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For nearly 30 years, the work of Martinican author and poet Édouard Glissant (1928-2011) 
has been at the center of literary and cultural studies on both sides of the Atlantic. Tout-
monde, often considered Glissant’s masterpiece, was published in 1993, followed by Alain 
Baudot’s magisterial bibliography, Bibliographie annotée d'Édouard Glissant (1993), and 
then by Michael Dash’s now classic Édouard Glissant (1995). Glissant’s poetics of relation, 
his concept of creolization, his interpretation of the rhizome, and his take on languages 
have been so thoroughly dissected by scholars that today they run the risk of being mere 
items in a simplified toolbox of literary analysis or political cosmopolitanism. Drabinski’s 
Glissant and the Middle Passage: Philosophy, Beginning, Abyss, however, stands as one of the 
most innovative and meaningful studies lately published on Glissant. In this book, the 
author develops further a philosophical analysis first appearing in the anthology he co-
edited, Theorizing Glissant: Sites and Citations (2015).  
 
Glissant and the Middle Passage exists at the busy crossroads of philosophy, literary studies, 
critical theory, history, and trauma studies. It correlates also with a recent shift in the 
study of Glissant’s works, a shift inviting us to think of the writer not as a poet or an 
essayist, but as a one-of-a-kind philosopher. As Drabinski asks, “What does the work of 
Édouard Glissant tell us about the relationship between philosophical thinking and the 
history and memory of the Middle Passage? That is, how does the historical experience 
of the New World alter conceptions of knowing, being, creating, and acting?” (1). In 
pursuit of his answer, Drabinski’s five chapters establish a dialogue among Glissant, 
Aimé Césaire, Martin Heidegger, Walter Benjamin, Gilles Deleuze, Jacques Derrida, 
Derek Walcott, and George Lamming. “A long meditation on and philosophical 
treatment of the work of Édouard Glissant” (ix) is how Drabinski describes his book, and 
putting aside Glissant’s voluminous scholarly works, he favors diligent examination of 
the author’s essays, novels, plays, and poems, developing new concepts while addressing 
major gaps in the scholarship of the Middle Passage. The result is a new milestone in the 
study of Glissant and thus in our shared understanding of the history and culture of the 
Caribbean archipelago. 

 
Drabinski avoids narrowly defining and oversimplifying Glissant’s antisystematic way 
of thinking, maintaining a careful respect for what is inescapably opaque. His prose 
becomes increasingly “Glissantian” in style; the technique of ressassement—wherein 
“repetition creates the new” (111)—seems to make frequent appearances. The initial 
epigraph, for instance, reappears in chapter five, after Drabinski has established relevant 
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concepts to buttress its significance. As his argument progresses, the book’s guiding 
questions undergo subtle variations. If readers of Glissant recognize the technique of 
ressassment at work here, it may come as a welcome familiarity in an otherwise 
unforgiving, albeit rewarding, text.  

 
Drabinski begins with the simple observation that philosophers have marginalized the 
Middle Passage, unlike other historical traumatic events (the Holocaust is often used as 
a counterexample). One reason may be the conspicuous lack of physical evidence; traces 
of the Middle Passage are either hidden and immaterial, or, when physical, usually at the 
bottom of the sea. But the very stuff on which the growing Americas nourished 
themselves tie the Caribbean archipelago to what it is today. “I want to move the question 
of the Middle Passage to the center of philosophical thinking about language, time, 
history, memory, embodiment, subjectivity, aesthetics, and the very idea of the ask of 
thinking itself” (x), explains Drabinski.  
 
To that end, he extends his investigation beyond Glissant to the origin of this place and 
of its people. For him, the Caribbean, and by extension the Americas, arose from an 
abyssal origin anchored in events preceding the arrival of the first slave ship on the 
Caribbean shores, that is the Middle Passage. “Americas bear the pain of history within 
itself and is unimaginable without that pain. Americas is perhaps a word for the 
unspeakable. Indeed, the name Americas can only be uttered after so many disasters: 
conquest, genocide, slave trade, and colonialism” (23), according to Drabinski. Glissant’s 
archipelagic thinking, which values fragmentation, an assemblage of diverse elements 
over the union of the same, along with his concepts of relation, Caribbeanness and 
creolization, trace, and nomadism, provide the ideal framework for Drabinski’s fresh 
understanding of the Middle Passage, whereby the aesthetic of the abyssal subject is 
redefined using a Caribbean “geography of reason.” This notion, Drabinski writes, 
“posits the necessity of specificity in any account of thinking, rooting, as it were, the 
meaning of intellectual work and reflection in a specific place” (11). For one thing that his 
text illustrates is how Glissant’s thought, while characterized by movement—a 
dynamism inherent in dialectical thinking—is also liminal. 
 
Drabinski puts forth concepts that invite us to reconsider how we understand the 
Caribbean and its literature. Particularly interesting is his idea of shoreline thinking, 
where the space between the land and sea becomes the site of Caribbean memory. He 
describes “shoreline thinking” as the “first site of this place [the Caribbean], this moment 
of translation from traumatic past to fecund future” (65). Furthermore, it represents “the 
becoming of beings in the New World” (81) and of its poiesis, as demonstrated by 
Drabinski throughout his work. Related to this are Drabinski’s concepts of “BirthAbyss,” 
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“RootsAbyss,”“DeathAbyss, and “MemorialAbyss,” all certain, in the future, to become 
useful approaches to Caribbean literature and in our understanding on today’s region. 
 
In addition, Drabinski argues that “[w]riting identity” in the Caribbean reflects the fact of 
being “between” places (184), and that is a mirror of the tortured and fragmented 
geography of its milieu. It is an aesthetics symbolized, in Glissant’s writing, by the 
djobber—the market’s worker—and the Mangrove tree:  

Everything was created in the West Indies. Salt in the roots, mangrove poetics. . . .  
Erasure and traces describe the precarity of vernacular work and identity; traces 
are given to the labor of thinking—the djobber as theorist, poeticist, the one who 
brings into being—and those traces are made out of and conditioned by the 
terrifying erasure of the Middle Passage. That is Glissant. (208-9)  

Glissant and the Middle Passage acts as the start of something. Drabinski begins a discussion 
but resists concluding it, leaving scholars across disciplines free to join in on the topic of 
one of the twentieth century's greatest authors. The final chapter, “Thinking and 
Building,” is a look at Glissant's depiction of the figure of the intellectual, and an analysis 
both of how the poet sees national literature and how he views the role of artistic creation 
in the face of loss and trauma. Drabinski’s book ends on this chapter—there is no 
conclusion—with some of Glissant's verses, nodding, one last time, to the poetics of the 
Middle Passage—to the abyss, trauma, and memory. 
 
 


