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Live from Paris, author Dany Laferrière had a lot to say about 

the debate surrounding the "word in n" which has been raging 

for a few days. According to the author, we should change our 

attitude towards this word to destabilize and disarm racism. 

The question that has been talked about so much can be found 

in almost all of his novels. For example, he had commented on 

it earlier this month, on the occasion of the 35th anniversary of 

«Comment faire l’amour avec un nègre sans se fatiguer», 

before the University of Ottawa affair broke. After a week of 

media silence, he wanted to speak about it on the show.  

 

The author explains that he has always preferred laughter and 

irony as well as satire in his literature to a "sort of rosary of 

misery". 

 

«Just because we have suffered does not mean that we are 

right. Or that we have to make others suffer. We must not place 

pain at the heart of redemption.» Dany Laferrière 

 

Here is the text he read on the air: 

 

An invisible revolution 

 

The word itself does not interest me. It's his journey that 

matters to me. This dry, naked word without the blood and 



laughter that irrigates it is only an insult in the mouth of a 

racist. I can't explain to myself why we give an individual so 

much power over ourselves. He only has to say a five-letter 

word and you end up in a trance with your arms and feet tied, 

as if the word were stronger than slavery. The slaves did not 

make the revolution so that we find ourselves at the mercy of 

the word «nègre». 

 

Do not say that I cannot understand the pain of the word, for I 

have known dictatorship; I have known exile; I got to know the 

factory; I have known racism; I have even experienced an 

earthquake in one lifetime. I believe that before asking for the 

disappearance of the word «nègre» from the public space, you 

have to know its history. If this word is just an insult in the 

mouth of the racist, it has triggered an earthquake in the minds 

of humans. With his throbbing pain and river of blood, he 

paved the way for jazz, the tragic song of Billie Holiday, the 

poignant nostalgia of Bessie Smith. He moved Africa, this 

unchanging continent and its millennial civilization, by 

exporting part of its population to a new world of terror. This 

word is at the origin of a particular art that the poet Senghor 

and some Western intellectuals have falsely called «Art 

nègre». It would be better to say «l’art des nègres». Or even 

just art. 

 

Any qualifier weakens what it is trying to define. But let's 

move on, because this area is so rich. When it comes to 

literature, we have no idea how many times it has been used. If 

anyone wanted to research the word's traces and different 



meanings in their personal library, they would be impressed by 

the number of meanings this word has taken on in the history 

of literature. And he will understand the huge hole his 

disappearance left in literature. The disappearance of the word 

"nègre" will involve an entire section of the universal library. 
 

Our personal hurt and our individual stories only give him 

energy to continue on his way. It’s not a word, it’s a world. It 

doesn't belong to us, by the way. We just find ourselves in its 

path at some point. He enabled the revolution in Santo 

Domingo by becoming our American identity. We captured 

men and women in Africa who became slaves in America, then 

«nègres» when Haiti became an independent nation, and that 

by its very constitution. We are not going to lecture the 

glorious fighters of the first revolution in history. If the word 

"revolution" means total upheaval of established values, that of 

the slave who has become free is the most complete. The negro 

Toussaint Louverture, the negro Jean-Jacques Dessalines, the 

negro Henri Christophe and the negro Alexandre Pétion 

founded Haiti on January 1, 1804, after a terrible and long 

colonial war. So when a racist shouts «nègre» at me, I turn 

around with a beaming smile, saying "honored to be, sir". In 

addition, Toussaint and then Dessalines introduced the word 

"nègre" into the consciousness of humanity by making it a 

synonym for the word "man". A nègre is a man, or better, 

every man is a nègre. Does the racist who is listening to us 

now know that he is a nègre by the grace of Jean-Jacques 

Dessalines, the founder of the Haitian nation? It is by this 

grace that a large number of whites were spared after the 



independence of Haiti. It was through this grace that all Poles 

living in Haiti could immediately become nègres, that is to say, 

men. 
 

Do you know of such a revolution in language? The word that 

served to enslave the slave will free the master. But in order for 

him to be free, he has to become a nègre. Hence the magic 

phrase: "This white man is a good nègre; spare him ”. You 

understand that such a word goes beyond an individual pain 

and that if our personal stories have an undeniable importance, 

they do not weigh in the face of History, a History that we 

must know since it belongs to us, that one is a nègre or a good 

nègre. This unfathomably hypocritical "n-word" joke is an 

American invention like the hamburger and dry mustard. And I 

hope we will have the courage to erase it from the glorious 

face of Jean-Jacques Dessalines, founder of the Haitian nation 

who was said to be the fundamental nègre. 

 

Dany Laferrière, Haïtien, Canadien, Member of the Académie 

Française and author of numerous best-sellers among which 

one can find : «Comment faire l’amour avec un nègre sans se 

fatiguer» 

 

Translated from French by Michel Virard 


