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PREFACE

This book was born of an intuition while writing a conference paper about
Aimé Césaire’s nonnational orientation to decolonization. I wondered
whether it would make sense to suggest that the Haitian Revolution exemplified Marx’s subsequent demand that the new social revolution draw its “poetry” from the future. All I wanted was one quote from Toussaint Louverture
to set up a discussion of why Césaire committed himself to departmentalization in 1946. But I fell into a deep rabbit hole.
I reread James’s The Black Jacobins, Marx’s The Eighteenth Brumaire, DuBois’s
Black Reconstruction, and, of course, Césaire’s writings about abolition and decolonization. The conjuncture of freedom struggles and historical temporality in
these texts led me back to Walter Benjamin, Theodor Adorno, and Ernst Bloch.
Césaire was helping me grasp their arguments in a new way, and vice versa.
I had regarded this paper as unfinished business, a loose thread dangling
from the edge of the book I had recently published on the interwar matrix out
of which the Negritude movement emerged. But the more I pulled, the longer
it got. I suspected that I should make myself stop but was unable to contain
the fascinating mess. My twenty-five-page paper blossomed into a fifty-page
essay, which then grew into a two-hundred-page pile. I wondered whether it
would be wiser to just write the paper on Léopold Sédar Senghor’s nonnationalist thoughts about decolonization. So I read his parliamentary speeches
from the forties and fifties and began to puzzle over what he meant by federalism and what relation it might have with departmentalization. I read Proudhon and revisited Marx’s “On the Jewish Question.” When I then turned back
to Césaire’s parliamentary interventions I realized, with some misgiving, that
I was now facing a book on freedom, time, and decolonization. I conceded
that I was not finished writing about Césaire and Senghor. But this book, I
thought, on figures whom I already knew, would be comparatively quick and
easy. Hah!

That was the summer of 2006, a moment when I was personally preoccupied
with time and reckoning, opening and foreclosure, potentiality and loss . . .
pasts conditional and futures anterior. I began writing that original paper while
recovering from major surgery to robotically repair a severely leaking heart
valve. This was only a few months after I became a parent and lost a parent—
following an unraveled year not knowing whether I would miss my daughter’s
birth in California because I was saying good-bye to my dying mother in New
York or miss the chance to say good-bye to her because I was attending to a
newborn.
By then, a few events had already been moving me into the intellectual
space from which this book was written. These included a 2001 conference in
Guadeloupe about the legacy of slavery, organized by Laurent Dubois; this
was where I first wrote about temporal legacies and spoke with Michel Giraud. The 2005 session of the Irvine Summer in Experimental Critical Theory,
hosted by David Theo Goldberg, where, nourished by discussions with Dipesh Chakrabarty, Lisa Lowe, and Achille Mbembe, I presented a speculative
talk on the “decolonization that might have been.” And a 2006 conference on
“imperial debris,” organized by Ann Stoler at the New School, for which I first
wrote about Césaire and Toussaint.
Equally catalyzing were the Critical Theory Group at Pomona College;
the seminars I taught at Pomona on the History and Politics of Time, Decolonization, and Postcolonial France; the year I spent on a Mellon New
Directions Fellowship as a Visiting Fellow of the Human Rights Program at
Harvard Law School, where I audited international law classes with David
Kennedy and grappled with questions of global politics and planetary justice
with Mindy Roseman and a group of international lawyers and activists then
in residence from Brazil, Iran, Kenya, and Palestine; and the opportunity to
share and discuss my work on Césaire with Michel Giraud, Justin Daniel, Jean
Crusol, and their colleagues in the Department of Law and Economy at the
Université des Antilles et de la Guyane.
I then reworked a rough version of this manuscript in my new intellectual
home at the cuny Graduate Center, where I am now a member of the anthropology PhD program and director of the Mellon Committee on Globalization
and Social Change. This has been an especially rich intellectual milieu that has
provided a space for the kind of transdisciplinary inquiry and collaborative
community that I’d only dreamt about. The gc has also allowed me to work
closely with inspiring doctoral students from whom I am constantly learning.
The journey to and through this book was also inflected by worldly developments. As the contours of my particular questions, object, and arguxii · Preface

ment became clearer to me, concerns that seemed to emerge from a personal
crucible, I realized that academic discussions about temporality, utopianism,
and potentialities were unfolding in all directions—and this at a moment of
converging “crises.” An apocalyptic sense of impending global catastrophe at
the intersection of financial, political, and ecological breakdown. On the left
a reluctance to name or envision the kind of world or life for which it is worth
struggling, even as popular and horizontal antiauthoritarian and anticapitalist movements surged worldwide. Intellectually, a sense that critical theory
may have reached certain impasses regarding how to think radical democracy
for these times partly by recuperating concepts such as freedom, autonomy,
and justice, and above all Marx’s human emancipation. It struck me that we
do not have a robust critical language with which to speak postnational democracy, translocal solidarity, and cosmopolitan politics in ways that have
not already been instrumentalized by human rights, humanitarianism, and
liberal internationalism.
In some way Freedom Time proceeds from the same basic point as my first
book, The French Imperial Nation-State. For twentieth-century African and
Antillean populations there did not exist a simple “outside” from which to
contest empire or pursue different futures, an outside that was not already
mediated by relations of colonial domination. In my first book this starting
point led to an analysis of the disabling antinomies of colonial racism and
the impossible situations that they created. Situations that Senghor, Césaire,
and their cohort negotiated and reflected upon. That same starting point has
now led me away from a critique of impossibility and toward a reflection on
utopian potentiality. It provides the basis for taking seriously Senghor’s and
Césaire’s attention to the transformative possibilities that may have been
sedimented within existing arrangements—as well as their hope, through
decolonization, to remake the world so that humanity could more fully realize itself on a planetary scale. That starting point has provoked the concern
in this book with critical history as a dialogue with past and future and with
politics as practices oriented toward pasts present, not yet realized legacies,
and supposed impossibilities that may be already at hand.
This book feels overdue; I am past ready to abandon it. At the same time I
also feel like I might just now be ready to begin writing it.

