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hakim bey
“Poetic Terrorism” 
excerpt from T.A.Z.



Poetic Terrorism
WEIRD DANCING IN ALL-NIGHT computer-banking lobbies. Unauthorized pyrotechnic displays. Land-
art, earth-works as bizarre alien artifacts strewn in State Parks. Burglarize houses but instead of stealing, leave 
Poetic-Terrorist objects. Kidnap someone & make them happy. Pick someone at random & convince them 
they’re the heir to an enormous, useless & amazing fortune--say 5000 square miles of Antarctica, or an aging 
circus elephant, or an orphanage in Bombay, or a collection of alchemical mss. Later they will come to realize 
that for a few moments they believed in something extraordinary, & will perhaps be driven as a result to seek 
out some more intense mode of existence.

Bolt up brass commemorative plaques in places (public or private) where you have experienced a revelation 
or had a particularly fulfilling sexual experience, etc.

Go naked for a sign.

Organize a strike in your school or workplace on the grounds that it does not satisfy your need for indolence 
& spiritual beauty.

Grafitti-art loaned some grace to ugly subways & rigid public momuments--PT-art can also be created for 
public places: poems scrawled in courthouse lavatories, small fetishes abandoned in parks & restaurants, 
xerox-art under windshield-wipers of parked cars, Big Character Slogans pasted on playground walls, anony-
mous letters mailed to random or chosen recipients (mail fraud), pirate radio transmissions, wet cement...

The audience reaction or aesthetic-shock produced by PT ought to be at least as strong as the emotion of ter-
ror-- powerful disgust, sexual arousal, superstitious awe, sudden intuitive breakthrough, dada-esque angst--no 
matter whether the PT is aimed at one person or many, no matter whether it is “signed” or anonymous, if it 
does not change someone’s life (aside from the artist) it fails.

PT is an act in a Theater of Cruelty which has no stage, no rows of seats, no tickets & no walls. In order to 
work at all, PT must categorically be divorced from all conventional structures for art consumption (galler-
ies, publications, media). Even the guerilla Situationist tactics of street theater are perhaps too well known & 
expected now.

An exquisite seduction carried out not only in the cause of mutual satisfaction but also as a conscious act in a 
deliberately beautiful life--may be the ultimate PT. The PTerrorist behaves like a confidence-trickster whose 
aim is not money but CHANGE.

Don’t do PT for other artists, do it for people who will not realize (at least for a few moments) that what you 
have done is art. Avoid recognizable art-categories, avoid politics, don’t stick around to argue, don’t be senti-
mental; be ruthless, take risks, vandalize only what must be defaced, do something children will remember all 
their lives--but don’t be spontaneous unless the PT Muse has possessed you.

Dress up. Leave a false name. Be legendary. The best PT is against the law, but don’t get caught. Art as crime; 
crime as art.
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The Society of the Spectacle

by Guy-Ernest Debord

Chapter 1 "Separation Perfected"

But certainly for the present age, which prefers the sign to the thing signified, the copy to the 
original, representation to reality, the appearance to the essence... illusion only is sacred, truth 
profane. Nay, sacredness is held to be enhanced in proportion as truth decreases and illusion 
increases, so that the highest degree of illusion comes to be the highest degree of sacredness. 

Feuerbach, Preface to the second edition of The Essence of Christianity 

1

In societies where modern conditions of production prevail, all of life presents itself as an 
immense accumulation of spectacles. Everything that was directly lived has moved away 
into a representation. 

2

The images detached from every aspect of life fuse in a common stream in which the unity 
of this life can no longer be reestablished. Reality considered partially unfolds, in its own 
general unity, as a pseudo-world apart, an object of mere contemplation. The specialization 
of images of the world is completed in the world of the autonomous image, where the liar 
has lied to himself. The spectacle in general, as the concrete inversion of life, is the 
autonomous movement of the non-living. 

3

The spectacle presents itself simultaneously as all of society, as part of society, and as 
instrument of unification. As a part of society it is specifically the sector which concentrates 
all gazing and all consciousness. Due to the very fact that this sector is separate, it is the 
common ground of the deceived gaze and of false consciousness, and the unification it 
achieves is nothing but an official language of generalized separation. 

4

The spectacle is not a collection of images, but a social relation among people, mediated by 
images. 
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5

The spectacle cannot be understood as an abuse of the world of vision, as a product of the 
techniques of mass dissemination of images. It is, rather, a Weltanschauung which has 
become actual, materially translated. It is a world vision which has become objectified. 

