and that in return, the women of Mali sent their warm regards to the women and people of Yugoslavia, “who have constantly and firmly supported the people of Mali in their struggle for liberation and national development.”50

The KDAŽ requested another meeting with Touré in May 1965, regarding a potential visit by Kéita to Yugoslavia. Members of the organization had aspired for quite some time to invite Kéita to the country, but thought it best the trip be combined with other European travel due to the cost. They had heard she was traveling in Bulgaria and Albania, and wanted to extend an official invitation. The Ambassador told them that Kéita herself had asked whether any such invitation to Yugoslavia had been offered, when she spent two hours in Belgrade at the airport on her way to Albania in April. And once in Albania, she had apparently inquired yet again about the possibility of visiting Yugoslavia. The Ambassador transmitted the invitation to Kéita, who was by then in Paris.51

Kéita thus visited Yugoslavia from 27 May to 15 June 1965, where she divided her time between Belgrade, Kosovo, and Croatia. Accompanied by Savica Hočevar, then vice president of the KDAŽ, Kéita met with KDAŽ members as well as representatives of the Yugoslav Red Cross. In Kosovo, she learned more about efforts to mobilize women politically to improve their education and medical and social protections, as well as the important role played by teachers, midwives, and doctors in rural areas. In Zagreb, she was introduced to institutions focused on the welfare of children.

According to a summary report by the KDAŽ, the primary purpose of Kéita’s visit had been to seek assistance for her own organization. But she had spoken positively about Yugoslavia as well, and had extolled the fact that Yugoslav aid to African countries came with no strings attached. She opposed Yugoslavia to the USSR, which donated faulty machines to newly independent African countries and discriminated against African students. Despite this critique of the USSR, which the report describes as “intolerance,” Kéita continued to collaborate with Soviet women’s organizations throughout her career.52 She thus either exaggerated her criticism to align with Yugoslav interests or worked with Soviet organizations despite her reservations to further her own goals. Either way, this inconsistency highlights Kéita’s pragmatism and diplomatic acumen.

Page 125 →In the report, Kéita is portrayed as bright, energetic, and enthusiastic but immodest; she had presented herself as the first woman of Mali and as superior to the Malian masses, and was said to be very demanding. This depiction of Kéita marks a notable contrast from the way she represented herself in Femme d’Afrique as a woman most comfortable when engaged in grassroots organizing with rural populations. Importantly, though, the KDAŽ report does acknowledge that Kéita’s “demandingness” may be a consequence of difficulties she encountered both in Mali and in Europe, as a woman in politics and as a representative of a newly independent African country, and it is clear that KDAŽ members understood Kéita’s behavior through the prism of global race relations. At the same time, the report describes her relationship to the Malian population as demagogic, perhaps revealing a lack of knowledge on the part of the KDAŽ about Kéita’s organizing history. In any case, the report concludes by noting the desire of the organization to continue working with her.53

For Kéita, her visit to Yugoslavia resulted in valuable material aid, including sugar, blankets, school supplies, first aid and midwifery kits, and sewing machines, donated by the KDAŽ and Yugoslav Red Cross to the women of Mali.54 Once home in Bamako, Kéita sent a letter to the KDAŽ in which she thanked the organization and also mentioned how impressed she had been by Mara Rupena of the Yugoslav Red Cross. Human connections are of utmost importance, she noted. Kéita was confident that the connections she had made with Yugoslav women would contribute to strengthening relations between Yugoslavia and Mali.55

Moreover, she said, the trip had helped her “get to know the Yugoslav people and to truly admire them” and she had learned “from your experiences, which will be incredibly useful to me…in my country.”56 Here, Kéita links deeper knowledge of a country and its people with the ability to translate experiences and make use of them across borders. As the ability to learn from others is not simply about reproducing models, it is therefore unimpeded by diverging local circumstances. A common vision of the future, based on the emancipation of women within a socialist society, is enough to create opportunities for this learning, while still leaving room for variations in implementation.

In July 1965, the Yugoslav magazine Žena (Woman), published an interview with Kéita, subtitled, “A Malian Woman’s Place in Freedom.”57 Kéita’s narrative of her country’s anticolonial struggle is characterized in the article as “teeming with many examples of courage, heroism and Page 126 →enthusiasm by Malian women, who, even in the most difficult moments, would take up arms—sometimes the most primitive, like poisoned arrows—or use cunning strategies to strike decisive blows against the colonizer.”58 The description of the armed struggle of Malian women is compared to that of Yugoslav women in the fight against fascism, a parallel often mobilized by the magazine when describing women’s movements in the Global South.59 On the other hand, the use of “primitive” reflects a developmentalist discourse and evokes an exoticized image of Africa as technologically backward. Hence, the account in Žena operates simultaneously to reconcile and divide Yugoslav and Malian women, pointing to the ambivalence of racial discourses circulating in Yugoslavia at the time.

In the interview, Kéita explains that Mali inherited poverty and underdevelopment with its independence. Her party, which chose the socialist path, had been able to improve education by opening new schools, and was prioritizing the education and emancipation of women, “the first cell in the development of humanity.”60 Women, Kéita argues, need and deserve an education that allows them to take on the same responsibilities as men.61

In September of that same year, two members of the KDAŽ, Nevenka Petrić and Jelica Marić, traveled to Bamako to participate in a seminar on health protections for mothers and children in Africa. Upon returning home, Marić wrote to Kéita that she and Petrić had been very impressed in Mali by “the care devoted not only to women’s emancipation, but also to economic development and the elevation of the people’s cultural and educational standards, clearly represents one of the key prerequisites for genuine progress and for women’s complete liberation.”62 In line with the position of the KDAŽ, Marić correlated the emancipation of women and society as a whole, much as Vida Tomšič had in her letter to Kéita, when she insisted that women’s emancipation cannot be treated as a separate social issue.

The personal note Marić sent to Kéita had been preceded by a more official letter from KDAŽ Vice President Savica Hočevar, who confirmed the Yugoslav Red Cross had prepared the aid discussed during Kéita’s visit to Yugoslavia.63 Two months later, Kéita wrote to Marić, Hočevar, and Mara Rupena (of the Red Cross) from a sanatorium in the Soviet Union where she was being treated, to relay that a plane flying from Moscow to Bamako would land in Belgrade on December 15th to collect the aid. The next month, having returned to Bamako, Kéita confirmed she had received the delivery, in a letter to Hočevar. The aid, she wrote, representedPage 127 → Page 128 →a gesture “which forms part of the international solidarity so dear to all women of goodwill—yourself included.”64


[image: Aoua Kéita’s handwritten postcard to Jelica Marić, member of the KDAŽ, symbolizing transnational feminist ties.]
Figure 3.A postcard sent to Jelica Marić by Aoua Kéita.
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Kéita also continued her private correspondence with Marić. “My dear Jelica,” she wrote on a postcard (above), “the three dancers to show you that I am always thinking of you, of all the friends, and to renew my deep gratitude for the warm welcome. Through me, the women of Mali thank you for all that you have promised them.”65

In this short message, Kéita first recognizes her individual friendship with Marić, and then extends this frame to members of the KDAŽ, and finally to Malian and Yugoslav women as a whole. The individual friendship becomes a precondition and conduit for collective political action. The bonds of solidarity are both individual and collective, personal and political.



The Struggle Continues


January 8th, 1966, to the President of the Conference of Yugoslav Women

Dearest friend,

The women of Mali place great hope in the year 1966 and ardently wish that it will bring the fulfillment of our legitimate and shared aspirations. While ensuring the success of the struggles of the nationalists of Africa, Asia, and Latin America against colonialists, neo-colonialists, and imperialists, the new year must be for us and our families a year of freedom, peace, and complete happiness.... While sincerely thanking you for all that your organization has done to help the women of Mali in their heavy but exhilarating task of socialist construction, I ask you, dear friend, to believe in our sincere friendship.66

Aoua Kéita



Thus began the new year, and renewed collaboration between the US-RDA and the KDAŽ; Kéita would return to Yugoslavia in October 1966 for an international seminar on social-economic transformations in rural areas. In the speech she gave there, Kéita noted that, in the aftermath of independence, nascent African nations had been forced to confront complex Page 129 →economic problems with very limited resources. Mali, a mostly rural country with no access to the sea, was of little interest to colonial powers, which had merely exploited its natural resources while allowing precolonial structures to deteriorate. Thus, Kéita explained, Mali faced post-independence difficulties stemming from its geography as well as its choice to build a socialist society. And while the US-RDA had been focused primarily on agricultural reform (including the introduction of modern agricultural means and expert supervisory staff) and on educating rural populations, this was not an easy task, due to what she characterized as “the ignorance of our brothers and sisters, who are very attached to ancient methods.”67 As in Femme d’Afrique, Kéita here valorizes European scientific progress in this speech, embracing a developmentalist discourse which positioned Africa and Mali as lagging behind Europe.

In fact, she went on to say that the struggle for women’s rights in many European countries was in its second or third stage, focused on improving the position of women in the family and in society at large, but that in Mali, this struggle was still in the first stage of trying to improve agricultural production and the lives of agricultural workers. Kéita shared the views of KDAŽ members like Vida Tomšič that the question of female emancipation cannot be disentangled from an overall transformation of the means of production, yet where Tomšič focused on the socialization of reproductive labor through the building of state institutions, Kéita believed that the priority for Mali was comprehensive agricultural reform.