Preface · xiii
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ONE Unthinking France, Rethinking Decolonization
An emancipated society . . . would not be a unitary state, but the realization of
universality in the reconciliation of differences. —Theodor Adorno

This book is about “the problem of freedom” after the end of empire.1 The title
refers not only to the postwar moment as a time for colonial freedom but to
the distinct types of time and peculiar political tenses required or enabled
by decolonization. Decolonization raised fundamental questions for subject
peoples about the frameworks within which self-determination could be
meaningfully pursued in relation to a given set of historical conditions. These
were entwined with overarching temporal questions about the relationship
between existing arrangements, possible futures, and historical legacies. The
year 1945 was a world-historical opening; the contours of the postwar order
were not yet fixed, and a range of solutions to the problem of colonial emancipation were imagined and pursued.2 At the same time, the converging pressures of anticolonial nationalism, European neocolonialism, American globalism, and UN internationalism made it appear to be a foregone conclusion that
the postwar world would be organized around territorial national states.
Freedom Time tells this story of opening and foreclosure through unrealized
attempts by French African and Antillean legislators and intellectuals during
the Fourth and Fifth Republics to invent forms of decolonization that would
secure self-determination without the need for state sovereignty. Central to
this account are Aimé Césaire from Martinique and Léopold Sédar Senghor
from Senegal who, between 1945 and 1960, served as public intellectuals,

party leaders, and deputies in the French National Assembly.3 Their projects proceeded from a belief that late imperialism had created conditions for
new types of transcontinental political association. They hoped to overcome
colonialism without falling into the trap of national autarchy. Their constitutional initiatives were based on immanent critiques of colonialism and
republicanism, identifying elements within each that pointed beyond their
existing forms. They not only criticized colonialism from the standpoint of
constitutional democracy and self-government; they also criticized unitary
republicanism from the standpoint of decentralized, interdependent, plural,
and transnational features of imperialism itself.
In different ways Césaire and Senghor hoped to fashion a legal and political framework that would recognize the history of interdependence between metropolitan and overseas peoples and protect the latter’s economic
and political claims on a metropolitan society their resources and labor had
helped to create. Rather than allow France and its former colonies to be reified as independent entities in an external relationship to each other, the task
was to institutionalize a long-standing internal relationship that would persist
even after a legal separation. They were not simply demanding that overseas
peoples be fully integrated within the existing national state but proposing a
type of integration that would reconstitute France itself, by quietly exploding
the existing national state from within. Legal pluralism, disaggregated sovereignty, and territorial disjuncture would be constitutionally grounded. The
presumptive unity of culture, nationality, and citizenship would be ruptured.
Given these colonies’ entwined relationship with metropolitan society, decolonization would have to transform all of France, continental and overseas, into a different kind of political formation—specifically, a decentralized
democratic federation that would include former colonies as freely associated
member states. This would guarantee colonial emancipation and model an
alternative global order that would promote civilizational reconciliation and
human self-realization. At stake, for them, was the very future of the world.4
Refusing to accept the doxa that self-determination required state sovereignty, their interventions proceeded from the belief that colonial peoples
cannot presume to know a priori which political arrangements would best allow
them to pursue substantive freedom. Yet this pragmatic orientation was inseparable from a utopian commitment to political imagination and anticipatory
politics through which they hoped to transcend the very idea of France, remake the world, and inaugurate a new epoch of human history.5 Their projects were at once strategic and principled, gradualist and revolutionary, realist
and visionary, timely and untimely. They pursued the seemingly impossible
2 · chapter One

through small deliberate acts. As if alternative futures were already at hand,
they explored the fine line between actual and imagined, seeking to invent
sociopolitical forms that did not yet exist for a world that had not yet arrived,
although many of the necessary conditions and institutions were already present. This proleptic orientation to political futurity was joined to a parallel
concern with historicity. They proclaimed themselves heirs to the legacies of
unrealized and seemingly outmoded emancipatory projects.
This book may be read in at least two ways. On one level, it is an intellectual history of Aimé Césaire and Léopold Senghor between 1945 and 1960. As
such, it extends the account provided in my last book of the genesis of the Negritude project in the 1930s in relation to a new form of colonial governance
in French West Africa, the political rationality of postliberal republicanism,
and the development of a transnational black public sphere in imperial Paris.6
Freedom Time follows that story into the postwar period, when these studentpoets became poet-politicians participating directly in reshaping the contours
of Fourth and Fifth Republic France and pursuing innovative projects for
self-determination. On another level, it attempts to think through their work
about the processes and problems that defined their world and continue to
haunt ours. Their writings on African and Antillean decolonization may also
be read as reflections on the very prospect of democratic self-management,
social justice, and human emancipation; on the relationship between freedom
and time; and on the links between politics and aesthetics. They attempted to
transcend conventional oppositions between realism and utopianism, materialism and idealism, objectivity and subjectivity, positivism and rationalism,
singularity and universality, culture and humanity. The resulting conceptions
of poetic knowledge, concrete humanism, rooted universalism, and situated
cosmopolitanism now appear remarkably contemporary.7 Their insights, long
treated as outmoded, do not only speak to people interested in black critical
thought, anticolonialism, decolonization, and French Africa and the Antilles.
They also warrant the attention of those on the left now attempting to rethink
democracy, solidarity, and pluralism beyond the limitations of methodological nationalism and the impasses of certain currents of postcolonial and poststructural theory.