6

The spectacle grasped in its totality is both the result and the project of the existing mode of 
production. It is not a supplement to the real world, an additional decoration. It is the heart 
of the unrealism of the real society. In all its specific forms, as information or propaganda, 
as advertisement or direct entertainment consumption, the spectacle is the present model of 
socially dominant life. It is the omnipresent affirmation of the choice already made in 
production and its corollary consumption. The spectacle's form and content are identically 
the total justification of the existing system's conditions and goals. The spectacle is also the 
permanent presence of this justification, since it occupies the main part of the time lived 
outside of modern production. 

7

Separation is itself part of the unity of the world, of the global social praxis split up into 
reality and image. The social practice which the autonomous spectacle confronts is also the 
real totality which contains the spectacle. But the split within this totality mutilates it to the 
point of making the spectacle appear as its goal. The language of the spectacle consists of 
signs of the ruling production, which at the same time are the ultimate goal of this 
production. 

8

One cannot abstractly contrast the spectacle to actual social activity: such a division is itself 
divided. The spectacle which inverts the real is in fact produced. Lived reality is materially 
invaded by the contemplation of the spectacle while simultaneously absorbing the 
spectacular order, giving it positive cohesiveness. Objective reality is present on both sides. 
Every notion fixed this way has no other basis than its passage into the opposite: reality 
rises up within the spectacle, and the spectacle is real. This reciprocal alienation is the 
essence and the support of the existing society. 

9

In a world which really is topsy-turvy, the true is a moment of the false. 

10

The concept of spectacle unifies and explains a great diversity of apparent phenomena. The 
diversity and the contrasts are appearances of a socially organized appearance, the general 
truth of which must itself be recognized. Considered in its own terms, the spectacle is 
affirmation of appearance and affirmation of all human life, namely social life, as mere 
appearance. But the critique which reaches the truth of the spectacle exposes it as the 
visible negation of life, as a negation of life which has become visible. 
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11

To describe the spectacle, its formation, its functions and the forces which tend to dissolve 
it, one must artificially distinguish certain inseparable elements. When analyzing the 
spectacle one speaks, to some extent, the language of the spectacular itself in the sense that 
one moves through the methodological terrain of the very society which expresses itself in 
the spectacle. But the spectacle is nothing other than the sense of the total practice of a 
social-economic formation, its use of time. It is the historical movement in which we are 
caught. 

12

The spectacle presents itself as something enormously positive, indisputable and 
inaccessible. It says nothing more than "that which appears is good, that which is good 
appears. The attitude which it demands in principle is passive acceptance which in fact it 
already obtained by its manner of appearing without reply, by its monopoly of appearance. 

13

The basically tautological character of the spectacle flows from the simple fact that its 
means are simultaneously its ends. It is the sun which never sets over the empire of modern 
passivity. It covers the entire surface of the world and bathes endlessly in its own glory. 

14

The society which rests on modern industry is not accidentally or superficially spectacular, 
it is fundamentally spectaclist. In the spectacle, which is the image of the ruling economy, 
the goal is nothing, development everything. The spectacle aims at nothing other than itself. 

15

As the indispensable decoration of the objects produced today, as the general exposé of the 
rationality of the system, as the advanced economic sector which directly shapes a growing 
multitude of image-objects, the spectacle is the main production of present-day society. 

16

The spectacle subjugates living men to itself to the extent that the economy has totally 
subjugated them. It is no more than the economy developing for itself. It is the true 
reflection of the production of things, and the false objectification of the producers. 

17

The first phase of the domination of the economy over social life brought into the definition 
of all human realization the obvious degradation of being into having. The present phase of 
total occupation of social life by the accumulated results of the economy leads to a 
generalized sliding of having into appearing, from which all actual "having" must draw its 
immediate prestige and its ultimate function. At the same time all individual reality has 
become social reality directly dependent on social power and shaped by it. It is allowed to 
appear only to the extent that it is not. 
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Where the real world changes into simple images, the simple images become real beings 
and effective motivations of hypnotic behavior. The spectacle, as a tendency to make one 
see the world by means of various specialized mediations (it can no longer be grasped 
directly), naturally finds vision to be the privileged human sense which the sense of touch 
was for other epochs; the most abstract, the most mystifiable sense corresponds to the 
generalized abstraction of present-day society. But the spectacle is not identifiable with 
mere gazing, even combined with hearing. It is that which escapes the activity of men, that 
which escapes reconsideration and correction by their work. It is the opposite of dialogue. 
Wherever there is independent representation, the spectacle reconstitutes itself. 