Furthermore, Kéita observed that Malian women were not fully utilizing the rights they had gained, a challenge that Tomšič also highlighted in her writings.68 Women were represented in all organs of power but were not part of many key decision-making discussions. And in rural areas, women frequently refused to take positions of responsibility. Aware of these challenges, Kéita had worked to amplify the reach of the CSF, most notably by opening almost forty training centers in Bamako and across the country, which offered classes to women that ranged from hygiene to newborn care to civics. The CSF was also working to address illiteracy, which Kéita called a “wound of humanity, of which the peoples of the Third World are the most painful victims.”69 Hence, in every city, functional literacy subcommittees for adult women had been established, to teach them to read, write, and count. This was a relatively difficult mandate to meet, however, as it is never easy to learn an imported language, and local populations spoke what Kéita described as a variety of dialects, lacking any universal Page 130 →living language. The creation of a national language was ongoing, but in the meantime, French remained the official language, and it was French that was taught by the literacy subcommittees. While it is fair to question Kéita’s dismissal of local languages as mere dialects, and her prioritization of French, her remarks in this speech and her approach in Mali both point to the challenges of organizing in a multilingual country.70

When she returned once again to Yugoslavia in January 1967, Kéita’s focus was on developing Malian industry.71 The country’s first factory—for processing fruit and vegetables, and canning fish and meat—had been built with Yugoslav aid, but now needed reserve parts that were produced in Italy and Germany, and Mali did not have the foreign currency to purchase them. Still, she also continued to emphasize the accomplishments of the US-RDA in educating youth and preparing them for employment. At independence only 6 percent of children were going to school, she explained, but that rate was up to 32 percent as of 1967; even if the education of girls remained a significant challenge.72

The next month, Vida Tomšič traveled to Mali as part of a trip that included stops in Guinea, Senegal, and Algeria. She had received an official invitation from a women’s organization in Guinea to attend the February 9th commemoration of M’Balia Camara’s death, which was declared Guinean Women’s Day in 1965 to honor the popular anticolonial activist, who had been murdered a decade earlier. Tomšič took the occasion to visit with women’s organizations in all four countries, noting later in a report that each operated as specific bureaus or committees within a political party, and were very active. She recounted the work of these women on concrete issues like hygiene, nutrition, and healthcare, but also the innovative ways women were being mobilized and engaged in economic activity, such as through a textile dyeing initiative.73

In Mali, Tomšič reported that her visit was very well organized, thanks to the involvement of Kéita.74 Indeed, Kéita personally saw to it that her Yugoslav friend’s stay was enjoyable, inviting Tomšič twice to her home for dinner and assigning her secretary to act as a chaperone. During the visit, Tomšič observed a class at the Foyer de la Femme Malienne in Bamako, where some twenty-five women were learning to sew, read, and write. Women could also attend lectures on marriage legislation and general social issues, as they could at other centers like it across the country.75 The women Tomšič met in Mali were seeking donations for these educational centers (i.e., notebooks, sewing machines, first aid kits, etc.), and opened Page 131 →her eyes to the extent of Mali’s economic troubles. They were willing to take help from any country that would grant it with no strings attached; and on top of Yugoslavia, Kéita had obtained aid for the CSF from the USSR, Poland, and France. She told Tomšič that she had also reached an agreement with the KDAŽ to send a number of Malian girls to Yugoslavia for medical training.76

Tomšič later described receiving a very warm welcome across Mali and encountering considerable interest in the Yugoslav antifascist struggle and its system of self-management. She wrote that women were not involved in industrial work but were active in schools and other social activities, and that women activists were mostly midwives and teachers.77 In fact, many of these activists were the wives of party officials or daughters from wealthy families who had received some formal education in either Mali or France.

Tomšič noted in her report that family and tribal ties continued to play an important role in Mali, and described gender and marriage relations as polygamous, with elements of matriarchy. Interestingly, her reflections on this were mostly neutral, lacking any value judgment regarding polygamy or the organization of Malian social relations. Tomšič thus avoided the “colonial gaze” in her view of the country’s social norms. That said, she could not hide her prejudice about Islam or the practice of veiling for women, commenting that “Islam has a less dark outlook for the observer here than in countries where women are under the veil.”78 This position was in line with that of the Yugoslav state, which in 1950 banned the wearing of the veil.79 Overall, however, her reporting on this visit was remarkably nonjudgmental, demonstrating her true desire to learn and understand. She did not frame conditions in Mali as superior or inferior to those in Yugoslavia, but rather highlighted that both were similarly involved in the fight for women’s emancipation; a fight that takes different forms based on local contexts but that has shared goals which open a space for solidarity and friendship.80

Back in Yugoslavia, Tomšič wrote to Kéita thanking her for such a warm welcome and her many thought-provoking conversations. She said the KDAŽ would discuss bilateral cooperation with various African countries in the next several days.81 Kéita responded by inviting a Yugoslav delegation to attend celebrations for the Day of African Women in July 1967, insisting that Mara Rupena of the Yugoslav Red Cross preside over the delegation, and that it should incorporate a member from Slovenia as a thank you for the warm reception she had received there. These celebrations were Page 132 →to include a kermesse (festival), a seminar on the role of women in politics and economic development, and a competition for the “prettiest” baby. Pascale Barthélémy and Ophélie Rillon have argued that this prettiest baby contest should be seen as an extension of President Modibo Kéita’s gender-conservative politics, which positioned motherhood as the backbone of the nation.82 Through this lens, Kéita followed the party line by making the competition a part of the Day of African Women. And, in fact, in both Mali and Yugoslavia, in the aftermath of anticolonial and antifascist organizing, women’s struggles were to a certain extent domesticated.83 Yet, when she was interviewed for Žena, Kéita insisted that, in this case, the “prettiest” really meant the healthiest (i.e., vaccinated) baby. And while a focus on mother and child may have been in line with party politics, for Kéita—the midwife—women’s emancipation was always entangled with reproductive justice, which she saw as an entryway into politics.

Indeed, her autobiography, as well as the archival materials quoted in this chapter, reveal three poles of women’s emancipation as Kéita envisioned it: reproductive justice, agricultural reform, and education—all three of which she saw as prerequisites for women’s active involvement in politics. But Kéita also understood the importance of transnational solidarity among women who shared this emancipatory objective. So, even beyond her official cooperation with the KDAŽ and friendships with its various members, she developed an important relationship with another Yugoslav woman mentioned in this book, the former Partisan Veda Zagorac.



Aoua Kéita and Veda Zagorac: A Correspondence Across Continents

Kéita met Veda Zagorac in Mali when Zagorac’s husband Zdravko Pečar was serving as the Yugoslav ambassador to the country, between 1967 and 1971. Zagorac had previously been the cultural attaché at the Yugoslav Embassy in Tunisia, while her husband, Zdravko Pečar was reporting on the Algerian War, and it was on her initiative that El Moudjahid—the newspaper of the Algerian revolution—had been reprinted in Belgrade, an initiative I will discuss in more detail in the following chapter.84 Zagorac herself had worked as a journalist in Egypt in the early 1950s, reporting on politics, the economy, and women’s rights.85 In Tunisia, she opened a hospital that admitted wounded Algerian revolutionary fighters, and she Page 133 →secured financial aid for the revolution, helped send Algerian students to Yugoslavia, and became a key figure in disseminating the message of the Algerian National Liberation Front.86 During this time, Zagorac also represented the KDAŽ at many events related to women’s rights held across the African continent. For instance, she attended the 1st National Congress of Women from Guinea in 1968, where she offered scholarships to representatives from Portuguese Guinea (now Guinea-Bissau).87

Curator Emilia Epštajn explains that, while Zagorac lived in Mali, Kéita ushered her into African society by inviting her to weddings and other special events. Zagorac repaid Kéita in part by inviting her to read excerpts of her still unpublished Femme d’Afrique (notably, related to women’s education and political work) in the Yugoslav Embassy in Bamako.88 After Zagorac left Mali in 1971, the two women stayed in touch, exchanging letters over years in correspondence that tells the story of two friends striving to remain in contact and share their lives even after these lives have taken them down different paths. Both trusted nonetheless that they shared similar values and belonged to the same struggle for female emancipation.

In their correspondence, the two women discussed a potential visit of Kéita to the Yugoslav coast. They shared their opinions on political events in their respective countries and reminisced about the days they spent together in Mali. These letters are written by two women who consider each other equals, who were involved in each other’s private lives, who planned visits and joint vacations. And they shared their political activities with one another as well. Kéita thus keeps Zagorac updated on the status of Femme d’Afrique, and also conveys in her October 1972 letter her gratitude for being invited to speak at the Conference of African Women. Kéita’s sense of nostalgia is palpable as she describes her trips to Tanzania, Kenya, and Uganda, which recall a time when her political involvement was at its peak. Yet, her disengagement from politics was clearly never complete, as she writes in 1975 about attending a feminist conference in Dubrovnik. Zagorac, on the other hand, writes about the griottes (female storytellers) of Bamako with a note of exoticism and makes a point of sharing news of her mixed-race niece. Still, the letters trace not just one interpersonal connection but a network of political friendships between Malian and Yugoslav women; and it is obvious that Kéita was especially eager to keep up with the lives of her contacts in the Balkans. These experiences and interpersonal connections also led to some concrete projects.


[image: Aoua Kéita and Veda Zagorac in Mali, highlighting their shared feminist activism and personal friendship.]
Figure 4.Aoua Kéita and Veda Zagorac in Mali.

The Veda and dr Zdravko Pečar Collection, Belgrade Museum of African Art.

Page 134 →Page 135 →In 1977, the Museum of African Art (Muzej afričke umetnosti, MAU) opened in Belgrade, with Zagorac as one of its founders. The Museum was presented as an “anticolonial” museum built in solidarity with African peoples, where objects were not stolen but either bought or received as gifts, unlike other European museums of its kind. However, Ana Sladojević has questioned the degree to which any museum can truly be anticolonial. Indeed, despite its best intentions, the Museum’s permanent exhibit design was ethnological, mirroring other similar museums in Europe after all and leading “to a detachment of the value of what was construed as ‘African art’ from the agency of African artists, craftswomen, and craftsmen.”89

To counter a purely ethnological approach, the Museum did exhibit works throughout the years by contemporary African artists including Twins Seven Seven, Yinka Adeyemi, and Jimoh Buraimoh from Nigeria, as well as Kofi Antubam, Nii Amon Kotei, and Albert Osabu Bartimeus from Ghana.90 Whether this was enough to justify the anticolonial label is debatable, but what is certain is that the Museum’s permanent collection contained no references to anticolonial struggles or to Yugoslav-African solidarity. Though anticolonial archives were held in its library, they were only exhibited relatively recently.