Decolonization beyond Methodological Nationalism
Historians have long treated decolonization as a series of dyadic encounters between imperial states and colonized peoples: the former are figured as powerful
nations possessing colonial territories, and the latter as not yet independent
Unthinking France, Rethinking Decolonization · 3

nations ruled by foreign colonizers. Such stories are often tethered to parallel
accounts of nation formation. Whether focused on European powers or Third
World peoples, policymakers or social movements, international strategy or
political economy, a certain methodological nationalism has persisted in this
scholarship. But to presuppose that national independence is the necessary
form of colonial emancipation is to mistake a product of decolonization for
an optic through which to study it.
Rather than evaluate decolonization from the standpoint of supposedly normal national states, this book seeks to historicize the postwar logic that reduced
colonial emancipation to national liberation and self-determination to state
sovereignty. It does so in part by recognizing that decolonization was an epochal process of global restructuring that unfolded on a vast political terrain
inhabited by diverse actors and agencies. The outcome of this process was the
system of formally equivalent nation-states around which the postwar order
was organized.
Historical accounts typically focus on stories of confrontations between
national states losing overseas possessions and oppressed nations winning independence. Debates often focus on decolonization’s causes, mechanisms, or
outcomes as well as the so-called transfer of power. However important, these
discussions tend to treat the meaning of decolonization as self-evident by reducing colonial emancipation to national liberation.8 Underlying such dyadic
accounts is the assumption that European states had empires but were not
themselves empires.
Alternatively, an approach that begins with empire as an optic emphasizes
the real, if problematic, ways that colonized peoples were members of imperial political formations. It proceeds from the fact that European states did not
simply surrender colonies but abandoned their overseas populations. Decolonization was among other things a deliberate rending whereby populations
were separated, polities divided, and communities disenfranchised.9 Rather
than focus on the mechanisms, pace, or implementation of national independence for colonized peoples, histories of decolonization should inquire into
the range of political forms that were imagined and fashioned during what
was a process of economic restructuring and political realignment on a global
scale. Historians have recently demonstrated that however important liberation struggles and metropolitan transformations were in the process of decolonization, colonized peoples and European policymakers were not always the
primary actors in this drama. Other agents—the United States, the Soviet
Union, China, the United Nations, international public opinion—were no
4 · chapter One

less important in dismantling Europe’s empires and creating the neocolonial
system that would succeed them.10
Histories that do not start with methodological nationalism can also focus
less on who may have helped or hindered programs for state sovereignty than
on the various ways that colonial actors confronted freedom as a problem
with no intrinsic solution. Public struggles over the shape of the postwar
world questioned the meanings of terms long treated as synonyms: freedom,
liberty, emancipation, independence, sovereignty, self-determination, and autonomy. This study attends to the historical processes through which these
terms came to refer to one another. It does so by engaging seriously Césaire’s
and Senghor’s attempts to fashion political forms that were democratic, socialist, and intercontinental. This method fosters an appreciation of the novelty
of their attempts to envision new forms of cosmopolitanism, humanism,
universalism, and planetary reconciliation, forms that were concrete, rooted,
situated, and embodied in lived experiences and refracted through particular
but porous lifeworlds.

Unthinking France, Working through Empire
The French Imperial Nation-State was less concerned with the familiar fact that
the republican nation-state exercised autocratic rule over colonized peoples
than with how imperial history had transformed the republican nation into a
plural polity composed of multiple cultural formations, administrative regimes,
and legal systems.11 Such multiplicity also enabled novel types of political association, identification, and intervention. The crucial question was not how
France behaved overseas or how its populations experienced colonial rule.
Rather, it was how the fact of empire, including how colonial subjects reflected
upon it, invites us to radically rethink “France” itself. I suggested we follow the
lead of the expatriate student poets associated with the Negritude project who
since the mid-1930s grappled with the imperial form of the interwar republic.
In contrast, Freedom Time explores how French imperialism created conditions
for an alternative federal democracy that might have been. Underlying both
works is a challenge to the methodological nationalism that often conditions
the study of French colonial empire. They proceed from the conviction that
historians should not simply turn their research attention to colonial topics;
we need to do so in ways that turn inside out the very category “France.”12
Freedom Time again engages the contradiction between France as an actually existing imperial nation-state and the territorial national categories that
Unthinking France, Rethinking Decolonization · 5