19

The spectacle inherits all the weaknesses of the Western philosophical project which 
undertook to comprehend activity in terms of the categories of seeing; furthermore, it is 
based on the incessant spread of the precise technical rationality which grew out of this 
thought. The spectacle does not realize philosophy, it philosophizes reality. The concrete 
life of everyone has been degraded into a speculative universe. 

20

Philosophy, the power of separate thought and the thought of separate power, could never 
by itself supersede theology. The spectacle is the material reconstruction of the religious 
illusion. Spectacular technology has not dispelled the religious clouds where men had 
placed their own powers detached from themselves; it has only tied them to an earthly base. 
The most earthly life thus becomes opaque and unbreathable. It no longer projects into the 
sky but shelters within itself its absolute denial, its fallacious paradise. The spectacle is the 
technical realization of the exile of human powers into a beyond; it is separation perfected 
within the interior of man. 

21

To the extent that necessity is socially dreamed, the dream becomes necessary. The 
spectacle is the nightmare of imprisoned modern society which ultimately expresses 
nothing more than its desire to sleep. The spectacle is the guardian of sleep. 

22

The fact that the practical power of modern society detached itself and built an independent 
empire in the spectacle can be explained only by the fact that this practical power continued 
to lack cohesion and remained in contradiction with itself. 

23

The oldest social specialization, the specialization of power, is at the root of the spectacle. 
The spectacle is thus a specialized activity which speaks for all the others. It is the 
diplomatic representation of hierarchic society to itself, where all other expression is 
banned. Here the most modern is also the most archaic. 
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The spectacle is the existing order's uninterrupted discourse about itself, its laudatory 
monologue. It is the self-portrait of power in the epoch of its totalitarian management of the 
conditions of existence. The fetishistic, purely objective appearance of spectacular relations 
conceals the fact that they are relations among men and classes: a second nature with its 
fatal laws seems to dominate our environment. But the spectacle is not the necessary 
product of technical development seen as a natural development. The society of the 
spectacle is on the contrary the form which chooses its own technical content. If the 
spectacle, taken in the limited sense of "mass media" which are its most glaring superficial 
manifestation, seems to invade society as mere equipment, this equipment is in no way 
neutral but is the very means suited to its total self-movement. If the social needs of the 
epoch in which such techniques are developed can only be satisfied through their 
mediation, if the administration of this society and all contact among men can no longer 
take place except through the intermediary of this power of instantaneous communication, 
it is because this "communication" is essentially unilateral. The concentration of 
"communication" is thus an accumulation, in the hands of the existing system s 
administration, of the means which allow it to carry on this particular administration. The 
generalized cleavage of the spectacle is inseparable from the modern State, namely from the 
general form of cleavage within society, the product of the division of social labor and the 
organ of class domination. 

25

Separation is the alpha and omega of the spectacle. The institutionalization of the social 
division of labor, the formation of classes, had given rise to a first sacred contemplation, the 
mythical order with which every power shrouds itself from the beginning. The sacred has 
justified the cosmic and ontological order which corresponded to the interests of the 
masters; it has explained and embellished that which society could not do. Thus all separate 
power has been spectacular, but the adherence of all to an immobile image only signified 
the common acceptance of an imaginary prolongation of the poverty of real social activity, 
still largely felt as a unitary condition. The modern spectacle, on the contrary, expresses 
what society can do, but in this expression the permitted is absolutely opposed to the 
possible. The spectacle is the preservation of unconsciousness within the practical change 
of the conditions of existence. It is its own product, and it has made its own rules: it is a 
pseudo-sacred entity. It shows what it is: separate power developing in itself, in the growth 
of productivity by means of the incessant refinement of the division of labor into a 
parcellization of gestures which are then dominated by the independent movement of 
machines; and working for an ever-expanding market. All community and all critical sense 
are dissolved during this movement in which the forces that could grow by separating are 
not yet reunited. 