In this way, the Museum of African Art is another example of Yugoslav ambivalence vis-à-vis the Global South. Aoua Kéita’s political counterparts in Yugoslavia, from Tomšič to Zagorac and Pečar, to other KDAŽ members, actively and earnestly supported anticolonial struggles and newly independent nations, but European discourses and representations had seeped into their understandings of Africa. These relations were therefore marked by a certain “décalage,” to borrow from Brent Hayes Edwards: a temporal or spatial gap, “the kernel of precisely that which cannot be transferred or exchanged, the received biases that refuse to pass over when one crosses the water.”91 Yet this never prevented collective action or the formation of deeply valued individual friendships.

In Scattered Hegemonies, Inderpal Grewal and Caren Kaplan write that “if feminist political practices do not acknowledge transnational cultural flows, feminist movements will fail to understand the material conditions that structure women’s lives in diverse locations.”92 Kéita, Tomšič, and Zagorac believed this, too, and through their collaborations and friendships, sought to “link diverse local practices to formulate a transnational set of solidarities.”93 For Kéita, this began with her work as a midwife and local organizer fighting for independence in Mali, and expanded into Page 136 →collective efforts to build a transnational network of women committed to anti-imperialism and anticapitalism, including members of the KDAž. The political views and practices of these women sometimes overlapped and sometimes diverged, and they knew that women’s emancipation would take different forms in different contexts, but they supported each other’s organizations, local projects, and personal endeavors because they truly believed they were a part of the same international struggle. Veda Zagorac, and her husband Zdravko Pečar notably played an important role in the Algerian War of Independence.








Chapter Five

Revolution in Focus: Zdravko Pečar, Dragan Savić, and Veda Zagorac in Algeria


This chapter begins with a photograph taken in 1959 or 1960.1 Frantz Fanon, Omar Oussedik, and Zdravko Pečar are pictured together in Fanon’s apartment in Tunisia during a meeting with Holden Roberto, the exiled Angolan nationalist and anticolonial organizer. I imagine that Fanon, the renowned Martinican psychiatrist and revolutionary who worked in Algeria and participated in its revolution, requires no introduction.2 As mentioned in the Introduction, Fanon believed that the Algerian revolution could serve as a catalyst to a broader continental uprising, and advocated the formation of an “African legion,” which could propel the revolution beyond national borders.3 It is hardly surprising that he is shown here in conversation with Oussedik—a member of Algeria’s National Liberation Front (Front de Libération Nationale, or FLN)4—better known by his nom de guerre, Si Tayeb.5 After all, the Algerian revolution was planned by figures such as Fanon and Oussedik during their exile in Tunisia, and from 1958 to 1960, Oussedik held a post in the Provisional Government of the Algerian Republic (GPRA).6 What is less obvious is why Zdravko Pečar, a Yugoslav diplomat and journalist, is in their company. The unusual trio captured in Chapter One, of Aimé Césaire, Léopold Sédar Senghor, and Petar Guberina, finds an equally unexpected counterpart here.


[image: Frantz Fanon, Omar Oussedik, and Zdravko Pečar discussing the Algerian revolution inside Fanon’s Tunisian apartment, 1959 or 1960.]
Figure 5.Frantz Fanon, Omar Oussedik and Zdravko Pečar in Fanon’s apartment in Tunisia, 1959 or 1960. The Veda and dr Zdravko Pečar Collection, Belgrade Museum of African Art.

Page 138 →I have been aware of this photograph of Fanon, Oussedik, and Pečar for some time, as it has circulated on the internet, been on display at the Non-Aligned exhibit in the Belgrade Museum of African Art, and is stored in the Museum’s archive.7 For years, I have been intrigued by the untold story of revolutionary friendships it tells. Yet, during my research, I found that this photograph was just one of many that told a similar story. In fact, the Belgrade Museum of African Art contains a vast and invaluable written and photographic collection documenting the Algerian War of Independence; an entire archive of friendship and revolution. And it is thanks to Zdravko Pečar, and his wife Veda Zagorac, that this archive exists at all. Both former Partisans and then Yugoslav journalists, the couple founded the Museum, and their personal archives serve as the basis for my exploration here of the involvement of Yugoslavia in the Algerian revolution. Pečar also coordinated a visit to Algeria by the Yugoslav painter and cartoonist Dragan Savić, and I draw equally from his archives.

What these collections reveal is that bonds of friendship and solidarity built between Algerian revolutionaries and their Yugoslav contemporaries Page 139 →played an important role in the Algerian struggle for liberation. Viewing the Algerian revolution through the lens of these Yugoslav archives thus adds another transnational dimension to that struggle. The Algerian War was a fight for independence waged against France, but it also represented an example of anticolonial “worldmaking,” an attempt at “reordering the world that sought to create a domination-free and egalitarian international order.”8 As Algerians reached out, seeking to fortify their cause and build connections across the Global South that would help sustain their independence, some friends from faraway places, including Zdravko Pečar, reached back.

The archive Pečar built contains many photographs of the Algerian War that, I argue, represent “utopian demands”—political claims that take “the form not of a narrowly pragmatic reform but of a more substantial transformation of the present configuration of social relations.”9 As we will see, these images prefigure a decolonialized world where friendship plays a crucial role. And this prefiguration should be understood not only in the specific historical context of non-alignment and Yugoslavia’s interest in the Algerian anticolonial struggle, but as part of the legacy of Yugoslav Partisan representation.


Yugoslav-Algerian Relations During the Algerian War of Independence

Historian Dragan Bogetić has identified three phases of Yugoslav support to the Algerian independence movement. At the very beginning of the Algerian War, in 1954, this was limited to the sympathetic stance of Yugoslavia within the UN. By 1957, however, the Yugoslav government was sending weapons and humanitarian aid to Algerian revolutionaries via Morocco and Tunisia; and it was in Tunisia that Pečar found himself reporting on the war, during this second phase. Then, in 1961, Yugoslavia officially recognized the GPRA as the legitimate government of Algeria.10

Yugoslav-Algerian relations were shaped by several key events over these years. In 1958, after Yugoslavia backed a UN Resolution granting Algerians the right to independence and demanding that France begin negotiations with the GPRA, the French Navy stopped the Yugoslav ship Slovenia near Algeria and found it was carrying large quantities of ammunition and military equipment. The incident became a diplomatic Page 140 →scandal, damaging the once-highly valued Yugoslav-French friendship.11 As President Tito traveled across Asia and Africa from December 1958 through early March 1959, he thus raised the Algerian revolution in conversation with leaders from Indonesia, Burma, Ceylon, Ethiopia, Sudan, and the United Arab Republic, arguing that the non-aligned movement should offer more unified and coordinated support to the Algerian struggle.12 Yugoslav officials had already held many talks with representatives of the GPRA by this time, including with its President Ferhat Abbas, who visited Yugoslavia in January 1959 and met with Tito to discuss Yugoslavia’s official recognition of the provisional Algerian government.

During his visit, Abbas told Yugoslav officials that theirs was the only government which understood the Algerian struggle and had offered help with no ulterior motives. Abdelhafid Boussouf, the GPRA Minister of Communications and Liaison, noted similarly that many of Algeria’s allies, even among the Arab states, failed to fully grasp the contours of the country’s revolution and were uncomfortable with its popular character; something the Algerians never sensed from Yugoslav leaders. Still, the request of Abbas that Yugoslavia officially recognize the GPRA was initially rejected. As Yugoslav Minister of Foreign Affairs Koča Popović explained to Abbas and his delegation, a de jure recognition in 1959 would have pushed France to sever diplomatic relations entirely with Yugoslavia, hurting both Yugoslavia and Algeria and making it more difficult for the Yugoslavs to send aid. Popović insisted that Yugoslavia was not neutral on this issue, but was simply waiting for more optimal international conditions to emerge before offering official recognition. Reluctantly, Abbas accepted the Yugoslav position, concluding that Algerians needed arms more than they needed de jure recognition, though he asked the Yugoslav delegation to continue advocating for recognition from other countries.13

Engagement of this kind was occurring on multiple fronts. For instance, in Tunisia, GPRA Vice President Krim Belkacem and Minister of Information Mhamed Yazid shared their admiration for Yugoslavia in conversations with the Yugoslav ambassador Ilija Topalovski, but also expressed impatience regarding Yugoslavia’s choice to delay officially recognizing the provisional government. Yazid contended that Algerians held a special respect for Yugoslavia because they believed the future problems of an independent Algeria would require socialist solutions, and claimed that “the question [of] why Yugoslavia did not recognize their government” was increasingly posed by members of the military. According to Page 141 →Yazid, this non-recognition served as evidence to Algerians of “the enemy’s claim that the Algerian struggle does not enjoy international support and that the majority of global public opinion considers the Algerian war an internal French matter.”14 Vice President Belkacem noted that the GPRA had expected Yugoslavia to be the first country to recognize it, thereby influencing other non-aligned nations.15

That said, even if Yugoslav leaders feared France would react to official recognition of the GPRA, they continued sending aid to the Algerians. In February 1959, for example, the Miami S departed from Trieste to deliver aid sent by Yugoslav workers’ unions to Algerian refugees in Tunisia. Yugoslavia also took in wounded ALN soldiers and granted scholarships to Algerian students. While this aid had been offered clandestinely at the beginning of the war, by 1959, it was done so openly. Hence, while Yugoslavia had not offered de jure recognition of the GPRA, it had done so de facto.16