formed both French self-understanding through the colonial period and historiographic common sense in the postcolonial period. Any attempt to understand the French empire through those same national categories unwittingly
reenacts that initial contradiction. But engaging French history from the standpoint of empire invites and compels us to unthink a series of assumptions
about the territorial national paradigm concerning the isomorphism among
territory, people, and state; the symmetry between nationality and citizenship; the national state as a unitary juridical and administrative space; or the
scale and composition of political terrains, public spheres, discursive communities, and intellectual fields.
Treating empire as an irreducible unit of analysis and refiguring France as
an imperial nation-state confounds conventional distinctions among national,
transnational, and international phenomena and recognizes that the challenge
of cultural multiplicity for a democratic republic was an imperial problem that
did not begin with decolonization and postwar immigration. In many ways the
imperial republic was a profoundly cosmopolitan space in which legal pluralism and disaggregated sovereignty were institutionalized in ways that might
illuminate current debates over plural democracy in the French postcolony.13
In order to “work through” empire, to treat France as an imperial formation
and consider French history from an imperial perspective, we must unthink
France as object and unit.14
Here I am borrowing from Immanuel Wallerstein, who calls on scholars
to unthink nineteenth-century social scientific categories and paradigms that
once enabled but now obstruct understanding of time, space, and development. He distinguishes the act of rethinking an interpretation based on new
evidence from the more radical gesture of unthinking the very categories by
which we apprehend such evidence.15 The concept of working through has
multiple associations. On a common-sense level it suggests careful analysis,
coming to terms with a topic by unpacking it. But it also indicates how a perceived topic may also serve as an optic through which to rethink and to unthink. Working through thus signals an operation akin to Marxian immanent
critique: identifying elements within an existing formation that point beyond
it. Working through is also a psychoanalytic term that suggests a different kind
of overcoming, another type of emancipation through critical self-reflexivity:
mastering an impasse by confronting and untangling it; moving inside and
through it in order to get beyond it. Dominick LaCapra has written about the
relationship between historiography and the Freudian concepts of acting out
and working through. He warns of the danger of “historical transference,” the
tendency among historians to act out in their work the processes about which
6 · chapter One

they are writing. Working through thus also implies a self-reflexive distance
from the object rather than an unthinking identification with it.16
Aimé Césaire and Léopold Senghor spent their public lives “working
through” empire and “unthinking” France in just these ways. Proceeding from
the insight that Africans and Antilleans were integral parts of the (imperial)
nation, they refused to accept that “France” referred to a metropolitan entity
or a European ethnicity. They rejected the idea that they existed outside radical traditions of “French” politics and thought. Even as student-poets in the
1930s, they did not simply call for political inclusion but made a deeper demand that “France” accommodate itself legally and politically to the interpenetrated and interdependent realities its own imperial practices had produced.
Treating imperial conditions as the starting point for emancipatory projects,
they claimed France as theirs and thus challenged the unitary and territorialist assumptions upon which the national state had long depended.
Though their decolonization projects differed, Césaire and Senghor were
more interested in reclaiming and refunctioning than rejecting the categories
and forms that mediated their subjection. This recalls Adorno’s insight about
the revolutionary efficacy of a “literalness” that “explodes [an object] by taking it more exactly at its word than it does itself,”17 an approach we might call
the politics of radical literalism. Césaire and Senghor repeatedly insisted that
while they did not feel alienated from French and France, those who assumed
that they should—whether on the left or right—needed to revise their own
understanding of these categories. Their politics of radical literalism thus linked
immanent critique to poetic imagination, aiming less to negate the empire or
the republic than to sublate and supersede them. Rather than counterpose
autarchic notions of Africa, the Caribbean, or blackness to a one-dimensional
figure of France, they claimed within “France” those transformative legacies
to which they were rightful heirs and attempted to awaken the self-surpassing
potentialities that they saw sedimented within it. Rather than found separate
national states, they hoped to elevate the imperial republic into a democratic
federation.
Without understanding this distinctive orientation to anticolonialism, it
is difficult to appreciate the political specificity of Césaire’s and Senghor’s
pragmatic-utopian visions of self-determination without state sovereignty.
Their radically literalist approach to decolonization cannot be fully grasped
without understanding their aesthetic orientation to images as self-surpassing
objects. For example, when they invoke “France” in their postwar legislation,
criticism, or poetry they are often referring not to the existing national state
but to the future federation they hoped to create.
Unthinking France, Rethinking Decolonization · 7

