
I The Acknowledgment o f Anxieties

The exploration of Senghor’s world prompts an effort -  as an initial response 
to the images revealing the mutilation of man and the deadlock of civiliza­
tions — to decipher the poet’s messages. His voice is cruelly cut off by the hard 
and cold wall of hostile ideologies and by the indifference of averted faces, so 
that it is thrown back and echoes repeatedly in his poems. These poems 
convey the oppressive quality of a prison-like world that smothers every vital 
impulse and stifles the natural unfolding of life. The white man is taken to 
task:

You who have endured scorn and mockery, polite offenses,

Discreet slurs and taboos and segregation.

And you have torn from this too-loving heart 

The ties that bind it to the world's pulse.2

Senghor experiences this bewilderment on two levels.
First, in his lucid view of a world that rejects him, one in which he feels 
alienated from himself and his dreams. His existential anguish reflects depri­
vation, emptiness, silence, absence, disappointment, exile. The gap between 
his aspirations and possibilities provides a measure of his powerlessness, which 
gives rise to feelings of uneasiness and disorientation; these feelings cannot be 
conveyed, but are interiorized and buried deep within.
And secondly, the alienation is also experienced through the images dredged 
up by the nightmares overwhelming him. For the dread of foundering, of 
being crushed or totally ignored, turns into ominous dreams giving shape to 
primal fears, the very ones which the neophyte must face in learning to 
master life and take his place in the world.
Throughout Senghor’s works we find this rhythm or alternation between the 
sagacity of consciousness, which leads to an awareness of alienation, and the 
visceral emotionality of the subconscious, with its images arising from the 
very depths of the human psyche, its visions of flight and panic, which no 
amount of rationalization can wholly explain or control.

Awareness of Alienation

Essentially three series of images bring this alienation to light:
• The cage, which holds the poet captive and frustrates his longing for 
freedom and transcendence.
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different places, to join in the cosmic power of the wind, which bathes and 
penetrates all things, or rather blows through them without ever being 
captured, for it is the breath of the universe and carries birds from one conti­
nent to another. Indeed, birds have always symbolized the flight of the 
human spirit, particularly when it soars high above the mundane or seeks to 
probe what lies on the other side of reality.
In this context, nothing could be more destructive of joy than the sight of a 
caged bird. It is the ultimate antithesis of life and movement, an insult to the 
bird’s beauty and dignity, a denial of its need for freedom to take wing toward 
the unknown, in striving and gladness.
The distress of the bird in its cage mirrors that of the poet unable to fulfil his 
vocation, paralysed as he is by the contradiction between his own nature and 
the existence forced upon him by the Western world, an environment which is 
the absolute opposite of everything the poet longs for: water, a symbol of life, 
is frozen into blocks of ice, and the sky is “low" -  heavy, threatening, robbed 
of colour by the enveloping and blinding fog; this forms an almost “soundless 
vault”, under which muted, cavernous and dismal echoes further deepen the 
weariness of spirit overcoming him.
The same dejection is expressed, with equal intensity, in “Fog” ', one of 
Senghor’s earlier poems, written during his first stay in France. It focuses on 
the absence of warmth and sunlight, on the silence and elusiveness of shadow 
forms, on the exhalation of the City, whose modern civilization is worshipped, 
on the “dirty fog” and “cold soot”. No longer light and transparent, the air 
has become grey and dark, thick and damp. It envelops the poet, blurs his 
vision, cuts him off from life and stifles his inspiration, holding him fast like a 
caged bird. Worse still, the fog pollutes and corrodes whatever it touches, and 
though these verbs normally apply to an engine, in this instance it is the 
poet’s lungs that are affected ... Man is looked upon as though he were a 
machine, and is damaged in the same way ...
The poetic transposition of this suffocating atmosphere is reflected in a 
smothering of inspiration, in the “weak moan of my dying dreams”. Indeed, 
dreams fade away “when all night long, ha! mists have weighed heavily / On 
my suffering’V and when life is hindered, the mind and spirit reel: �����	��	�  
����  and it is evening. I hear distant voices / Draw near in the fog.”6 A dull 
sameness sets in, differences are blurred (between noon and evening, near and 
far); thoughts lose their temporal and spatial references, for the concepts of 
time and space have little relevance in confined areas.
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Like the village [simpleton], I see the vision, I hear the mode 