26

With the generalized separation of the worker and his products, every unitary view of 
accomplished activity and all direct personal communication among producers are lost. 
Accompanying the progress of accumulation of separate products and the concentration of 
the productive process, unity and communication become the exclusive attribute of the 
system's management. The success of the economic system of separation is the 
proletarianization of the world. 
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Due to the success of separate production as production of the separate, the fundamental 
experience which in primitive societies is attached to a central task is in the process of 
being displaced, at the crest of the system's development. by non-work, by inactivity. But 
this inactivity is in no way liberated from productive activity: it depends on productive 
activity and is an uneasy and admiring submission to the necessities and results of 
production; it is itself a product of its rationality. There can be no freedom outside of 
activity, and in the context of the spectacle all activity is negated. just as real activity has 
been captured in its entirety for the global construction of this result. Thus the present 
"liberation from labor," the increase of leisure, is in no way a liberation within labor, nor a 
liberation from the world shaped by this labor. None of the activity lost in labor can be 
regained in the submission to its result. 

28

The economic system founded on isolation is a circular production of isolation. The 
technology is based on isolation, and the technical process isolates in turn. From the 
automobile to television, all the goods selected by the spectacular system are also its 
weapons for a constant reinforcement of the conditions of isolation of "lonely crowds." The 
spectacle constantly rediscovers its own assumptions more concretely. 

29

The spectacle originates in the loss of the unity of the world, and the gigantic expansion of 
the modern spectacle expresses the totality of this loss: the abstraction of all specific labor 
and the general abstraction of the entirety of production are perfectly rendered in the 
spectacle, whose mode of being concrete is precisely abstraction. In the spectacle, one part 
of the world represents itself to the world and is superior to it. The spectacle is nothing 
more than the common language of this separation. What binds the spectators together is no 
more than an irreversible relation at the very center which maintains their isolation. The 
spectacle reunites the separate, but reunites it as separate. 

30

The alienation of the spectator to the profit of the contemplated object (which is the result 
of his own unconscious activity) is expressed in the following way: the more he 
contemplates the less he lives; the more he accepts recognizing himself in the dominant 
images of need, the less he understands his own existence and his own desires. The 
externality of the spectacle in relation to the active man appears in the fact that his own 
gestures are no longer his but those of another who represents them to him. This is why the 
spectator feels at home nowhere, because the spectacle is everywhere. 

31

The worker does not produce himself; he produces an independent power. The success of 
this production, its abundance, returns to the producer as an abundance of dispossession. 
All the time and space of his world become foreign to him with the accumulation of his 
alienated products. The spectacle is the map of this new world, a map which exactly covers 
its territory. The very powers which escaped us show themselves to us in all their force. 
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The spectacle within society corresponds to a concrete manufacture of alienation. Economic 
expansion is mainly the expansion of this specific industrial production. What grows with 
the economy in motion for itself can only be the very alienation which was at its origin. 

33

Separated from his product, man himself produces all the details of his world with ever 
increasing power, and thus finds himself ever more separated from his world. The more his 
life is now his product, the more lie is separated from his life. 

34

The spectacle is capital to such a degree of accumulation that it becomes an image. 
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Edoucrd Glissont
Poetics ol Relation// 1990

lnfluenced by Deleuze ond Guotton s A Thousand plateaux f lg80). which uavocsres
dn incessant subversion of power vio 'deterritoializing' gestures, the ftench-
Caribbean author Edouard Glissant poetically argues for the active oppropiotion of
coloniol culture by the colonized, porticulorly on the level oJ languoge. In contrast to
rhe culturolly unilying concept of n'gritude, Glissont! poetics of Relation f1990)
Jdvocates a unity understood as diverse and fluctuating.

Erranfiy, Exile
Roots make the commonality of errantry and exile, for in both instances roots
are lacking. We must begin with that.

Gil les Deleuze and F6lix Gdattari crit icized notions of the root and even,
perhaps, notions of being rooted. The root is unique, a stock taking all upon itself
and kil l ing all around it. In opposition to this they propose the rhizome, an
enmeshed root system, a network spreading either in the ground or in the air,
with no predatory rootstock taking over permanently. The notion of the rhrzome
maintains, therefore, the idea of rootedness but challenges that of a totalitarian
root. Rhizomatic thought is the principle behind what I call the poetics of
Relation, in which each and every identity is extended through a relationship
rvith the Other.