Deterritorializing Social Thought
Césaire and Senghor were canny readers of their historical conjuncture in relation to the macrohistorical trends of imperial history. Like many of their
contemporaries—Third World nationalists, regionalists, panethnicists, and socialist internationalists—they were acutely aware that decolonization would
entail the reconfiguration rather than the elimination of imperial domination.
But rather than offer a territorial response to this threat, they formulated epochal projections and projects. Their ambition exceeded a commitment to
protecting the liberty and improving the lives of the populations they represented. They also felt themselves to be implicated in and responsible for remaking the world and redeeming humanity. Their interventions thus remind
us that during the postwar opening, the world-making ambition to reconceptualize and reorganize the global order was not the exclusive preserve of imperial
policymakers, American strategists, international lawyers, or Third International Communists. But to even recognize this dimension of anticolonialism
requires us to move beyond the dubious but entrenched assumption that
during decolonization many in the West thought globally while colonized
peoples thought nationally, locally, concretely, or ethnically—and those that
didn’t were somehow inauthentic.
Scholarship long promoted one-sided understandings of Césaire and Senghor as either essentialist nativists or naive humanists.18 Tied to the territorialism that dominated histories of decolonization, Negritude, whether embraced or criticized, was treated as an affirmative theory of Africanity rather
than a critical theory of modernity. Scholars have typically viewed their writings as expressions of black subjectivity or anticolonialism and read their political proposals reductively, seeking information or messages, or in relation
to Césaire’s or Senghor’s public records after decolonization.
Like The French Imperial Nation-State, this book endorses more recent
attempts to understand these figures’ writings as multifaceted engagements
with modern politics, philosophy, and critical theory.19 I extend the effort of
my earlier book to treat Césaire and Senghor as situated thinkers whose reflections illuminate not only the black French or colonial condition but their
own historical epoch and the larger sweep of political modernity by engaging
the elemental categories around which political life at various scales was organized. Regarding them as epochal thinkers and would-be world makers who
grappled with global problems at a historical turning point raises questions
about territorial assumptions underlying strong currents in both European historiography and postcolonial criticism, assumptions that often lead scholars
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to relate texts to the ethnicity, territory, or formal political unit to which their
authors appear to belong or refer.
Critics often treat Césaire or Senghor as representatives of black thought
or African philosophy whose thinking may have been influenced by French or
European ideas but whose writings refer to local lifeworlds that are somehow
separate from “the West.”20 But their reflections should be read in relation to
contemporaneous attempts, between the 1920s and 1960s, to overcome conventional oppositions between speculative rationalism and positivist empiricism by developing concrete, embodied, lived, intuitive, or aesthetic ways of
knowing through which to reconcile subject and object, thought and being,
transcendence and worldliness. Their work thus exists within a broad intellectual constellation including not only surrealist modernism or Bergsonian vitalism but ethnological culturalism, Christian personalism, and Marxist humanism (as well as Jewish messianism and philosophical pragmatism).21 They also
contributed to the critical engagement with instrumental reason, state capitalism, the reification of everyday life, the domestication of western European
socialism, and the limitations of Soviet Communism.22 Yet these thinkers are
rarely included in general considerations of interwar philosophy or postwar
social theory. This despite their novel attempts to link the search for a concrete
metaphysics, poetic knowledge, and lived truth to a postnational political project for colonial and human emancipation that built upon traditions of mutualist socialism, cooperative federalism, and cosmopolitan internationalism.
Or their attempts to reformulate humanism and universalism on the basis of
concrete historical conditions and embodied experience.
The point is not to reduce their thinking to continental or hexagonal
parameters nor speciously to elevate or legitimate it by placing it alongside canonical works. It is, rather, to use their work and acts to rethink, or unthink, the
supposedly European parameters of modern thought. Just as Césaire and Senghor refused to concede that “France” was an ethnic category or continental
entity, they resisted the idea that they should approach modern philosophy as
foreigners. So rather than debate whether their writings were African-rooted or
European-influenced, we should read them as postwar thinkers of the postwar
period, one of whose primary aims was precisely to question the very categories
“Africa,” “France,” and “Europe” through an immanent critique of late-imperial
politics. They attempted in ways at once rooted and global to grapple with
human and planetary problems at a moment of world-historical transition.
Understandable fears of totalizing explanation and Eurocentric evaluation
have led a generation of scholars to insist on the singularity of black, African,
and non-Western forms of thought. But we now need to be less concerned
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with unmasking universalisms as covert European particularisms than with
challenging the assumption that the universal is European property. My aim
is not to provincialize Europe but to deprovincialize Africa and the Antilles.
Dipesh Chakrabarty’s landmark critique demonstrated that supposedly universal categories were in fact produced within culturally particular European societies.23 Césaire’s and Senghor’s multiplex reflections on Negritude resonate
in many ways with Chakrabarty’s argument about the existence of incommensurable forms of being and thinking that are often ungraspable by the rationalist protocols of modern historiography.24
But their thinking also provides a perspective from which to question
Chakrabarty’s critique of general, abstract, and universal thought from the standpoint of local, concrete, and particular lifeworlds.25 It reveals how the “provincializing Europe” argument depends partly on a set of territorial assumptions
about lifeworlds; how it tends to collapse people, place, and consciousness and
to ethnicize forms of life; how it equates the abstract and universal with “Europe” and the concrete and lived with India or Bengal. Chakrabarty argues
persuasively that there is an intrinsic connection between forms of life and
forms of thought but does not then inquire directly into the scales of lifeworlds in relation to which thinking is often forged. He seems reluctant to
recognize that large social formations and political fields, such as empires, are
also concrete places.
Yet if there exists a determinate relationship between dwelling and thinking and if in certain cases we identify an empire to be the relevant social formation within which lives are lived and consciousness shaped, then that imperial
form and scale, rather than a culture or ethnicity, must be relevant for understanding a form of thought. If we begin with empire as our unit of analysis, the
case for insisting on cultural singularity or epistemological incommensurability weakens.
An imperial optic, for example, may help us to appreciate how postwar Martinique or Senegal really were “European” places and integral parts of “France.”
Or that putatively French or European forms of thought were elaborated
through the dialogic exchanges, antagonistic confrontations, and transcontinental circulation that characterized life and thought in mid-twentieth-century
European empires. It then follows that the supposedly European categories of
political modernity belong as much to the African and Antillean actors who
coproduced them as to their continental counterparts. These black thinkers
also produced important abstract and general propositions about life, humanity, history, and the world.
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My argument pushes against a recent tendency in comparative history and
colonial studies to insist upon multiple, alternative, or countermodernities,
thus granting to Europe possession of a modernity which was always already
translocal. What is the analytic and political cost of assigning to Europe such
categories or experiences as self-determination, emancipation, equality, justice,
and freedom, let alone abstraction, humanity, or universality? Why confirm
the story that Europe has long told about itself? Modern, concrete universalizing processes (like capitalism) were not confined to Europe. Nor were
concepts of universality (or concepts that became universal) simply imposed
by Europeans or imitated by non-Europeans. They were elaborated relationally and assumed a range of meanings that crystallized concretely through use.
Moreover, African traditions of being and thinking entailed abstract ways of
conceptualizing humanity. All humanisms, after all, are rooted in concrete ways
of being, thinking, and worlding.
Chakrabarty recognizes that the intellectual heritage of Enlightenment
thought is now global and that he writes from within this inheritance. He concludes with an eloquent reminder that “provincializing Europe cannot ever be
a project of shunning European thought. For at the end of European imperialism, European thought is a gift to us all. We can talk of provincializing it only
in an anticolonial spirit of gratitude.”26 So clearly he is not himself a provincial
or nativist thinker. Yet this conception of gratitude concedes too much at the
outset—to Europe as wealthy benefactor and to a liberal conception of private property. For if modernity was a global process its concepts are a common legacy that already belong to all humanity; they are not Europe’s to give.
They are the product of what Susan Buck-Morss has recently called “universal
history,” the “gift of the past,” and “communism of the idea.”27
In short, Césaire’s and Senghor’s postwar work invites us to deterritorialize
social thought and to decolonize intellectual history. This is not matter of valorizing non-European forms of knowledge but of questioning the presumptive
boundaries of “France” or “Europe” themselves—by recognizing the larger
scales on which modern social thought was forged and appreciating that colonial societies produced self-reflexive thinkers concerned with large-scale
processes and future prospects. The point is not simply that Césaire and Senghor were also interested in humanism, cosmopolitanism, and universalism.
More significantly, they attempted to reclaim, rethink, and refunction these
categories by overcoming the abstract registers in which they were conventionally formulated and attempted to realize them through intercontinental political formations.
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Not satisfied with securing a favorable place for their peoples within the existing international order, they sought to transcend it; rather than simply pursue sovereignty, they envisioned unprecedented arrangements for dwelling
and thinking through which humanity could realize itself more fully. From
the evanescent opening of the postwar moment they anticipated a new era
of world history in which human relations would be reorganized on the basis
of complementarity, mutuality, and reciprocity. Through these novel political arrangements, humanity might overcome the alienating antinomies
that had impoverished the quality of life in overseas colonies and European
metropoles.