And the instrument, but the words like a herd of stumbling buffaloes 

Bump against my teeth and my voice opens on the void.7

#���	������������������������������������)������	������������	���-��������������
���0���	�����������������"

We are small birds fallen from the nest,

Drooping bodies without hope.

[...] And here we are trapped in the nets,

Victims of the cruelty of civilized men...8

7��:K�����������9��	����;����		�������������	�����������������������	"� :H���I�
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������������-������� ����������	��0���� �����������������������	�����������������
��	�����������������)	������������������ :������������	� ��� ������������ �������
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��� � � ��� 	������� ����� �� �����  as sweef as murmuring doves 

At noon [...]

I wove a song for you and you didn't listen.12

A������������ ��	������	�� �����������������	�����������������	��	����������(
��		"

[...] Once again a moaning call,

But only the cries of mute birds answer me [ ...]13

)������	������	��������	� ��������:<��		���������	;�� ���������%��	����	�����
������������������������������� ��	�����������	�� ����������������������	�����
������"
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My friends, behold the human beings of the future: these mutilated 
civilized men see with their eyes, walk with their feet, taste with their 
tongue, digest with their stomach, grasp with their fingers. All their 
joy is fragmented and limited: their desire, merrymaking, embraces 
and excitement are all limited, and so is their pathetic, self-conscious 
folly. Man is already a cemetery of small pleasures, he plays hide-and- 
seek with his neurotic body and his miserly soul.11

Senghor too relates the adolescent frustrations he felt when trying to learn the 
Western ways: “[...] the springs in the narrow shade of Latin muses, / My so- 
called angel protectors, were stone wells, ��������	��  / You never quenched my 
thirsts.”16
Stone-imprisoned water, symbolizing the human mind fettered by material­
ism, may slake man’s thirst, but hardly promotes dreams, whereas the poet 
longs to drink deeply the live, free and “bubbling” waters of the “Spring-of- 
the-Elephants”, for they are utterly refreshing and always available, even 
while escaping downstream. Spring water denotes life itself, ever bursting 
forth, ever fleeting and new.
Such is the poet’s soul. This need to escape and live more fully is one of the 
basic impulses that stimulate his thinking. This impulse finds expression in 
the theme of the journey, which plays an important role in Senghor’s writings. 
His yearning to experience everything the world has to offer is boundless: “I 
am thirsty, so thirsty for [new spaces and other waters].”' It is an insistent 
longing, emphasized by the plural forms (“spaces ... waters”) connoting 
multiplicity and otherness, and suggesting the elusiveness of the sought-after 
discoveries and rebirths in heightened awareness.
The longing to travel and nostalgia for faraway places are also evident in 
 �������	���!��"���������#	������� :

And 1 am tired, not weary, alas, just tired of going nowhere 

When the urge to leave tears me apart.18

The wish to set sail, to discover, to launch into action bears witness to the 
vital energy at work in the depths of Senghor’s thinking. It feeds his dreams 
and his will to overcome all obstacles, to escape confinement, so that (unlike 
Baudelaire and Verlaine) he never sinks completely into melancholia.
It is true that the images of the cage, City, fog and stone well reflect a painful 
personal experience, and might inhibit the full spontaneity and exuberance of 
life, promoting behaviour based on and controlled by self-interest and cold
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In other poems, the image of the prison emerges clearly, as in “Liberation"," 
which ends by questioning the very meaning of the title: "Now freed from my 
prison, I miss already / The whole-grain bread and the weary sleepless 
nights.” Yet, throughout the poem, the struggle to break away from both 
confinement and regret is exceptionally violent:

The torrents of my blood whistled along the banks of my cell 

During the night and the days more lonely than the night.