These authors extol nomadism, which supposedly l iberates Being, in
contrast, perhaps, to a settled way of life, with its law based upon the intolerant
root. Already Kant, at the beginning of Critique of pure Reoson, had seen
jimilarit ies between skeptics and nomads, remarking also that, from time to
Iime, 'they break the social bond'. He seems thus to establish correlations
between, on the one hand, a settled way of l i fe, truth and society and, on rne
other, nomadism, skepticism and anarchy. This parallel with Kant suggests that
the rhizome concept appears interesting for its anti-conformism, but one cannor
infer from this that it is subversive or that rhizomatic thought has the capacity
ro overturn the order of the world - because, by so doing, one reverts to
rdeological claims presumably challenged by this thought.

But is the nomad not overdetermined by the conditions of his existence?
Rather than the enjoyment of freedom, is nomadism not a form of obedretce ro
contingencies that are rest ctive? Take, for example, circular nomadism: eacn
time a portion ofthe territory is exhausted, the group moves around. lts functton
rs to ensure the survival of the group by means of this circularity. This is the
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nomadism practised by populations that move from one part of the forest to
another. by the Arawak communities who navigated from island to island in the

Caribbean, by hired labourers in their pilgrimage from farm to farm, by circus
people in their peregrinations from vil lage to vil lage, all of whom are driven by
some specific need to move, in which daring or aggression play no part. Circular
nomadism is a not-intolerant form of an impossible settlement.

Contrast this with invading nomadism, that of the Huns, for example, or the
Conquistadors, whose goal was to conquer lands by exterminating their
occupants. Neither prudent nor circular nomadism, it spares no effect. It is an
absolute forward projection: an arrowlike nomadism. But the descendants of the
Huns, Vandals or Visigoths, as indeed those of the Conquistadors, who
established their clans, settled down bit by bit, melting into their conquests.
Arrowlike nomadism is a devastating desire for settlement.

Neither in arrowlike nomadism nor in circular nomadism are roots valid.
Before it is won through conquest, what'holds'the invader is what l ies ahead;
moreover, one could almost say that being compelled to lead a settled way of life
would constitute the real uprooting ofa circular nomad. There is, furthermore, no
pain of exile bearing down, nor is there the wanderlust of errantry growing

keener. Relation to the earth is too immediate or too plundering to be linked with
any preoccupation with identity - this claim to or consciousness of a lineage
inscribed in a territory ldentity will be achieved wben communities attempt to
legitimate their right to possession of a territory through myth or the revealed
word. Such an assertion can predate its actual accomplishment by quite some
time. Thus, an often and long contested legitimacy will have multiple forms that
later will delineate the afflicted or soothing dimensions of exile or errantry

In Western antiquity a man in exile does not feel he is helpless or inferior,
because he does not feel burdened with deprivation - of a nation that for him
does not yet exist. lt even seems, ifone is to believe the biographies of numerous
Greek thinkers including Plato and Aristotle, that some experience of voyaging
and exile is considered necessary for a being's complete fulfilment. Plato was the
first to attempt to base legitimacy not on community within territory (as it was
before and would be later) but on the City in the rationality of its laws. This at a
time when his city, Athens, was already threatened by a 'final' deregulation.

In this period identification is with a culture (conceived of as civilization),
not yet with a nation. The pre-Christian West along with pre-Columbian

America, Africa of the time of the great conquerors, and the Asian kingdoms all
shared this mode of seeing and feeling. The relay of actions exerted by arrowlike
nomadism and the settled way of life were first directed against generalization
(the drive for an identifying universal as practised by the Roman Empire). Thus,
the particular resists a generalizing universal and soon begets specific and local
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senses of identity, in concentric circles (provinces then nations). The idea of

civil ization, bit by bit, helps hold together opposites, whose only former identity

existed in their opposition to the Other

During this period of invading nomads the passion for self-definition first

appears in the guise of personal adventure. Along the route of their voyages

conquerors established empires that collapsed at their death. Their capitals

went where they went.'Rome is no longer in Rome, it is wherever I am.'The root

is not important. Movement is. The idea of errantry, still inhibited in the face of

this mad reality, this too-functional nomadism, whose ends it could not know

does not yet make an appearance. Centre and periphery are equivalent.

Conquerors are the moving, transient root of their people.

The West. therefore, is where this movement becomes fixed and nations

declare themselves in preparation for their repercussions in the world. This

fixing, this declaration, this expansion, all require that the idea of the root

gradually take on the intolerant sense that Deleuze and Cuattari, no doubt,

meant to challenge. The reason for our return to this episode in Western history

is that it spread throughout the world. The model came in handy. Most of the

nations that gained freedom from colonization have tended to form around an

idea of power - the totalitarian drive oi a single, unique root - rather than

around a fundamental relationship with the Other culture's self-conception was

dualistic, pitt ing cit izen against barbarian. Nothing has ever more solidly

opposed the thought of errantry than this Period in human history when

Western nations were established and then made their impact on the world.