Thinking With: Intellectual History as Critical Theory
Freedom Time proceeds from the conviction not only that a global or imperial
optic is necessary for grasping Césaire’s and Senghor’s thinking about decolonization but that intellectual history is crucial for grasping decolonization as
a process of global restructuring. Historians concerned with colonial politics
typically move from published texts to archival documents to peek behind the
scenes, where “real” meanings supposedly reside. We also need to move in the
other direction, from practical interventions to actors’ texts. It is only through
a nonreductive engagement with such textual material, for example, that we
can understand the underlying relations for Césaire and Senghor among politics, aesthetics, and epistemology.
This book attempts to think with Césaire and Senghor, by regarding their
world and moment from their perspective, to appreciate their constraints and
the possibilities they discerned, in order to understand their political and intellectual goals. But thinking with is not just an exercise in contextualization; it
also means listening carefully to what their analysis of that world might teach
us about ours, treating them not only as native informants symptomatic of
their era but as critical thinkers whose formulations about politics, aesthetics,
and epistemology might help us fashion frameworks with which to reflect
upon related phenomena.
In short, this book contains a normative dimension which makes it a work
not only of intellectual history but of critical theory. Thinking with Césaire and
Senghor means reading their work to inform our contemporary understanding about their moment, and ours, and the covert links between them. We
should also search their writings for potentialities within them that might exceed them. While a first step would require a faithful reading, a second would
attend to what a particular intervention might open or signal beyond what
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they might have intended. Thinking with them thus entails a deliberate strategy of generous reading that gives these writers the benefit of the doubt. To
read generously is not to suspend critical evaluation but sometimes to extend
the logic of their propositions far beyond where they may have stopped.
Thinking with Césaire and Senghor is to practice what Dominick LaCapra
has referred to as “dialogical history”—whereby the historian enters a critical
dialogue with texts that are allowed, in some sense, to speak back. Such histories stage a dialogue between past and present in which historians are compelled to attend to how they too are implicated in their objects of study.28 Freedom Time proceeds from this belief that critical history must always seek to
relate pasts and present dynamically. It contends that we who want to imagine
alternative futures have much to gain by thinking with these figures about the
world they envisioned, the realization of which was foreclosed by the postwar
order whose ruins we currently inhabit. Insofar as political imagination pivots
around historical reflection, it requires us not only to examine the paths that
led to our present but to remember futures that might have been.