Then, in March 1960, the establishment of an FLN office in Belgrade marked a key development and an important step toward de jure recognition by Yugoslavia of the provisional Algerian government. The office initially lacked official diplomatic status but nonetheless played a crucial role for the FLN, helping reach an agreement on the transfer of more wounded Algerians from Morocco and Tunisia into Yugoslavia, and facilitating Yugoslav advocacy for the FLN in Latin American countries.17 Yugoslav-Algerian relations grew stronger throughout 1960, and in September, Tito spoke at the UN to mark the sixth anniversary of the Algerian revolution, arguing that the UN should support Algeria’s initiative to resolve the crisis through a referendum, because “if a way is not found for a democratic solution as soon as possible, force, and war, are implicitly legalized as means of suppression of the legitimate aspirations of a people.”18

One year later, in September 1961, Tito offered de jure recognition to the GPRA during the Belgrade Conference of the Non-Aligned Movement, making Yugoslavia the first European country to take this step. His statement was explicit:


Expressing the deep desire of the people of Yugoslavia, who have, for many years, throughout the entire heroic struggle of the Algerian people, harbored deep sympathy and feelings—I declare on behalf of the Yugoslav government that, since it has already ‘de facto’ recognized the Algerian government for several years, it has decided to immediately ‘de jure’ recognize the government of Algeria, whose president is now here among us.19


Page 142 →Tito’s declaration led France to close its embassy in Belgrade and officially cut diplomatic ties with Yugoslavia in 1962.20

At the same time, Yugoslav ties to Algeria were strengthened, and not just through the engagement of GPRA officials. For instance, the Algerian poet, novelist, and playwright Kateb Yacine was also attracted to Yugoslavia, and spent some time there. In a 1961 article published in Afrique-Action, Yacine described his friendship with Abdullah, a former Partisan from Sarajevo who sang malouf.21 Yacine offered a very positive vision of Yugoslav self-management, with its schools for workers, extensive maternity leave, and generous salaries and pensions, dismissing any critiques that the system represented a betrayal of socialism. Aid sent by Yugoslavia to African countries was not “a vague sympathy,” he said, for it was “truly as brothers that the students of Belgrade demonstrate for Lumumba or raise fifty million dinars for the Algerian refugees.”22 Indeed, Yacine suggested that Yugoslavia shared a certain cultural affinity with Algeria due to the centuries-long Ottoman presence in both places, and was thus a useful example to Algerians.



From the Yugoslav Partisans to the Algerian Mujahideen

While Yugoslav-Algerian relations were being shaped and the Algerian War of Independence was advancing, Zdravko Pečar was working as a journalist in Tunisia. At the start of World War II, Pečar had joined the Yugoslav People’s Liberation Struggle as a fighter and journalist, writing for the Partisan newspaper Naprijed. He was among the few to survive the battle for Ludbreg (in northwest Croatia) and was wounded in Slavonia. Of his experience during the war, Pečar later said: “The hatred of resistance fighters is great, and the eagerness for victory overwhelming.”23

After the war, Pečar became editor of the daily newspaper Politika, and also wrote as a correspondent for other leading dailies and news agencies, such as Tanjug and Borba, with a primary focus on Africa and the Middle East. When he lived in Tunisia in 1957 and in the summer of 1958, he worked as a war reporter, and sometimes accompanied the ALN battalion led by Major Abderrahmane Bensalem, which often crossed from Tunisia into Algeria to attack French troops. In this way, Pečar participated in the daily lives of ALN fighters, which he documented along with their tactics and strategies. He also engaged with members of the FLN, many of whom Page 143 →were overseeing operations from their exile in Tunisia. In fact, his personal correspondence indicates that his Tunis apartment served as something of an FLN meeting place.

Pečar was getting a front row seat to the political side of revolution, unlike when he fought in Yugoslavia and saw only what was happening on the ground among the guerrillas, and he found that “the leadership of a revolution…is never as pure and beautiful as the soldiers who fight and die for it think it is.”24 He had been in regular contact with GPRA officials and “participated at the very top, in the highest intrigues” of the Algerian struggle, having first met FLN leader Ahmed Ben Bella in 1953 when they were both living in Cairo, where they developed a friendship that continued later in Tunisia.25 It was from Ben Bella that Pečar claimed to have learned about the beginning of the FLN uprising in 1954, which supposedly made Yugoslavia one of the first countries aware of the upcoming war.26

Pečar also knew Houari Boumediene, Chief of Staff of the ALN. The two met in Ghardimaou, a town on the Algerian-Tunisian border where many ALN troops were stationed, and Pečar described Boumediene as crucial to coordinating Yugoslav support for the revolution. In fact, in 1954, Boumediene had commandeered a yacht belonging to the wife of the Jordanian king (with her knowledge), to transport Yugoslav weapons to Algerian revolutionaries. In Ghardimaou, he and Pečar developed a close friendship. The Yugoslav wrote that Boumediene “gave me his bed when I needed to take shelter at night. We toured the border sector together, living and sleeping in dugouts that were under constant fire from French artillery and aviation, day and night.”27 And when Boumediene later founded a school for political commissars in Ghardimaou, Pečar’s book Algeria was included in the curriculum.28

Pečar’s 1959 book, which documents his time with the ALN, was well-received by quite a few leaders of the Algerian revolution, and it marked his visible presence in their struggle. After receiving a copy, GPRA President Ferhat Abbas wrote a March 1960 letter to thank Pečar—both officially in the name of the Algerian government, and as a personal friend—for his “incomparable qualities of heart and keen intelligence” informed by his years of experience in “the countries of the East, Black Africa, and North Africa.”29 Pečar believed that his experience as a Yugoslav Partisan also gave him insights into the war in Algeria. And while he acknowledged the difficulties of comparing revolutions, he highlighted certain parallels Page 144 →between the Algerian and Yugoslav fights. Both were led by peasants and workers, and, in the case of Yugoslavia, young intellectuals who “saw in the war…the only way out for their generation.”30 In much the same way, young Algerians (though with fewer intellectuals among them, due to the nature of the colonial system) were left with no other option than outright war against the imperial power.

According to Pečar, it was this similarity—which was frequently emphasized by other Yugoslav proponents of non-alignment as well, including Kardelj and Tito—that facilitated the development of so many Yugoslav-Algerian friendships. In both revolutions, as Pečar saw it, the revolutionary had been misjudged by opponents who underestimated their determination to pursue victory at all costs. In the struggles that ensued, he said, these revolutionaries had “found themselves again,” and this experience laid the groundwork for the formation of political alliances.31

This argument also appears in correspondence between Pečar and Basil Davidson, a British journalist and historian of Africa, when the two were in contact regarding the publication of Pečar’s book, Alžir do nezavisnosti (Algeria to Independence).32 Davidson believed Pečar had a unique perspective on the Algerian revolution because the Yugoslav had been a revolutionary himself; and Davidson contended that his own participation in the Yugoslav struggle—when he served for several months as a British liaison to the Partisans in 1943—had helped him understand African history better and write about it differently than other European historians. In Davidson’s view, their revolutionary pasts allowed both he and Pečar to see colonized peoples as subjects of history instead of objects of knowledge.33

Certainly, there are significant differences between anticolonial struggles and those of the Yugoslav Partisans. Yet, here, I am less interested in the accuracy of this comparison than in the narrative that was built upon it to position Yugoslavs as anticolonial allies. This narrative was adopted by both Yugoslavs and Algerians, and the ALN not only accepted aid from Yugoslavia but permitted Yugoslav journalists, photographers, and filmmakers to spend time with its fighters, capture images of the Algerian revolution, and train Algerians to do the same. They recognized Yugoslavs as fellow revolutionaries with similar ideological values, and understood that, with Yugoslav help, the ALN could counter French war propaganda.




The Algerian War of Independence Through a Yugoslav Lens

Within the Algerian War, there was another war, of images and narratives. As Benjamin Stora has documented, most of the photographs of the war were taken by the French. In fact, the archives of the French Army contain over 100,000 such images; used in the early years of the conflict largely to produce French propaganda focused on normalizing “pacification”—the term France applied to efforts it said were meant to protect and educate a population that was suffering under the violence of the ALN.34 By 1958, this French campaign had become so reductive that, as Gervereau put it, “Algeria becomes simply ‘violence’ in the images.”35 Algerians realized they would have to fight a “political-media battle for international visibility,” alongside the war for independence.36

In this propaganda battle, Algerian revolutionaries found allies in the Yugoslavs, who had experience fighting their own battle of images during World War II. Tito’s government dispatched journalists like Pečar to report on the situation in Algeria, and sent professional videographers to document the Algerian revolutionary struggle and train their Algerian counterparts. Mila Turajlić’s recent documentary, Ciné-Guerrillas, follows the work of cameraman Stevan Labudović, who was selected by Tito to assist the Algerian anticolonial movement by creating films designed to counteract French propaganda.37 Ultimately, the Algerians wanted to convey a very simple message: that they were winning the war. Meanwhile, France advanced a narrative in the French press that its war of pacification was a success, and that the ALN consisted of small groups of ragtag rebels that the French Army would quickly overcome (a narrative that became more difficult to sustain over time).

The Algerians and Yugoslavs fought propaganda with propaganda. They normalized the idea of the ALN as a national army, taking advantage of the fact that Algerians had developed a national consciousness. This made the outcome of the war practically inevitable; the French just hadn’t realized it yet. In Algeria, Pečar thus wrote that the French, “not wanting to see the truth about Algeria…are still carried away by illusions that the war is at an end, that the enemy will not last.”38

The rest of this chapter explores how Pečar worked to dispel these “illusions,” both in his reporting and in photography. I combine an analysis of photographs found in his personal collection with a reading of Page 146 →Algeria. While Pečar also published the more widely known book Algeria to Independence, mentioned above, it is lengthy (more than 600 pages) and tells the story of Algerian history from the end of the Roman Empire through independence. In Pečar’s more intimate, journalistic account of his experience with the ALN in Algeria, I found a better counterpart to his photographic archive.