The dams and walls held fast against the treacherous weight,

Against the hammering; and there I was 

Beating my head in despair like a disturbed child.

Elsewhere, Senghor admits to remaining “A prisoner of cold, tightly drawn 
white sheets, / Of fits of anguish entwining me inextricably”. '' But the 
shadow of the prison is cast even more insidiously through the context of 
associations, that is, through the presence of connecting words resonating so 
naturally with the image of the prison that their use is enough for a jail 
atmosphere to suffuse the poems. For instance, the author dreams "in the 
narrow penumbra of afternoon”.24 Similarly, he refers to "This vacancy of 
three months like the dim corridor / Of three captive semesters”.2'’ He hears 
afar "a deep wail [...) / [that] rises from the mines, out there, in the far 
south”.26 He describes “The Enlisted Man’s Despair”,2 the title of a poem 
whose contradictory terms confine the volunteer on two counts, through the 
irony of his fate and through his inability to become the hero he had chosen 
to be:

For fwo weeks he has been there, turning around, ruminating 

On the new Great Joke [...]

He has been given a servant’s clothes [...]

And boots for his domesticated free feet.

By the same token, Senghor shows us the extent to which this confinement 
sticks to the Black African’s skin and arises, as it were, from his presence in 
the white world. And "from the solitude of my precious — and closely guarded 
— / Residence, of my black skin”, he notices "the void made around my 
skin”.28
This isolation leads to a marginal existence: he skirts the edge of things and 
places, as though separated from them by an invisible barrier denying him 
contact or access.
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The Desert
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... 0  Desert, shadeless desert,

Austere earth, land of purity, cleanse me of all

My petty desires and the contamination of being civilized.

Let your intense light wash my face, bathe me in the dry violence 

Of a sandstorm and like the white dromedary, let my nine-day lips 

In nine days be purified of all earthly water, and be silent.34
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And the terror of living. And no book can ease this anguish.
The spirit is more of a desert than the Sahara.

This barren spirit seeks to overrun the entire world. Senghor likens it to the 
desert wind, the harmattan, with its dual symbolism of purity and death. This 
wind from the East “bites all flesh, burning everything impure”. It seeks to 
reach the essence of beings and chings ... In the process, however, it dries out 
everything, so there remains

Nothing but the bitterness of harmattan biting like snake's teeth 

At best, nothing but the rising sand, swirling leaves and straw 

And bullets and wings and bugs into a storm,
Dead things in [reason's bitter erosion].
Nothing but the East Wind, drying our throats like empty desert wells.38

The last few words convey the sharp drop in mood brought on by images 
connoting nonexistence (nothing ... nothing ... dead things ... nothing ...), 
which express the depth of the poet’s bewilderment, caused by solitude and 
grief. Life is totally absent from this picture. Paraphrasing Montaigne’s well- 
known words, we might say that knowledge without love is man’s downfall

This leads us back to the Enlisted Man39 gazing upon “the Sudanese plain ... 
dried out from the East Wind / And the Nordic masters of Time”. He sees 
“nothing but sand, taxes, extra duty, whips”, all at once. The harmattan 
carries what comes from the desert and from the Western world, as though it 
were a homogeneous mixture. To be sure, we know that this sand-laden desert 
wind burns face and lungs, and injures the eyes. When taxes, extra duties and 
whips are added, what are the results? How can one breathe or even live in its 
fiery breath, so inimical to human beings?

... See our lips without oil
And full of cracks, beneath the harmattan and the marshland swamps.