Historical Constellations
In thinking with Césaire and Senghor about modern categories as universal
property, I have found especially useful the concept of “constellations” developed by Walter Benjamin and later taken up by Theodor Adorno.29 For them,
thinking entailed arranging concrete objects of inquiry into particular constellations through which the elements, the whole, and the hidden relations
among them may be illuminated. They sought to grasp the dialectical character of historically specific truths that are constructed yet revealed, present
within objects yet mediated by subjective reason, nonintentional yet disclosed
by critical reflection. Especially important was their idea that constellations
are actually existing arrangements that must, nevertheless, be arranged. For
these peculiar entities to illuminate problems, they must be simultaneously objective and subjective. It is only after they have been created by a critical imagination that the creator can discover and recognize as real the relations he or
she crafted by thinking together seemingly disparate ideas, places, peoples.
Freedom Time attempts to discover and construct constellations through
which to explore non-self-evident connections across conventional geographical boundaries and historical epochs. These include those linking Césaire,
Senghor, Benjamin, Bloch, Adorno, Hannah Arendt, Albert Camus, and John
Dewey; Marx’s human emancipation, Proudhon’s mutualism, and Senghor’s
and Césaire’s federalism; Césaire’s postwar program for abolition through
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integration, Victor Schoelcher’s utopian vision of slave abolition in 1848, and
Toussaint Louverture’s 1801 attempt to create a constitutional federation with
imperial France; Senghor’s redemptive solidarity, Emmanuel Levinas’s and
Jacques Derrida’s commitment to hospitality, and contemporary efforts to institute cosmopolitan law and global democracy.
Césaire and Senghor were especially attentive to the complex relationship
between politics and time. They explored separately how inherited legacies
may animate current initiatives and how present acts may liberate the not yet
realized potential sedimented within reified objects. Alternatively they were
each concerned with the proleptic character of politics, which sought to call
forth nonexistent worlds by acting as if an unimaginable future were at hand.
Their sensitivity to the politics of time and the temporality of politics calls attention to the marvelous but real relations that often implicate disparate times,
places, peoples, and ideas in one another, relations that historians should attend to directly.
Although Freedom Time focuses primarily on the postwar opening, it also
attempts to trace a constellation between that period and earlier moments of
epochal transition when self-determination and colonial emancipation became
public problems (i.e., the 1790s and 1840s) and likewise between the postwar opening and our contemporary conjuncture. My examination of Senghor’s
and Césaire’s programs for decolonization thus moves backward and forward
from the postwar fulcrum, analyzing their self-conscious relationship to predecessors who also believed nonnational colonial emancipation might create
conditions for real self-determination. These included Schoelcher and Louverture, as well as Marx and Proudhon. But this study also looks forward from
the postwar period to a future that Césaire and Senghor anticipated, one we
now inhabit and are still seeking to construct from within what Jürgen Habermas has called the “postnational constellation.”30
Structural transformations have unmade the postwar order that decolonization created and against which Césaire and Senghor sought alternative
arrangements. These shifts make their works newly legible and politically
resonant insofar as they anticipated and addressed many of the conceptual and
empirical predicaments that democracy in an age of globality must now confront. Our political present is characterized by issues and proposals that circulated in the immediate postwar period—autonomy, self-management, legal
pluralism, cultural multiplicity, disaggregated sovereignty, and federalism.
Césaire’s and Senghor’s political initiatives thus speak to current movements
among Francophone Africans and Antilleans to reimagine and renegotiate their
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relationship to France, the European Union, and the international community.
They also resonate with efforts today by scholars, activists, and international
lawyers to fashion new frameworks for postnational democracy, cosmopolitan law, and planetary politics.
This study, which, despite its length, I regard as an essay, is also meant to
be an inquiry into the politics of time, paying special attention to how a given
historical epoch may not be identical with itself and historical tenses may blur
and interpenetrate.31 And it examines the untimely ways that people act as if
they exist or can address a historical epoch that is not their own, whether strategically or unconsciously. Such connections can be grasped only abstractly;
they cannot be indicated or documented in traditional empirical fashion. To
tack between past and present thus requires a certain movement between
empirical and abstract levels of analysis. Identifying and fashioning “historical
constellations” is one way of writing a “history of the present” that is related
to but distinct from the more familiar strategy of producing genealogies. Freedom Time thus works simultaneously to elaborate contexts, trace lines of descent, and construct constellations.
A crucial precedent and reference point for this study is anthropologist David
Scott’s important book Conscripts of Modernity, which powerfully challenges
the nationalist orthodoxies of anticolonial thinking and demands that scholars attend directly to historical temporality as an analytic and political problem. Scott contends that “morally and politically what ought to be at stake in
historical inquiry is a critical appraisal of the present itself, not the mere reconstruction of the past.”32 Regarding the unexamined persistence of certain
anticolonial research questions that were once formulated by C. L. R. James
for a now unavailable future, he offers a warning for scholars today: “the task
before us is not one of merely finding better answers . . . to existing questions—as though [they] were timeless ones” but of reflecting on “whether the
questions we have been asking the past to answer continue to be questions
worth having answers to.”33 Freedom Time accepts this urgent invitation to rethink history—including our stories about colonialism and our methods for
approaching the past—in relation to the demands of our political present.
In the following chapters I develop a different understanding of the provocative notion of “futures past” that Scott adapts from the historian Reinhart
Kosellek.34 For Scott, revolutionary anticolonialism’s dream of national sovereignty became a historically superseded and politically obsolete future past
after failing to secure political freedom for colonized peoples and can no longer meaningfully animate emancipatory projects in our radically transformed
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conditions. I am not primarily concerned with futures whose promise faded
after imperfect implementation nor with those that corresponded to a world,
or to hopes, that no longer exist but instead with futures that were once imagined but never came to be, alternatives that might have been and whose unrealized emancipatory potential may now be recognized and reawakened as
durable and vital legacies.
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Chapter 1. Unthinking France, Rethinking Decolonization
1 I borrow the felicitous phrase from Thomas Holt’s magisterial The Problem of
Freedom.
2 This emphasis on what might have been differs from the focus on reconciliation,
rehabilitation, stabilization, and unifying commemoration of the war in Tony
Judt’s Postwar. For criticism of Judt’s privileging memory over possibilities and not
directly engaging decolonization, see Geoff Eley, “Europe after 1945,” 195–212.
3 After serving in the Resistance during the war, Léon-Gontran Damas, the third
founder of the Negritude movement, represented Guyane in the French National
Assembly, where he headed a commission to investigate France’s violent repression
of protests in Côte d’Ivoire in 1950. After leaving electoral politics he conducted
research for unesco, traveled widely in Africa and the Americas, and taught at
Georgetown and Howard universities (Racine, Léon-Gontran Damas, 31–54).
4 I distinguish between “globe” or “global” and “world,” “worldness,” or “becoming
worldwide,” as connoted by the French mondialité and modialisation. See Lefebvre,
“The Worldwide Experience,” 274–89, and Nancy, “Urbi and Orbi,” 31–55.
5 Cf. Henri Lefebvre’s dialectic of the possible-impossible, or how alternative forms
of life may be recognized within actually existing arrangements: Introduction to
Modernity, 68, 125, 348.
6 Gary Wilder, The French Imperial Nation-State.
7 The concrete cosmopolitanism of Paul Gilroy and Achille Mbembe and the radical
humanism of Edward Said may be situated in a lineage including Senghor and Césaire.
See Gilroy, Postcolonial Melancholia; Mbembe, Sortir de la grande nuit; Said, Humanism
and Democratic Criticism; and Alessandrini, “Humanism in Question,” 431–50.
8 This has been the case for world-systems theorists, historians of British empire,
and diplomatic historians. See Amin, Re-Reading the Postwar Period; Arrighi, Long
Twentieth Century; Gallagher and Robinson, “Imperialism of Free Trade,” 1–15;
Louis, Imperialism at Bay; Louis and Robinson, “Imperialism of Decolonization,”
462–511; Hopkins, “Rethinking Decolonization,” 211–47; Connelly, A Diplomatic
Revolution; and Lawrence and Logevall, The First Vietnam War.
9 Marseille, Empire Colonial; Cooper, Decolonization and African Society; LeSueur,
Uncivil War, 36–54; Shepard, Invention of Decolonization.