Reports from Tunisia

While reporting in Tunisia, Pečar covered developments in Algeria extensively, working for both the Tanjug news agency and the newspaper Borba, among others. He reported the news of Algerian advances and successes in remarkable detail, for example by describing the tactics used to cross the Morice and Challe lines39—which served as extra layers of defense at the Algerian-Tunisian border intended to prevent crossings by ALN fighters.40 Many of Pečar’s articles opened by stating, “the leadership of the ALN has announced,” making it clear that his reporting echoed ALN communiqués. It was his goal to offer Algerian revolutionaries a means by which they could publicly proclaim their wins, not to highlight numbers of Algerian casualties or the successes of France. As he wrote in Algeria, the ALN faced obstacles in publicizing its accomplishments, because it did not have “the technical capabilities to communicate to the world the successes of its units in the fight against the enemy.” Pečar explained that “the major global news agencies refuse to transmit these statements through their extensive networks…[so] Algerians are forced to report all these events in El Moudjahid, in small letters.”41 He sought to amplify news about the ALN through alternative networks that bypassed mainstream outlets, and by publishing information that wasn’t reaching an international audience.42

Pečar also reported back to the Yugoslav public when the Algerian and Tunisian press ran stories about Yugoslavia. For instance, he relayed when an article appeared in the Algerian Worker about Algerians who traveled to Yugoslavia and received a “warm reception and friendly and fraternal welcome” from Yugoslav workers’ unions.43 Another story chronicled the trip of forty-eight international students (among them five Yugoslavs from five different universities) who participated in building a school in the Tunisian town of Sakiet Sidi Youssef, a project organized by a federation of North African students.44 And though the French government mobilized Page 147 →in various ways to destroy this project of international student solidarity, the Yugoslavs who participated refused to leave Tunisia until the project was completed.45

In the articles Pečar wrote primarily for a Yugoslav audience, he helped build the narrative of Yugoslav-Algerian solidarity; together with Algerian publications that were doing the same for local readers. For instance, in November 1959, El Moudjahid published an article conveying good wishes from Algerians to Yugoslavs for the Yugoslav Day of the Republic. According to Pečar, the article described Yugoslavia as “one of the pioneers of active coexistence and positive neutrality,” and said, “Its policy of friendship with the Arab and Asian-African world, as well as the undeniable sympathy the country enjoys throughout the world, give it a special place.”46

Pečar reported the details of specific deliveries of Yugoslav aid to the Algerians as well, such as on 18 March 1960, when Algerian refugees in Tunisia received a package from the Yugoslav Red Cross containing 25 tons of sugar, 10 tons of soap, 4500 pieces of wool clothing, and several hundred tent wings; aid that was officially delivered by Ljiljana Topalovski, wife of the Yugoslav ambassador in Tunisia.47 Similarly, when the Yugoslav ship Serbia had arrived in Morocco a week earlier with Yugoslav aid intended for Algerian refugees, Pečar reported that it was the Yugoslav ambassador’s wife, Neda Vilović, who had officially handed it over to the Red Cross.48 In these and other stories of the revolution, Pečar contributed to constructing a specific narrative: the Algerians were prevailing and had become a nation willing to pay any price for freedom, French “pacification” in Algeria was therefore a lost cause, and Yugoslavia was not just a diplomatic ally to the provisional government but a true friend of the Algerian revolution.

Moreover, stories like the one about Algerian workers in Yugoslavia and about Yugoslav students in Tunisia positioned Yugoslavia as not-quite European. Yugoslavia, which did not share the Western European legacy of racism and colonialism, was a place where Algerian workers felt at home; and it was not strange that Yugoslavs would participate in projects organized by North African students. These articles thus reflected the values of active coexistence and positive neutrality, and when Pečar wrote for Yugoslav readers about the aid given to Algeria, they were meant to feel proud. He was not only reporting on the existing Yugoslav-Algerian friendship, but was trying to activate that friendship and make it even stronger by raising interest among Yugoslavs in the Algerian struggle.

Page 148 →There were few articles in which Pečar offered his own analysis, and it is there where his Yugoslav lens becomes most evident, particularly his belief in worker self-management as liberatory. For example, this comes through in an article entitled, “Tko će zamjeniti kolone?” (“Who will replace the colonizers?”), in which Pečar addressed the nationalization and redistribution of land in Tunisia, arguing that the national bourgeoisie simply wanted to replace the former colonizers as the new owners of the means of production. He highlighted the challenge being mounted to this by more “progressive sectors of society and the administration,” which were trying to establish a system of collective land-management.49

In many ways, the argument Pečar made in this article echoed Fanon’s analysis of the role of the national bourgeoisie.50 Pečar wrote that some 100,000 hectares of land had been repossessed from European colonizers in the context of reforms meant to prioritize agricultural workers who were still forced to rent this land, and that the Tunisian government was ensuring that large properties containing modern agricultural technology were given to workers’ cooperatives and not broken up. Thus, the struggle for national independence was also a class struggle; and in much the same way that Pečar’s writing conveyed his confidence in a victory for the ALN, he implied here that any attempt by the bourgeoisie to take power would result in defeat. Tunisia, and hopefully the rest of North Africa, would be joining Yugoslavia in building a world of self-managed socialism.51 Still, in these rare articles in which Pečar’s own ideological positioning was so visible, he mostly separated the struggle of anticolonialism from that of socialism, suggesting that the former was justified and worth supporting regardless of whether the socialist path was taken.

Of course, to support the Algerian revolutionary cause and play his part in the war of images and narratives, Pečar did more than just report for print outlets. He also organized Yugoslav photographers and videographers who crossed from Tunisia into Algeria to document the lives of ALN fighters.52 Pečar’s personal archive contains dozens of photographs from the time he spent with a battalion led by Major Abderrahmane Bensalem, representing a treasure trove for scholars of the Algerian revolution, which remains understudied. These photographs, taken in 1957 and the summer of 1958, capture a pivotal time in the war, as it was in mid-1957 that thousands of people were recruited to build the Morice line, which made border crossings particularly perilous in 1958. This isolated ALN troops even further, made it more difficult to transfer arms, and meant that fewer Page 149 →international journalists were able to enter Algeria.53 The images shown below were taken in this context, and while various themes appear within them, I would like to underline three: revolutionary friendships, the birth of a nation, and what drives a revolution from within.



Archives of Friendship and Revolution

In her now renowned essay On Photography, Susan Sontag observes that “in teaching us a new visual code, photographs alter and enlarge our notions of what is worth looking at and what we have a right to observe. They are a grammar and, even more importantly, an ethics of seeing.”54 This grammar of seeing was precisely what Yugoslav photographers and their Algerian counterparts strove to achieve with the images they captured in Algeria. Algerians were emerging from over a century of colonialism, during which they were treated as subjects of empire not as subject-citizens, and these photographs offered a means of countering the exoticizing impact of the colonial gaze that had positioned them as “other.” Indeed, as Sontag puts it, while “photographs give people an imaginary possession of a past that is unreal, they also help people to take possession of space in which they are insecure.”55 And the photographs in Pečar’s collection were clearly intended to give ALN fighters, and the civilians supporting them, a sense of confidence in their own revolution and in their right to reclaim their land, even if centuries of colonialism had led them to feel insecure about this. They were also meant to offer future generations an “imaginary possession” of a revolutionary past. Hence, I contend that these photographs are tied to the past, present, and future, simultaneously. Their purpose was to document the revolutionary present at the time and commemorate those who may not survive it, but they served a prefigurative function, too, by portraying the disappearance of a colonial past and the emergence of an independent nation.

While several of the images in Pečar’s collection show entire brigades of the ALN, ready for battle, far more of them depict the daily life of soldiers.56 The focus is not so much on big events and historical battles but rather on the small, everyday moments that helped the ALN survive through multiple years of war. These photographs aimed to demonstrate that the ALN was more than just a group of insurgents; they depicted it as a legitimate national armed force that brought together various segmentsPage 150 → Page 151 →of the population, including peasants, workers, and intellectuals. In the three photographs above, Pečar is shown among the fighters; erasing the distance between Pečar, the foreigner, and local revolutionaries, and portraying his absolute solidarity. But even more importantly, these images all convey joy, capturing moments in which fighters are smiling and laughing, sharing food, and regarding each other with trust.


[image: Zdravko Pečar with ALN fighters near the Tunisian-Algerian border, 1958, symbolizing his solidarity with the Algerian resistance.]
Figure 6.Zdravko Pečar with ALN fighters near the Algerian-Tunisian border, 1958. The Veda and dr Zdravko Pečar Collection, Belgrade Museum of African Art.


[image: Zdravko Pečar with two ALN fighters near the Tunisian-Algerian border, 1958, conveying camaraderie and solidarity during the revolution.]
Figure 7.Zdravko Pečar with two ALN fighters near the Algerian-Tunisian border, 1958. The Veda and dr Zdravko Pečar Collection, Belgrade Museum of African Art.


[image: Zdravko Pečar with an ALN fighter near the Tunisian-Algerian border in 1958, illustrating his deep involvement in the Algerian War.]
Figure 8.Zdravko Pečar with an ALN fighter near the Algerian-Tunisian border, 1958. The Veda and dr Zdravko Pečar Collection, Belgrade Museum of African Art.

Notably, the joy in these images stands in contrast to much of what Pečar wrote about the time he spent with the ALN. In Algeria, he described the exhaustion, anxiety, and fear he felt on the frontlines, unsure whether he would make it through the night to see the light of day on some occasions, such as during the battle of Souk Ahras. But the photographs in his collection strive to tell a different story. In fact, the soldiers appear so happy and at ease in these images that they made me think of the recent book by Adrienne Maree Brown on pleasure activism, which may at first seem like an odd association. After all, Brown comes from a tradition of Black, queer feminist writing, and emphasizes pleasure, specifically female bodily pleasure, as a necessary but often forgotten element of liberatory struggles.57 Arguably, few things are more removed from male soldiers fighting a war Page 152 →in the 1950s, but my focus here is not on sexual pleasure. Instead, it is on the pleasure of the revolution as liberatory, on the joy of this fulfillment.