The sap has run dry at its source, the wells are empty ...40

The desert also affects Senghor’s outlook as a statesman, and his disillusion­
ment, as the President of Senegal, causes him to speak in grim metaphors: ”... 
Liberty [is a desert]”11 and again

The splendour of such honours resembles a Sahara,
An immense void, with neither erg nor rocky plateau,
With no grass, no twinkling eye, no beating heart.42
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all difficulties. The desert is a place where man discovers the virtues of humil­
ity and learns to see himself in the proper perspective.
The other face expresses the absolute and inescapable solitude that develops in 
the desert of man’s arrogance and self-aggrandizement, when his mind 
refuses, through pride and grandiosity, to acknowledge his natural limitations. 
He loses himself in an inhospitable wasteland of his own making. This is the 
desert of rationalism, which brings man back “to your light, 0 Civilization! / 
And to your brutal [and so] cruel reality”.46
While the cage and the prison connote the mutilation of man by man, the 
desert is the inevitable response to human presumption.
And yet, arrogance rules the world. Perhaps more than anyone else, Senghor 
the statesman is aware of it, as he sees the West attempting to convert Africa 
to the materialistic and technical rationalism embraced by much of mankind. 
For the sake of modernism, Africans are urged to make a clean sweep of their 
traditions, to give up their customary educational approach, their way of 
looking at the world, their past, their philosophy, their spirituality ... The 
West refuses to listen to Africa, to learn anything from Africa. Senghor the 
poet expresses this state of affairs through the confining images of the cage, 
the prison and the desert, which symbolize the three stages of alienation. But 
how can one manage to live in such a state of exile from one’s own self? As he 
put it in a speech to the First Biennial International Poetry Symposium held 
in Knokke in 1952, “exile is less the physical pain of being uprooted from 
Africa than that of being torn away from oneself. Slavery and colonialism 
have emptied the black African of his virtues, of his substance, to turn him 
into an ‘assimilated’ native, a negative of the white man, a cipher in which 
appearance has taken the place of being.”"
Now Senghor is caught in a blind alley, in the silence, emptiness and night of 
all the betrayals he suffered. These are among the darkest moments, when he 
is overcome by “the agony of shadows, this passion / For death and light”.48 
At such times, he paints a world that excludes him, a world haunted by 
infernal powers. Is it not true “That Hell is the absence of any gaze?”49
He describes a night drawing us toward the hidden depths of existential 
anguish. His unflinching clearsightedness is that of a soul scorning evasion 
and experiencing need, emptiness, silence, absence, unfulfilled dreams, 
helplessness and exile, all things most difficult to integrate into life, and 
therefore expressed through spiritual or psychological images.
Here we reach the heart of the initiation night, when the chthonic forces of
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And the night like panther skin was streaked with traps.

A thousand harsh obstacles: each tuft of grass hid an enemy.52

7��: �����������7�������;�� ���*	������������	�	��������	���������	�������������
��������������������	�������������	������"

I slip on the elephants' footprints on the soapy bridge 

Of her riddles. How can I unravel the ruse of vines,

Appease the hissing snakes? And once again a wounded call,

And only an evil siren responds. Once again a moaning call,

But only the cries of mute birds answer me,

Like children slaughtered at night, and the flight of red 

Monkeys. The tsetses and humming birds aggravate my anguish,

And I sweat and tremble from the cold ...53
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And again fhe ruin of Dyilor, the manor overgrown
With cactus and khakhams. Inside
Termites do their treacherous work and reptiles lie about.
The stormy evenings beat long against the doors.57

Such is the ghostly landscape of his childhood. Traditional Africa is falling 
apart, and the poet’s cries are heard:

Deliver me from [...] the ant's elaborate design, [...] the slimy hatreds 

Of the third day oozing out of the swamp mud 
Ha! on everything, from the spongy soil and the White Man's 

Soapy tunes...58

Like an underground stream deep within words and images, surfacing in only 
a few poems, this anguish raises one major question never taken up again 
elsewhere, in any other form. Its uniqueness and the seriousness with which it 
is voiced are compelling, and the question indicates a highly significant 
crossroads in the poet’s thinking:

Why escape on wandering sailboats?! My head is a putrid swamp 

Where I mould monotonous bricks. Why escape on the icy 

Wings of migratory birds?59

From these lines, one might gather that Senghor is reconsidering the commit­
ment made during his youth. At that time, he felt “that the best way to prove 
the worth of black culture was to steal their own weapons from the 
colonizers”,60 to absorb their culture. Now he seems to ponder the validity of 
this policy, but leaves the question unanswered. There is nothing here to 
either establish or disprove the cogency of his initial stand. The uncertainty 
remains, a challenge that stimulates Senghor’s thinking on the difficulty of 
living as an African while reaching a heightened state of ��	��  in sharper 
awareness of the Western world.
The lines express a spreading anxiety reflected by a chaotic landscape of 
swamps and quagmires that brings forth fears of sinking in quicksand, of 
suffocation and death. And yet, paradoxically, this anxiety is not morbid. Far 
from restricting life, it leads to a deeper appreciation of existence since, in 
order to live fully, one must acknowledge at the outset that anguish and 
suffering are among the basic realities anchoring man to the world. It is 
therefore advisable to be prepared for these trials, so as not to be taken 
unawares. Deliberately facing them strengthens one’s inner resources and 
builds self-mastery.
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Nature, where man must rediscover the primal and mysterious forces compos­
ing and defining him. From an essentially instinctive content to a highly 
philosophical message, we witness throughout Senghor’s writings the devel­
opment and deepening of one of the main features of his thinking, one of the 
essential facets of his reflection.
In a gradual progression toward a greater maturity of being, involution, 
political rebellion and humanistic protest are the three stages of a victory over 
anguish.

Involution

The first movement, involution, is evident essentially in Shadow Songs, 
Senghor’s first collection of poetry. It is a largely unconscious reflex, the quasi- 
tropism of a sensitivity wounded by a corrosive civilization. The poet takes 
refuge in his memories, seeking to crouch among them, in spontaneous and 
quite natural self-defence. In a paper presented at the 1963 Dakar Seminar 
on French-Speaking African Writers, Janheinz Jahn noted that “when it is 
impossible to resist a powerful oppressor, regressive behaviour becomes the 
only weapon. In such a context, this attitude, familiar to psychologists since 
the research of Freud and Kurt Lewin, takes on its full significance.’’ Jahn was 
trying to formulate a sociological law acceptable to his rationalism, which 
both informed and limited his overly Western study of Africa. However, he 
overlooked the ability of African thinking to invent and transcend. Though 
his formulation applies to some politicized movements (authenticity, the 
cultural ghetto of “Black is beautiful”) which are above all a rejection of 
“white culture” -  something one might call an anti-choice, having little in 
common with true freedom — it should be recognized, where Senghor is 
concerned, that this involution occupies only an instant of his life journey, 
admittedly an important one since it allowed him to regain courage and 
confidence and to resist Western violence, but nevertheless a transitory phase, 
like a halt in a refuge for someone seeking to experience the world.
It should also be remembered that, from 1928 to 1945, circumstances 
prevented Senghor from returning to Africa more than once, in 1938. These 
years were therefore a long period of exile, during which he had to nurture his 
African roots. This explains the intimate mood of Shadow Songs, which start 
with an awareness of absence and deprivation, and end with “Return of the 
Prodigal Son”, a poem celebrating the joy of homecoming, in which “I bring 
back to life all my earthly virtues”,6' as he put it.
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these poems, Senghor’s attention and thinking are irresistibly drawn to the 
unchangeable and permanent. In “Black Woman”, he celebrates and fixes her 
beauty “for all eternity”. And in “Black Mask”, he beholds a face “closed to 
the ephemeral”:

0  face such as God created you before even the memory of time...
0  Beauty, I adore you with my one-stringed eye.