10 See Lawrence and Logevall, The First Vietnam War; Amin, Re-Reading the Postwar Period, 105–7; Connelly, A Diplomatic Revolution; De Witte, Assassination of
Lumumba; Luard, History of the United Nations, vols. 1 and 2. On US implication
in decolonization as a process of imperial restructuring, see Louis and Robinson,
“Empire Preserv’d”; Arrighi, Long Twentieth Century, 269–99, Smith, American
Empire; Louis and Robinson, “Imperialism of Decolonization,” 462–511; Kelly and
Kaplan, Represented Communities, 1–26.
11 See also Wilder, “Response Essay.”
12 Wilder, “From Optic to Topic,” 723–45.
13 See also Wilder, “Eurafrique”; “Untimely Vision,” 101–40; “Regarding the Imperial
Nation-State”; and “Unthinking French History,” 125–43.
14 On the concepts of imperial formation and imperial social formation, see Inden,
Imagining India, 29–32; Sinha, Colonial Masculinity; Stoler, McGranahan, and
Perdue, Imperial Formations.
15 See Wallerstein, Unthinking the Social Sciences.
16 LaCapra, History and Criticism, 71–94.
17 Adorno, “Notes on Kafka,” 151. Adorno exemplifies this orientation to criticism, when
he argues, “the fulfillment of [capitalism’s] repeatedly broken exchange contract
would converge with its abolition; exchange would disappear if truly equal things
were exchanged; true progress would not be merely an Other in relation to exchange,
but rather exchange that has been brought to itself.” Adorno, “Progress,” 159.
18 Senghor’s and Césaire’s postwar thinking differed in many respects. For example,
Césaire was more interested in popular insurgency and less interested in religion
than Senghor. Césaire was more concerned with Antillean history and Senghor with
African civilization. Césaire devoted more time to writing poetry and Senghor to
writing about aesthetics. But I seek to challenge a commonplace attempt to recuperate Césaire as the radical thinker of the pair and dismiss Senghor as essentialist or
comprador. In fact, during the postwar era their thinking intersected in ways that
transcended these intellectual stereotypes. We need to question the stakes of this
transferential investment in embracing one and vilifying the other. For iterations of
this tendency, see Arnold, Modernism and Negritude; Burton, “Ke Moun Nou Ye?,”
5–32; Miller, French Atlantic Triangle, 325–30; and Jones, Racial Discourses. This splitting is largely shaped by a preoccupation with essentialism, which obscures a fuller
engagement with each thinker’s work in relation to their times and ours. See Scott’s
incisive critique of the “metaphysics of antiessentialism” within postcolonial theory:
Scott, Conscripts of Modernity, 2–8, and Refashioning Futures, 3–15.
19 Scholarship is finally moving beyond focusing on Negritude as a (progressive or conservative) form of identitarian cultural nationalism or Africana philosophy that either
helped or hindered struggles for national independence. Recent work reconsiders Senghor and Césaire as political thinkers in relation to broader fields of philosophy, critical
theory, and aesthetics, and takes seriously their attempts to refigure universalism,
humanism, and cosmopolitanism. Not enough work, however, integrates their thought
and acts in the domains of politics, criticism, theoretical reflection, and aesthetics.
20 In contrast, Diagne captures the dialogical and convergent quality of their engagement with modernist thought by suggesting that Senghor could “find his language”
276 · notes to Chapter 1

21

22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29

30
31

32
33
34
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