It is this conception that Brown described in a 2019 interview, noting that pleasure “is about happiness, joy, contentment and satisfaction,” and explaining that some people think she is advocating for “pure debauchery…pure escapism,” when what she is trying to convey is that pleasure is “about pure aliveness and actually being present for the world around you.”58 Furthermore, as Brown sees it, for people who are burdened by the trauma of historical and systemic harms, pleasure is “about reclaiming what I believe is our birthright. And it’s not enough to do it on a personal level.”59

My aim is not to decontextualize Brown’s work on female sexual pleasure, but to harness the larger argument she makes about the revolutionary necessity of reclaiming joy. It is this argument I cannot help but see in Pečar’s photographs, which depict a world where colonialism had prevented pure aliveness and presence, had made people subject-objects instead of subject-citizens, had robbed them of their agency, until the ALN soldiers shown in these images were finally able to live and fight for themselves. This is the source of their joy.

But this joy also emerges from revolutionary friendships. One could even suggest that there is a certain degree of homoeroticism among these men. Responsible for each other, struggling together, they have created unprecedented bonds, and this produces unprecedented pleasure. Pečar wrote in Algeria of the banter, games, and friendships shared by Algerian fighters: “Jokes bring Algerian soldiers and officers much joy and pleasure. They are always eager and love to tell jokes…and during breaks between major movements and battles, fighters find other ways to have fun and laugh heartily.”60

This bonding took place against the brutality of colonial relations, which as Aimé Césaire put it, decivilized both the colonizer and the colonized.61 Revolutionary friendships thus stand in opposition to the dehumanizing dichotomy of colonization. Pečar wanted to make it clear that these friendships would propel the revolution forward; that Algerians were not only winning militarily but that their liberation was inevitable, because any people who find this kind of joy will never accept the misery of subjugation again.

In Pečar’s view, this liberation was also inevitable because a nation had emerged out of this network of revolutionaries. In the photograph shown here, of an ALN fighter holding what looks like a radio, both the fighter and the radio are one small part of a larger, and most importantly, modern Page 153 →revolutionary web. As Pečar described in Algeria, the ALN had a complex organizational and communication structure that connected “sections, companies, battalions and wilayas,” and allowed them to coordinate; bringing the ALN together into a whole.62 The individual fighter in the image above is also part of a larger network, and that network has come to represent a nation.


[image: ALN soldier holding a radio during the Algerian War of Independence in 1958, underscoring the role of communication in the revolution.]
Figure 9.ALN soldier holding a radio, 1958. The Veda and dr Zdravko Pečar Collection, Belgrade Museum of African Art.

In Benedict Anderson’s now canonical work on nationalism, he argues that the nation is imagined, because it entails a sense of communion or horizontal comradeship between people who often do not know each other and have never met. According to Anderson, the development of mass vernacular newspapers facilitated the nation, by providing readers the basis to imagine a shared collective experience (in this case, of the news), irrespective of geographical location or social status. The radio depicted in the photograph here serves a similar function to the newspaper. In practical terms, it allows the ALN to share crucial information, but it can also be interpreted as a metaphor for the larger community that exists in the background, the network beyond this soldier that is fighting for the same ideals. Frantz Fanon has discussed the transformative role of the radio in Page 154 →similar terms. Initially, the radio served as a tool of French colonial propaganda, disseminating the colonial narrative and reinforcing the occupiers’ control. However, as the Algerian resistance grew, the radio became a powerful means of resistance and solidarity for the Algerian people. It allowed them to receive news, share information, and maintain morale, ultimately contributing to the decolonization process by fostering a collective national consciousness.63

It was this larger community that constituted the nation, but it was the ALN that was positioned as its representative. Many photographs thus portray peasants, women, and children, as they interact with ALN soldiers. The photo below, which is also reproduced in Algeria, is particularly striking in this sense. Again, it hints at joy, as two soldiers are smiling and laughing with a group of children. But the soldier at the forefront comforts a child who appears to be upset, and the expression of the child who is looking directly into the camera is arresting; joyful but determined.

Here, children are positioned as the future of the Algerian nation, and the ALN as their protectors. The confidence of the child who faces forward in the image reflects the inevitability of Algerian independence. The ALN Page 155 →will win because, behind the revolution are the women, men, and children who make up the Algerian nation. Pečar made a point of this civilian support for the ALN in Algeria, recounting that the battalion he was with encountered peasants who “were pleased when they saw that it was their army. They asked about their sons and brothers, about the actions that were in progress, and rejoiced at the report that another helicopter had been shot down.”64


[image: Photograph showing Algerian National Liberation Army warriors interacting with children. One child looks directly at the camera.]
Figure 10.Warriors and children (as captioned in Alžir, 56). The Veda and dr Zdravko Pečar Collection, Belgrade Museum of African Art.

But it was women who truly drove the revolution from within, supporting the mostly male fighters. The photographs in Pečar’s collection capture the determination of women; they are not depicted as victims, shown in tears mourning lost children, or portrayed as they experience violence. Without them, it is clear, the revolution would not have been possible.

Still, despite the active participation of women in the ALN, they are mostly represented as background actors in Pečar’s archive. Pečar did publish a 1962 article, “Cinq Djamilah algériennes” (“Five Algerian Djamilahs”), which focused on five female ALN fighters who, after being released from prison, recounted their struggle to be accepted as equals into the ranks of the ALN. It was Pečar’s conclusion that women’s participation Page 156 →in the independence struggle was leading the old patriarchal way of life to crumble, even as his own writings and photographic archive privileged male fighters and relegated women to the background.65 In fact, unlike the male gazes, those of women are not turned toward one another.


[image: Photograph showing Algerian women as background actors supporting the revolution]
Figure 11.Algerian women, 1958. The Veda and dr Zdravko Pečar Collection, Belgrade Museum of African Art.

As we ponder these images, it is a good time to unpack Ariella Azoulay’s “civil contract of photography.” Azoulay writes that photography’s “broad dissemination over the second half of the nineteenth century has created a space of political relations that are not mediated exclusively by the ruling power of the state and are not completely subject to the national logic that still overshadows the familiar political arena.”66 Instead, it is a civil political space that photographers and their subjects conjointly imagine.

In other words, every photograph is an encounter between the photographer, the subject, and the camera. And according to Azoulay, the result is unpredictable. Hence, she sees the photograph not merely as a space of appropriation but also “a space of political relations between those who are governed, a space in which the demand not to be ruled in this way becomes the basis for every civil negotiation.”67 When people are photographed, they are not passive in this process, as they actively participate in the creation of an alternative civic space, in “the rehabilitation of their citizenship in the political sphere.”68

The colonial world was a world of binaries, where the colonized stood in opposition to the colonizer. The images in Pečar’s collection open space for a negotiation of these binaries. They document the emergence of social relations forbidden in the colonial world—like revolutionary friendships—and make room for their becoming. Indeed, through the civil contract of photography, “the governed possess a certain power to suspend the gesture of the sovereign power seeking to totally dominate.”69 The laughter and camaraderie depicted in many of Pečar’s photographs from Algeria operate precisely in this way, to suspend existing power relations. The colonized is no longer simply the colonizer’s reverse, as he is a fighter, a friend, a parent, and part of a new Algerian nation.

These images also belong to a long legacy of Yugoslav Partisan photography, a legacy that began in the midst of armed struggle—where Pečar’s own revolutionary journey began—before the Yugoslavs brought the strategies and techniques they developed in World War II to Algeria. Rastko Močnik has described Partisan cultural production as “a transforming intervention in an aggressive and overly powerful reality…an intervention using representations, but representations that were produced from the Page 157 →perspective of another reality, one that first had to be won in a struggle…”70 Partisan representations outlined a reality still in the making, fulfilling both a documentary and a prescriptive function by recording a struggle in process and announcing a world yet to be.

Davor Konjikušić explains that at the beginning of World War II, Partisan photographers operated independent from any centralized propaganda system. Instead, “members of the Partisan movement were trained to use cameras, and later their photographs made up the raw materials used to put together newspapers, produce falsified documents, create the Partisan archive and organise exhibitions on the liberated territories.”71 The war needed to be won both on the ground and in representation. The revolution needed to be portrayed as both imminent and unstoppable. As Sonja Horvatinčić writes, “In this sense, the structural function of Partisan photography in Yugoslav memory politics can be compared with that of monuments.”72

By the time the Algerian War of Independence had begun, the Yugoslavs had institutionalized their propaganda operations and could train others using lessons learned from their own wartime experience:


Each agitprop brigade, in line with the opportunities and resources available to them (photographers, cameras and materials) should have a photojournalist who films combat, parades, exercises, learning, relaxation, entertainment, the seizing of enemy goods, prisons, enemy losses, our victims, and work from the level of the brigade headquarters to the individual fighters, etc. They should bear in mind that photographs are the most objective images and documents of our struggle and that they are of invaluable historical value.73


In the tradition of Yugoslav Partisan photography, images in Pečar’s archive represent utopian demands that prefigure “in fragmentary form a different world, a world in which the program or policy that the demand promotes would be considered as a matter of course both practical and reasonable.”74 But these are also more than demands, as their role is to show that the people who are fighting for this world will not lay down their arms until this demand is met. These photographs portray a utopian demand, and one in the midst of being realized.

In Algeria, Pečar promises that “without pretensions, often fragmentarily, numerous parts of the mosaic will be lined up in this book, from Page 158 →which the contours and images of that country, its people, their revolutions, hopes and perspectives should emerge.”75 Photographs from his archive accompany the book and serve a similar function, as parts of a fragmentary mosaic of revolution and national consciousness. A fragmentary mosaic puzzled together by Pečar with the help of other Yugoslav artists and journalists.