In “Prayer to the Masks”, his longing has been fulfilled: “You exude the 
immortal air where I inhale / The breath of my Fathers.”
All these songs express the search for the Absolute, the determination to 
commune with the African soul, with the eternal nature of his Africa.
Senghor seeks to recover primal unity. Hence the following lines in “Totem”: 
“... The Ancestor whose stormy skin / Streaks with lightning and thunder. / 
He is the guardian animal I must hide / ... He is my loyal blood demanding 
loyalty ...” Hence also the bold eloquence of the epic of his ancestors in “To 
the Music of Koras and Balaphon”: “I myself was the grandfather of my 
grandfather, / I was his soul and his lineage ...”
The life evoked in these poems is both deep and remote, however. The choice 
of verbs (to contemplate, remember, await, listen, recollect) denotes a certain 
distance and inertia of the subject in relation to its remembrance. Particularly 
in “Joal”, Senghor stresses the twin perceptions of presence and distance, and 
in this respect the poem appears representative of Senghorian lyricism, where 
dreams join memories kept alive by mutually reinforcing sensory messages 
that enhance and magnify every image. A state of completeness and fulfil­
ment seems to have been reached, but a secondary rhythm emerges and calls 
into question the initial harmony. This reflects an ongoing conflict between 
inspiration and clearsightedness, a conflict that hampers all efforts to reach 
the Kingdom of Childhood.

Joal!
1 remember.

It is true that mere utterance draws forth a presence. Yet the verb “to remem­
ber” clearly indicates that memory brings back something which has actually 
become intangible. And each stanza begins with the same verb:

I remember the regal signare women under the green shade of verandas ...
I remember the past glory of Sunset ...
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I remember the funeral feasts steaming with the blood of slaughtered livestock ... 

I remember the pagan voices singing the ������� "���  ...

I remember the dance of nubile girls ...

Senghor thus summons to a new presence something already distant, brought 
back into existence by the utterance of its name — a presence confirmed by 
the choice of the present participle, a progressive and insistent verb form. In 
quick succession, various impressions arise, either visual (green shade, glory of 
Sunset), olfactory (steaming) or auditory (singing). The presence is therefore 
sensually felt, though recognized from afar.
This verbal repetition gives a new impetus to the sentence and extends it in 
wider and wider spirals. The poet’s gaze broadens until he finally loses sight 
of what he was attempting to describe, and the poem’s rhythm then falters. 
The last stanza reflects a state of exhaustion through the reiteration of the 
words “I remember”, followed by a series of suspension points whose mute 
eloquence seems to signify a fraying of memories, or rather an inability to 
continue summoning them. And the poet then finds himself alone again:

My head beating the rhythm

Of such a weary walk through the long days of Europe

Where sometimes an orphan jazz comes sobbing, sobbing, sobbing.

However seductive these sheltering memories may be, Senghor refuses to be 
hemmed in by them. Though he seeks these remembrances -  “Here I am 
trying to forget Europe in the heartland of the Sine”69 -  they are to him 
merely a halt to recover his strength, for he recognizes as “a dangerously safe 
tower” this house of dreams where it would be tempting indeed to withdraw 
from the difficulties besetting any human being at grips with the world. 
Senghor’s personality would not allow him to live the life of a recluse. As far 
back as 1962, he said to Armand Guibert: “In fact, my inner life was torn 
very early between the call of my Ancestors and the call of Europe, between 
the demands of black African culture and the demands of modern life. These 
conflicts are the crux of my poems, in which they are often reflected. ” 0
The dilemma is evident in the structure of Shadow Songs, with an alternation 
of poems on Africa and Europe (among others, “Snow in Paris”, “Ndesse or 
Blues”, “To Death”, and “Liberation”), real musical counterpoints which can 
also be seen as projections of an anguish resisting all attempts at involution.
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Unlike that of Cesaire and others, his rebellion against the West is therefore 
not systematic. It never turns into blind hostility: “Ah! don’t say I do not love 
France ...” and “I want to pray especially for France ... / For I have a great 
weakness for France.” J In fact, Senghor’s rebellion spreads beyond racial 
issues and gives his endeavour a much wider scope.
Indeed, and this is the second aspect of the question, the poet and humanist 
experiences even more deeply the assaults against man in general, regardless 
of race. As we have seen, Senghor warns against a whole range of mortal 
dangers to mankind: these are the philosophies, sciences and ideologies of a 
Western world seeming to have lost sight of the responsibilities inherent in 
life, which should include the need to cultivate an existential relativism 
applicable to all mankind.
Rebellion then becomes more fundamental. It targets the blindness of a 
Western world refusing to recognize its dependence on Nature. Alternately 
obsessed and disappointed by science, the West is floundering amid a multi­
tude of theories involving either randomness or determinism and expectations 
of annihilation.
This is where Senghor’s impassioned warnings make their most original and 
fascinating contribution. The images arising from his words emphasize the 
dual dimension of life and death characteristic of all human actions.
So far, we have viewed Senghor’s oeuvre essentially as one of visual poetry, 
emphasizing mainly the evocative power of words. We shall now dwell on 
another facet of his writings, considering his poetry as one of commitment to 
action, in relation to the two sides of his rebellion: a political struggle against 
colonialism and a purely humanistic rebellion.