At f irstthis thought oferrantry, buckingthe current ofnationalist expansion,

was disguised 'within'very personalized adventures - just as the appearance of

Western nations had been preceded by the ventures of empire builders. The

errantry of a troubadour or that of Rimbaud is not yet a thorough, thick (opaque)

experience of the world, but it is already an arrant, passionate desire to go

against a root. The reality of exile during this period is felt as a (temporary) lack

that primarily concerns, interestingly enough, language. Western nations wete

established on the basis of l inguistic intransigence, and the exile readily admits

that he suffers most from the impossibility of communicating in his language.

The root is monolingual. For the troubadour and for Rimbaud errantry is a

vocation only told via detour The call of Relation is heard, but it is not yet a fully

present exPerience.

However, and this is an immense paradox, the great founding books of

communities, the Old Testament, the lliod, the Odyssey, the Chansons de Geste,

the lslandic Sagos, theAeneid or the African epics, were all books about exile and

often about errantry. This epic literature is amazingly prophetic. It tells of the

community but, through relating the community's apparent failure or in any
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case irs being surpassed, it tells of errantry as a temptation (the desire to go
against the root) and, frequently, actually experienced. Within the collective
books concerning the sacred and the notion of history lies the germ of the exact
opposite of what they so loudly proclaim. When the very idea of territory
becomes relative, nuances appear in the legitimacy of territorial possession.
These are books about the birth of collective consciousness, but they also
introduce the unrest and suspense that allow the individual to discover himself
there. whenever he himself becomes the issue. The Greek victory in the l l idd
depends on trickery: Ulysses returns from his Odyssey and is recognized only by
his dog; the Old Testament David bears the stain of adultery and murder; the
Chonson de Roldnd is the chronicle of a defeat; the characters in the Sogos are
branded by an unstemmable fate, and so forth. These books are the beginning of
something entirely different from massive, dogmatic and totalitarian certainty
(despite the religious uses to which they wil l be put). These are books of
errantry, going beyond the pursuits and triumphs of rootedness required by the
evolution of history.

Some of these books are devoted entirely to the supreme errantry, as in the
Egyptian Book of the Dead. The very book whose function is to consecrate an
rntransigent community is already a compromise, qualifying its triumph with
revelatory wanderings.

In both I'lntention po(tique (Poetic lntention) and le Discours dntillais
(Caibbeon Discourse) - of which the present work is a reconstituted echo or a
spiral retell ing - I approached this dimension of epic l i terature. I began
wondering if we did not sti l l  need such founding works today, ones that would
use a similar dialectics of rerouting, asserting, for example, polit ical strength
but, simultaneously, the rhizome of a multiple relationship with the Other and
basing every community's reasons for existence on a modern form ofthe sacred,
which would be, all in all. a Poetics of Relation.

This movement, therefore (one among others, equally important, in other
parts of the world), has led from a primordial nomadism to the settled way of
life of Western nations, then to Discovery and Conquest, which achieved a final,
almost mystical perfection in the Voyage.

In the course of this journey, identity, at least as far as the Western peoples
who made up the great majority of voyagers, discoverers and conquerors were
concerned, consolidates itself implicit ly at f irst ( 'my root is the strongest') and
then is explicit ly exported as a value ('a person's worth is determined by his
root'). The conquered or visited peoples are thus forced into a long and painful
quest after an identity whose first task will be opposition to the denaturing
process introduced by the conqueror. A tragic variation of a search for identity.
For more than two centuries whole populations have had to assert their identity
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in opposition to the processes of identification or annihilation triggered by these

invaders. whereas the Westem nation is first of all an 'opposite,' for colonized

peoples identity wil l be primarily 'opposed to'- that is, a l imitation from the

beginning. Decolonization will have done its real work when it goes beyond this

limit.
The duality of self-perception (one is cit izen or foreigner) has repercussions

on one's idea of the other (one is visitor or visited; one goes or stays; one

conquers or is conquered), Thought of the Other cannot escape its own dualism

until the time when differences become acknowledged. From that point on

thought of the Other 'comprehends' multiplicify, but mechanically and sti l l

taking the subtle hierarchies of a generalizing universal as its basis-

Acknowledging differences does not compel one to be involved in the dialectics

of their totality. One could get away with: 'l can acknowledge your difference

and continue to think it is harmful to you. I can think that my strength l ies in the

Voyage (l am making History) and that your difference is motionless and silent.'