The Case of Dragan Savić

In 1961, the renowned Yugoslav painter and cartoonist Dragan Savić arrived in Tunisia, having decided to visit his friends Zdravko Pečar and Veda Zagorac on his way back from the United States, where he had just received an award for the “best caricature in the fight for peace.” Initially, Savić had no intention to cross into Algeria; but during his stay with Pečar, he met many Algerian revolutionaries, including Frantz Fanon, who convinced him to embed with the ALN to sketch the fighters. This was something Savić had already done for the Yugoslav Partisans when there was no film available during the Yugoslav antifascist struggle. Among the most powerful records of the Partisan fight had thus taken the form of drawings, and it was near the end of the Algerian revolution when it occurred to Pečar that something similar could be done there.

In Pečar’s account, Savić was struck by the reality of what he had agreed to do when, before crossing into Algeria, he was told to leave his passport behind; a necessity to avoid being identified as Yugoslav citizens if they were apprehended, so that Yugoslavia’s active support for the revolution could remain concealed. This had become standard operating procedure for Pečar, but clarified for Savić the danger of the job at hand.76 In any case, Savić gathered the courage to cross the border and spent two months with the ALN, drawing fighters and civilians, and painting portraits on the walls next to wounded soldiers.

Savić made hundreds of drawings in these two months, twenty-two of which were published in a 1965 book released by a Yugoslav publishing house in collaboration with the political commissariat of the ALN.77 The ALN and GPRA were actively involved in selecting the items for publication, and in a June 1962 telegram, Veda Zagorac—then the press attaché in the Yugoslav Embassy in Tunis—informed Savić that Boumediene, Ben Bella, and the GPRA Minister of Information Muhammed Yazid had reviewed nine of Page 159 →his drawings, and were sending their comments and corrections. They also asked for more drawings that portrayed the action and overall dynamism of the ALN.78 Given that this telegram was ripped to pieces (and then glued back together by the archivist), it is reasonable to conclude that Savić was not terribly pleased with the corrections he was asked to make; though, we can assume he made some of them, as the book was published. Here, I discuss two of Savić’s drawings—both representative of those chosen by the ALN for publication—as well as a photograph from his personal collection, as these three pieces exemplify his contribution to the Algerian propaganda effort. In each case, Savić has positioned the ALN as a victorious national army, and has memorialized the struggle for independence.


[image: Four ALN soldiers under the Algerian flag in 1961, representing their fight for an independent nation during the war of liberation.]
Figure 12.A group of ALN soldiers under the Algerian flag, 1961. Legacy of Dragan Savić, Homeland Museum in Petrovac na Mlavi.

The image shown above, in which the Algerian flag appears prominently in the background, portrays the birth of the Algerian nation, represented by four male figures. The determination on their faces, and the collusion evident among them as some read a document we may assume is important, points to their active involvement in the ongoing struggle. The strength and surehandedness of the strokes Savić used to draw their Page 160 →faces and the flag are contrasted by the lighter and less defined strokes he used in their clothing and the background. This evokes a moment of tension and uncertainty in which the flag, and the resolve of those defending it, are the only two inevitabilities.


[image: An ALN fighter cuts the Morice line in 1961, symbolizing the Algerian resistance’s determination to break through French defenses.]
Figure 13.ALN fighter cutting the Morice line, 1961. Legacy of Dragan Savić, Homeland Museum in Petrovac na Mlavi.

In this drawing of an ALN soldier cutting the wire fence along the Morice line, the contrast between the firm and steady strokes used to depict the soldier, and the blurrier strokes of the landscape, is even more profound than in the previous drawing.79 The focus of the viewer is brought to the wire cutters strongly shaded to convey the steadiness and precision with which they are being used. At the same time, the imprecision of the grass in the foreground suggests a tenseness, an unknown danger. And while the context tells us we are looking at the Morice line, there is a certain universality to this image, echoing drawings and figures Savić had sketched to chronicle his own revolution some two decades earlier. In this sense, the drawing depicts an individual Algerian fighter but also an archetype of the revolutionary that reappears in different historical and cultural contexts; an archetype of a Partisan.


[image: Female ALN fighter with an older Algerian woman in 1961, embodying tradition and the revolutionary future of Algeria.]
Figure 14.Female ALN fighter with older Algerian woman, 11 June 1961. Legacy of Dragan Savić, Homeland Museum in Petrovac na Mlavi.

Page 161 →Beyond his drawings, Savić’s personal archive includes a number of photographs of his time with the ALN, many of which show him in conversation with Pečar or ALN members.80 In fact, Savić’s photographs resemble those found in Pečar’s archive, reflecting that they were both products of the Partisan tradition. The image shown above caught my eye, however, as it places two women so clearly in the forefront, whereas the photographs in Pečar’s collection typically depict women as a group in the background of the revolution.

Savić calls our attention in this photograph to a woman who is not an innocent victim or bystander, but an active revolutionary. She stands next to an older woman, and together these two women represent a generational shift, a divergence marked by the space between the two walls behind them. They stand close together, but are looking in opposite directions; the older woman looking down and to the left (perhaps, toward the past), and the younger woman looking up and to the right (perhaps, toward the future). These women exemplify the opposition between tradition and modernity. But this is Partisan photography, and so the image also offers a prefigurative representation, a glimpse into a new world where Page 162 →modernity is no longer associated with the metropole but with women as revolutionary actors.

Savić later recalled that, in Algeria, he “met wonderful people who had been fighting mercilessly for many years to secure the most sacred right…the right to live in freedom.”81 It was the struggle for this sacred right that he, like Pečar, had tried to capture. But it must be said that neither Pečar nor Savić could have done this without the help of Pečar’s wife, Veda Zagorac.



The El Moudjahid Arrives in Belgrade

Like Pečar, Zagorac was a former Partisan. At university in the 1930s, she had joined various women’s and youth groups, and became a member of the Communist Party of Yugoslavia. During the war, she was editor of the women’s journal Woman in the Struggle and was a member of the Council of the Women’s Antifascist Front. Then, while Pečar was reporting from Tunisia, Zagorac worked at the Yugoslav Embassy in Tunis as a cultural attaché.

There were various ways that Zagorac contributed to the Algerian revolution, but most notable among them was her successful effort to reprint the Algerian revolutionary newspaper El Moudjahid in Belgrade.82 As Pečar explained, he and Zagorac worked together to publish three books of El Moudjahid, containing some thirty issues each, because they wanted “to give the Algerian revolution the aura it deserved” and preserve the official newspaper of the ALN “for later generations to use as part of their history.”83 Together with the Yugoslav Embassy in Tunisia and the GPRA’s Ministry of Information, Zagorac also initiated the printing of postcards featuring scenes from the Algerian struggle. And, in 1961, she organized the release of the album Chants d’Algerie, on the Zagreb-based Jugoton label.

In Pečar’s reporting, he sometimes quoted El Moudjahid to his Yugoslav readers when the newspaper ran stories about Yugoslav-Algerian relations, such as in his November 1959 article sharing Algerian greetings to Yugoslavs on the Yugoslav Day of the Republic. The El Moudjahid article Pečar drew from in that case outlined parallels between the two countries:


In Algeria as in Yugoslavia, it is the peasants who form the soul and the flesh of the A.L.N. In Algeria as in Yugoslavia, the same savagery of the occupier in its policy of repression and extermination…For us today, Page 163 →Yugoslavia is more than an allied country: it is a friendly country—whose support on all fronts has never failed us.84


Pečar made similar arguments, comparing the Yugoslav antifascist struggle during World War II and anticolonial struggles in Africa, and positioning Yugoslavia not merely as an ally to Algeria but as a friend to the revolution. Moreover, Pečar recognized that Yugoslavia represented a useful example to the Algerians, and others, as it had been an underdeveloped country before rapidly industrializing due to its system of self-management and direct democracy.

While the reprints of El Moudjahid issues held by the Belgrade Museum of African Art are a rich resource on their own, the inside covers of the volumes in which they appear are also fascinating, as they are replete with handwritten messages of friendship. For instance, Colonel Si Nasser wrote:


To my friends, Mrs. And Mr. Pečar, creators of the bonds of friendship between Algeria and Yugoslavia, and in memory of moments that were both difficult and unforgettable, in the warm action of struggle and friendship, and a joyful outcome that strengthened ties not only between us but between every worthy Yugoslav and every worthy Algerian.



[image: Inside cover of an El Moudjahid reprint from Zdravko Pečar’s and Veda Zagorac’s collection, featuring handwritten messages of solidarity and friendship.]
Figure 15.The inside cover of one of the El Moudjahid reprints. The Veda and dr Zdravko Pečar Collection, Belgrade Museum of African Art.

Page 164 →The first Algerian president, Ben Bella, wrote an equally personal message, addressed not to the Pečars as a couple, however, but to “my friend Mrs. Pečar”—to whom he sent “all my esteem for the contribution that her entire work represents in favor of the Algerian revolution.” It is notable that he thanked her not merely for the publication of the El Moudjahid reprints but for the entirety of her work, positioning revolutionary activities as central to her life. Yugoslavs saw themselves as friends of the Algerian revolution, and Algerians knew it to be true.

* * *

Understudied sources that offer new entry points into the history of the Algerian War of Independence may exist in unexpected places, like the Belgrade Museum of African Art. There, Pečar’s archive points to transnational connections that were established during the Algerian revolution, with the goal of building a decolonized world. Thus, the photographs it contains do not merely document the reality of the war but represent a new reality in the making; manifested, in part, through revolutionary friendships.

These friendships, some of which are described in this chapter, were the product of a common struggle and of common action. In other words, friendship was both the precondition for, and the result of, this collective fight for freedom. The inside covers of the El Moudjahid reprints are graffitied with messages that dance between the personal and the collective, marking individual friendships that paved the way to collective action. In this sense, Zdravko Pečar, Veda Zagorac, and Si Nasser stand in as representatives of all Yugoslavs and Algerians united in a common struggle. This is a friendship both private and public, based equally on intimate moments shared behind closed doors and on public acts of solidarity like the republication of El Moudjahid.