Political Struggle Against Colonialism

In “Letter to an African Friend”, published in the first issue of Presence 
africaine, Emmanuel Mounier warns against an extreme reaction to racism, 
one of the ills of colonialism: “Because in the past you have been made overly 
conscious of your race, it may at times be a hindrance to you; if you turn it 
into a defiant challenge, it may become an arrogant obsession ... This exces­
sive awareness, and this must be said, could turn into resentment, 
aggressivity or compensating pain. Everything is then distorted ...”
According to Sartre,"3 this aggressivity is the only effective and appropriate 
response, for “a black man cannot deny that he is black nor claim for himself 
an abstract colourless humanity: he is black. And thus forced to be genuine:
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Beyond these few quotations and more deeply, Senghor’s anxiety emerges as 
he sees his Africa yield to the seduction of the West and sink into the despair 
of the enlisted man who, “attracted by the open space and this vast, hopeless 
land,” where !����!��	�	������ , was unable to hang on to life so as to disprove 
this aphorism by Plautus, faithfully remembered through the centuries and 
amply illustrated by history.
Now, if we do not challenge the obstacles which man raises against man, we 
shall be living in anguish, rage and the attendant deprivation; we shall 
imagine, accept or even hasten the death of Man. Such seems to be, in 
Senghor’s view, the attitude of many of our contemporaries, who paint 
themselves into an existential corner or dead-end of their own making. 
Scattered among his poems, these visions of a dying world beset with night­
mares crystallize into a description with Biblical overtones:

... The proud towns spread and whimper
Beneath a hopeless sky, pierced by poisons and lightning,
Rivers no longer have a source or resource.
... Fire! Fire! The burning walls of Chicago. Fire! Fire!
The burning walls of Gomorrah,
Moscow on fire. God is the same... for [all] people without a god,
Who do not [live by the Word].103

However, in the heart of the beautiful and inhuman city of New York, that 
embodiment of the technical powers and materialistic civilizations, Senghor 
finds a throbbing heart. It is Harlem, black and carnal, “Harlem teeming 
with sounds and ritual colours / And outrageous smells”. And Senghor 
beseeches New York to receive Harlem’s message of life:

New York! I say New York, let black blood flow into your blood.
Let it wash the rust from your steel joints, like an oil of life.
Let it give your bridges the curve of hips and supple vines.104

Black blood to restore the city’s life and undermine the walls of racism and 
steel ... Black blood, whose secrets of life must be learned; secrets disclosed 
through the initiatory teaching which opens the way to a transcendence of 
death, to a re-birth of man.
Senghor takes this path and urges us to follow him and move beyond the 
“White death” in order to humanize this “age of dichotomy and prejudice, 
confusion and oversimplification, ideologies without spirit and aesthetics 
without imagination”.105
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