Another step remains to be taken before one really enters the dialectic oftotality.

And, contrary to the mechanics of the Voyage, this dialectic turns out to be

driven by the thought of errantry.

Let us suppose that the quest for totality, starting from a non-universal

context of histories of the West, has passed through the following stages:
- the thinking of territory and self (ontological, dual)
- the thinking of voyage and other (mechanical, multiple)

the thinking of errantry and totality (relational, dialectical).

We wil l agree that this thinking of errantry, this errant thought, silently

emerges from the destructuring of compact national entities that yesterday

were still triumphant and, at the same time, from difficult, uncertain births of

new forms of identiry that call to us,

ln this context uprooting can work towards identity, and exile can be seen as

beneficial, when these are experienced as a search for the Other (through

circular nomadism) rather than as an expansion of territory (an arrowlike

nomadism). Totality's imaginary allows the detours that lead away from

anything totalitarian.

Errantry, therefore, does not proceed from renunciation nor from frustration

regarding a supposedly deteriorated (deterritorialized) situation of origin; it is

not a resolute act of rejection or an uncontrolled impulse of abandonment.

Sometimes, by taking up the problems of the other, it is possible to find oneself.

Contemporary history provides several striking examples of this, among them

Frantz Fanon, whose path Ied from Martinique to Algeria. That is very much the

image of the rhizome, prompting the knowledge that identity is no longer

comDletelv within the root but also in Relation. Because the thought of errantry
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is also the thought of what is relative, the thing relayed as well as the thing
related. The thought of errantry is a poetics, which always infers that at some
moment it is told. The tale of errantry is the tale of Relation.

In contrast to arrowlike nomadism (discovery or conquest), in contrast to the
situation of exile, errantry gives-on-and-with the negation of every pole and
every metropolis, whether connected or not to a conqueror's voyaging act. We
have repeatedly mentioned that the first thing exported by the conqueror was
his language. Moreover, the great Western languages were supposedly vehicular
languages, which often took the place of an actual metropolis. Relation, in
contrast, is spoken multi l ingually. Coing beyond the impositions of economic
forces and cultural pressures, Relation rightfully opposes the totalitarianism of
any monolingual intent.

At this point we seem to be far removed from the sufferings and
preoccupations of those who must bear the world's injustice. Their errantry is,
in effect, immobile. They have never experienced the melancholy and
extroverted luxury of uprooting. They do not travel. But one of the constants of
our world is that a knowledge of roots will be conveyed to them from within
intuit ions of Relation from now on. Travell ing is no longer the locus ofpower but
rather a pleasuiable, if privi leged time. The ontological obsession with
knowledge gives way here to the enjoyment of a relation; in its elementary and
often caricatural form this is tourism. Those who stay behind thrill to this
passion for the world shared by all. Or indeed they may suffer the torments of
internal exile.

I would not describe the physical situation of those who suffer the
oppression of an Other within their own country, such as the blacks in South
Africa, as internal exile. Because the solution here is visible and the outcome
determined; force alone can oppose this. lnternal exile strikes individuals living
where solutions concerning the relationship of a community to its surroundings
arc not, or at least not yet, consented to by this community as a whole. These
solutions, precariously outlined as decisions, are still the prerogative of only a
few who as a result are marginalized. Internal exile is the voyage out of this
enclosure. lt is a motionless and exacerbated introduction to the thought of
errantry. Most often it is diverted into partial, pleasurable compensations in
which the individual is consumed. Internal exile tends toward material comfort.
which cannot really distract from anguish.

Whereas exile may erode one's sense of identity, the thought of errantry -

the thought of that which relates - usually reinforces this sense of identity. It
seems possible, at least to one observer, that the persecuted errantry, the
wandering oftheJews, may have reinforced their sense of identity far more than
their present settling in the land of Palestine. Being exiled Jews turned into a

76I,/THEOREIICAI PRAMEWORKS



e th lng

t  some

t to the

) ie  and

act. we

ror was

)hrcu la r
t ion ,  in

onomic
n isn  o f

rg5  and

lntry is,

r l ! ' a n d
;Iants of

r  w i th in

t\\er but

)n  w l tn

tary and

I t o  t h i s

ments of

rffer the

in South

outcome

ais  l i v ing

DUndlngs
le. These

of  on ly  a

[r of this

rcught of

anons  in

lcomfor t ,

lrrantry -

dennty. It

lnrrJ, the

nore than

led rnto a

vocation of errantry, their point of reference an ideal land whose power may, in

fact, have been undermined by concrete land (a territory), chosen and conquered.