Epilogue: The Oasis of Friendship





	Alexandra Perisic:
	If you could have written about Yugoslavia, what would you have said?



	René Depestre:
	To start with, I would have proven that Titoism was not a betrayal of socialism. It was a well-elaborated form of resistance against the dogmatic ideas of Stalinism. It was a unique form of resistance to the totalitarianism of Joseph Stalin. Having lived inside the Stalinist system, I would have been capable of analyzing the Russia-Yugoslav crisis in detail.1 Then I could have mentioned the origins of Césaire’s Cahier d’un Retour au Pays Natal. I would have talked about the friendship Césaire had with Guberina. I would have celebrated my encounter with Kostadinka under a tent in the middle of the night, somewhere on the barren outskirts of Zenica. These are unforgettable moments that make you happy to be alive. I’m thrilled that I can mention them today.





While René Depestre never had the chance to write about these topics at length, in Forgotten Friendships I have tried to do so. Depestre, Césaire, Senghor, and Kéita were interested in Yugoslavia’s peripheral position within Europe as well as its decentralized model of socialism. Friendships Page 166 →with Yugoslav intellectuals as well as visits to Yugoslavia informed their thinking about socialism, internationalism and solidarity. Understanding the Yugoslav origins of Césaire’s Cahier as well as his lifelong friendship with Petar Guberina allows us to reconsider Négritude as a movement with global aspirations. Similarly, though Senghor has often been accused of cultural essentialism, he believed Slavitude and Négritude could be in dialogue. Even when he broke off with Cuba and settled in Europe, Depestre remained attached to the early communist experiments like the Šamac-Sarajevo railroad. Likewise, though Aoua Kéita is mostly recognized as an anticolonial activist, she belonged to a global web of socialist women fighting for female emancipation. The work of the Yugoslav couple, Zdravko Pečar and Veda Zagorac, is similarly impossible to understand without taking into consideration their deep involvement in the Algerian revolution, which allows us to take the Algerian war beyond the framework of anticolonial nationalism. Though the Francophone writers and activists studied here believed in the specificity of the African diaspora, they remained, throughout their lives, involved in internationalist projects. The historical particularity of their position did not lead them to isolationism. Quite on the contrary. Learning from others was at the heart of their friendships and radical politics. Yet they all also believed that there is an important difference between learning and imitating.

The collaborations and exchanges between these Francophone and Yugoslav intellectuals developed out of friendship. The figure of the friend reappears in archival materials, documentary footage, official documents, and personal correspondence as a crucial category in the building of an alternative globality, among authors who position friendship as central to their understanding of internationalism, justice, and solidarity. In this way, the thinkers featured in this book rescue friendship from the private realm, positioning it as a political category, and offering a theory (and practice) of decolonial friendship. These friendships were personal and intimate, expressed through poetry and writing, yet also extended into the public realm. They had a bearing on public policy and politics, and these friendships were based on a shared vision of a democracy to come, arising from “the network, the interweaving, and the sharing of singularities.”2

An article in El Moudjahid once declared, “Yugoslavia is more than an allied country: it is a friendly country—whose support…has never failed us.”3 The friend is positioned here as more than the ally, they are a solidary figure, an active helper. Friends engage in a common struggle, fighting for Page 167 →a common goal. Friendships are something done, they are chosen and built in an acknowledging of difference and a striving for equality. Friendship thus represents “the most enduring and sustaining of the oases, with the resources necessary to withstand the deeply anti-political impulses that inform modernity: the despair of isolation and the anonymity of collectivism.”4 The friendships described in this book moved between personal relations, joint action, and state collaboration, and point precisely to the overlap between the public and the private, the personal and the political. Collaborative political organizing affected how these friends led their private lives, and their personal relations influenced their political opinions and practices. They viewed friendship as a continuous process of learning that leads to personal and social transformation, referring to each other as friends specifically because it underlined the link between personal and social transformation.

The peripheral position of Yugoslavia within Europe and later on its active participation in the Non-Aligned Movement, opened a space for alternative identifications, beyond those which emerged from European imperial centers. The Yugoslav model and the NAM were both products of a desire to push past narratives of division, to build collective systems. We have now come to a time when learning to identify cross-cultural similarities and work across cultural differences is again an incredibly important ethical and political question. The COVID pandemic and the intensifying effects of climate change have made it abundantly clear that we are facing global crises which call for mass social and political movements across borders. As we imagine movements to be, we need to fully understand those that were in order to be able to use them as sources of knowledge, sources of reflection, and sources of inspiration.

As this book has relied on many personal accounts and anecdotes, I end with one of my own, which illustrates for me the importance of centering these friendships for younger generations growing up in what is no longer Yugoslavia.

* * *

In the fall of 2021, I taught a class to university students in Belgrade on European colonialism and anticolonial struggles. The Belgrade Museum of African Art offered an exhibit at the same time entitled the Non-Aligned World, and I visited it with my students. The exhibit focused on Page 168 →the 1961 Belgrade Conference of the NAM, and more generally on the values of anticolonialism, emancipation, equality, peace, cooperation, and solidarity, which were promoted by the movement, and thus by Yugoslavia. After the tour, I asked my students about which piece(s) left the greatest impression, and almost unanimously they responded that the photographs of mass student protests in Belgrade that erupted after the assassination of Congolese Prime Minister Lumumba in 1961 had most surprised and impressed them. They found it remarkable that these students, generations before them, had felt such outrage at something happening so far away; and though they heartily supported this expression of solidarity, most could not imagine their generation responding in the same way.

The few older students in my class were aware of these events, which therefore felt less distant and unfeasible, but younger students had no idea that this kind of solidarity with the Global South had existed in Yugoslavia. Unlike my younger students, I was aware of the chain of events triggered by Lumumba’s assassination, and it was another piece in the exhibit that caught my attention. A digital map showed the legacies of the two NAM conferences held in Belgrade, in 1961 and 1989, and included all the monuments, buildings, murals, and paintings made in celebration of non-alignment. Some of them I knew, others I did not. Many, I had passed by numerous times, unaware of their link to the NAM. The curator explained that the plaques identifying this connection are missing in most instances, intentionally removed or never replaced. And so, my own knowledge of Yugoslavia and its involvement with the (rest of the) Global South, contained many gaps. I have written Forgotten Friendships to fill some of those gaps, for myself and for my former and future students.

The friendships recounted in this book, nurtured and maintained over decades and shaped by shared experiences of oppression and conflict and peripherality, were tied together by the thread of Yugoslavia. Today, Yugoslavia is no more, and though the wars that broke it into pieces have ended, history itself has become a battleground. As Mila Turajlić explains, due to “Serbia’s ambivalent relationship with the legacy of Tito’s Yugoslavia,” the memory of non-alignment has been “relegated to the domain of personal souvenirs and private memories.”5 In fact, in Serbia, where Partisan contributions to World War II are being erased from school curricula and former Nazi collaborators are being officially exculpated, the narratives of revolutionary interracial friendships from which this book draws exist to challenge the revisionist narratives offered Page 169 →to post-Yugoslav generations.6 Recentering the Yugoslav history of non-alignment and interracial solidarity defies Serbia’s post-Yugoslav embrace of nationalism and white supremacy, and highlights that, despite all its contradictions and limitations, Yugoslavia chose to support anticolonial struggles and newly independent nations. This was a choice made once, and a choice that can be made again.

In fact, these stories of interracial friendships carry what Derrida has called “a spectral messianicity.”7 They haunt the contemporary Serbian nationalist narrative, and when pushed into the background, keep returning, continuously reactivated by people seeking to not forget.8 In that sense, these narratives are important to establishing a continuity in Yugoslav memory, where the nationalist wars of the 1990s created a historical rupture. Yet, these are not just Yugoslav narratives; they belong to the Francophone world, to the entirety of the Global South, and as such should be an integral part of Francophone and Global South studies. This book is thus meant for those students and scholars as well.

One of my favorite pastimes in Belgrade is to stroll through the Park of Friendship, the idea for which emerged from youth forest rangers who wanted to honor the 1961 Belgrade Conference of the NAM. They opted to establish a memorial park, where world leaders and famous figures could plant trees as symbols of the international struggle for peace and equality. Fidel Castro, Indira Gandhi, and the Rolling Stones have all planted a tree. But personally, it is Senghor’s tree I most love to pass by, as it reminds me that histories are intertwined, that inspiration can be found in unexpected places, and that revolutionary politics require revolutionary friendships.Page 170 →
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Epilogue


	1.Though in our interview, Depestre emphasized his support for Titoism, in 1949, he had expressed his anger over the Yugoslav-Soviet split. In the communist journal L’Humanité, he openly accused Tito of betraying the socialist youth he had collaborated with on the Šamac-Sarajevo worksite. At the time, the West had embraced the Yugoslav-Soviet split and initiated economic aid to Yugoslavia. Depestre feared that Yugoslavia might fully align with the West, thus turning the Page 212 →Šamac-Sarajevo railroad—built by international socialist youth—into a tool for socialism’s enemies. His frustration was rooted in a strong attachment to the “sunlit memory” of horizontal democracy he experienced in Bosnia. Although critical of Yugoslav leadership, Depestre asserts in the article that he still believes in the country’s socialist youth. Depestre did not mention this article in our interview, which I only discovered afterward. While I can’t say for certain why, I suspect it’s because, as Yugoslavia ended all military and security agreements with the United States, refused to join NATO, and turned its focus toward the Global South and the Non-Aligned Movement, Depestre regained faith in the Yugoslav project. In our 2017 conversation, he emphasized his lasting solidarity with the youth of Šamac-Sarajevo, omitting (or perhaps forgetting) the challenges that arose along the way. See Parti communiste français, “Tito a trahi la jeunesse yougoslave,” L’Humanité: journal socialiste quotidien, 28 October, 1949. I am extremely grateful to Kaiama Glover for bringing this article to my attention.
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