This, however, is mere conjecture. Because, while one can communicate through

errantry's imaginary vision, the experiences of exiles are incommunicable.

The thought of errantry is not apolit ical nor is it inconsistent with the wil l to

identity, which is, after all, nothing other than the search for a freedom within

particular surroundings. If it is at variance with territorial intolerance, or the

predatory effects of the unique root (which makes processes of identification so

diff icult today), this is because, in the Poetics of Relation, one who is errant (who

is no longer traveller, discoverer or conqueror) strives to know the totality of the

world yet already knows he wil l never accomplish this - and knows that is

precisely where the threatened beauty of the world resides.

Errant, he challenges and discards the universal this generalizing edict that

summarized the world as something obvious and transparent, claiming for it one

presupposed sense and one destiny. He plunges into the opacities of that part of

the world to which he has access. Ceneralization is totalitarian: from the world

it chooses one side ofthe reports, one set ofideas, which it sets apart from others

and tries to impose by exporting as a model. The thinking of errantry conceives

of totality but willingly renounces any claims to sum it up or to possess it.

The founding books have taught us that the sacred dimension consists

always of going deeper into the mystery of the root, shaded with variations of

errantry In reality errant thinking is the postulation of an unyielding and

unfading sacred. We remember that Plato, who understood the power of Myth,

had hoped to banish the poets, those who force obscurity, far from the Republic.

He distrusted the fathomless word. Are we not returning here, in the

unforeseeable meanders of Relation, to this abyssal word? Nowhere is it stated

that now, in this thought of errantry, humanity will not succeed in transmuting

Myth's opacities (which were formerly the occasion for setting roots) and the

diffracted insights of political philosophy, thereby reconciling Homer and Plato,

Hegel and the African griot.

But we need to figure out whether or not there are other succulencies of

Relation in other parts of the world (and already at work in an underground

manner) that will suddenly open up other avenues and soon help to correct

whatever simplifying, ethnocentric exclusions may have arisen from such a

perspective. [... I

Dictate, Decree

[...] Summarizing what we know concerning the varieties of identity, we arrive

at the followins:
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Root identity
- is founded in the distant past in a vision, a myth of the creation of the world;
- is sanctified by the hidden violence of a filiation that strictly follows from this
f ^ , 'n . l i .o  a6 i<^r la

is ratif ied by a claim to legitimacy that allows a community to proclaim its
entit lement to the possession of a land, which thus becomes a territor!
- is preserved by being projected onto other territories, making their
conquest legitimate - and through the project of a discursive knowledge. Root
identity therefore rooted the thought of self and of territory and set in motion
the thought of the other and of voyage.

Relotion identiry
- is l inked not to a creation of the world but to the conscious and contradictory
experience of contacts among cultures;
- is produced in the chaotic network of Relation and not in the hidden violence
of f i l iation:
- does not devise any legitimacy as its guarantee of entitlement, but circulates,
newly extended;
- does not think of a land as a territory from which to project toward other
territories but as a place where one gives-on-and-with rather than grasps.

Relation identity exults the thought of errantry and of totality. The shock of
relating, hence, has repercussions on several levels. When secular cultures come
into contact through their intolerances, the ensuing violence triggers mutual
exclusions that are of a sacred nature and for which any future reconciliation is
hard to foresee. When a culture that is expressly composite, such as the culture
of Martinique, is touched by another (French) that'entered into' its composition
and continues to determine it, not radically but through the erosion of
assimilation, the violence of reaction is intermittent and unsure of itself. For the
Martinican it has no solid rootstock in any sacred territory or f i l iation. This,
indeed, is a case in which specificity is a strict requirement and must be defined
as closely as possible. For this composite culture is fragile in the extreme,
wearing down through contact with a masked colonization. [...1

€douard Clissant, Poatique de la Relofion (Paris: Editions Callimard, 1990); trans. Betsy Wing, poerics

o/Reloaion Ifootnotes not includedl (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1997) 1t -21i 143-4.
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