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ABSTRACT

What is the meaning of Fanonian liberation?  That is the question that 

animates this work, which is (negatively) inspired by the reality of misanthropy, 

practical and theoretical, and neocolonialism, external and internal.  To answer 

this question, I first situate Frantz Fanon within the larger discourse of 

liberation, emphasizing the relationship between his liberatory work and the 

work of Gustavo Gutiérrez, Paulo Freire, and Enrique Dussel.  From there, I 

argue that there is today an unfortunate privileging of ethics, and that this 

privileging is used to discredit the political as an intersubjective domain.  To 

establish (what I call) the primacy of politics, I carefully analyze Fanon's first 

book, Black Skin, White Masks, and his sociogenetic conclusions.  I then turn to 

The Wretched of the Earth and to the phenomenon of petrification, which is, I 

contend, one of the most important features of colonialism and neocolonialism. 

To fully explain this phenomenon, I consider both its mythopoetic significance 

and its relationship to Jean-Paul Sartre's conception of seriousness.  Finally, I 

argue that the solution to the problem of petrification can be found in Fanon's 

second book, A Dying Colonialism, in which there are rich descriptions of 

political playfulness and (what I call) philosophical archaeology, which can be 

defined as the descriptive and evaluative analysis of meanings as contingent 

human artifacts.
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CHAPTER 1

TO AFFIRM THE HUMAN:
FANON IN OUR MISANTHROPIC TIMES

Frantz Fanon died of acute leukemia in December 1961 – little more than 

fifty years ago as of the writing of these words.  He was only thirty-six years old, 

but he had already made numerous contributions not only to knowledge but also 

– and far more importantly – to humanity itself.  He was a “questioning body,”1 

to be sure, and he selflessly offered both his mind and his body to the cause of 

human liberation; his praxis was one of ink and blood.2  Shortly before his death, 

for example, Fanon regretted not being able to die on the battlefield, a risk with 

which he was more than familiar.  “Death is always with us,” he observed, “and 

what matters is not to know whether we can escape it but whether we have 

achieved the maximum for the ideas we have made our own....We are nothing on 

earth if we are not in the first place the slaves of a cause, the cause of the peoples, 

the cause of justice and liberty.”3

Fanon did live to see the publication of The Wretched of the Earth – Jean-

1 Recall the prayer that concludes Frantz Fanon, Black Skin, White Masks, trans. Charles Lam 
Markmann (New York: Grove Press, 1967), p. 232: “O my body, make of me always a man who 
questions!”

2 Fanon's commitments often put him in physical danger.  Having joined the Free French Forces 
in 1943, he was seriously injured by a mortar attack in the Battle of Alsace.  Some years later, 
as a member of the Front de Libération Nationale (or FLN), he was the victim of at least two 
assassination attempts.

3 Frantz Fanon, letter to Roger Taïeb, November 1961, quoted in Alice Cherki, Frantz Fanon: A 
Portrait, trans. Nadia Benabid (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2006), p. 165.
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Paul Sartre's ferocious preface and all – which he had written earlier that spring, 

very much under the shadow of his cancer.  Finishing this text was important to 

him, as the “cause of the peoples, the cause of justice and liberty” was now being 

threatened by an unrepentant neocolonialism, which had not yet been sufficiently 

theorized.  The Wretched was not about the past, nor was it about the immediate, 

anticolonial present, its frank diagnosis of colonial and anticolonial violence 

notwithstanding.4  Rather, it was about this new threat; it was about the future of 

the newly independent nations in Africa and across the Third World.  And, 

according to Fanon, the future of these nascent nations was in serious danger, 

from without and from within.  There were, he so presciently warned in The 

Wretched, “stormy days to come.”5

Much has been written about the external and internal aspects of 

neocolonialism, and Fanon's influence on this literature has been nothing less 

than profound.  One relatively recent text, for example, is actually titled Fanon's 

Warning, and in it The New Partnership for Africa's Development (or NEPAD) is 

criticized from an explicitly Fanonian perspective.6  There are, however, aspects 

of Fanon's cautionary analysis of neocolonialism that have not received sufficient 

attention in the secondary literature, aspects of his analysis that are, I think, 

indispensable to any decolonial politics.  I refer to: (1) his genealogical location 

4 I refer not only to the controversial and much-discussed first chapter, “Concerning Violence,” 
but also to the last chapter, “Colonial War and Mental Disorders,” which has received far less 
attention in the secondary literature.

5 Frantz Fanon, The Wretched of the Earth, trans. Constance Farrington (London: Penguin 
Books, 1967), p. 134.

6 Patrick Bond, ed., Fanon's Warning: A Civil Society Reader on The New Partnership for 
Africa's Development, 2nd ed. (Trenton: Africa World Press, 2005).
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within the philosophy of liberation, which is almost exclusively associated with 

Latin America, (2) his transcendental argument for the primacy of politics, (3) his 

phenomenologically informed account of petrification in The Wretched, and (4) 

the implications of this account for his philosophical archaeology, which can be 

defined as the descriptive and evaluative analysis of meanings as human 

artifacts.7  These aspects are not unrelated; to the contrary, they are overlapping 

and deeply, fundamentally intertwined.

In the following work, I will explore these important aspects of Fanon's 

analysis, and I will do so with one question in mind: What is the meaning of 

Fanonian liberation?  This is a complicated question – all the more so given the 

fact that Fanon does not address it explicitly – but I believe that an answer to it is 

already there, embedded in his work.  My intention is to bring out this answer; it 

is to explicate his work in the etymological sense of “unfolding”8 it.  (After all, my 

contention at the outset is that his conception of liberation has been “folded” into 

it.)  This will require both exegesis and dialogue – exegesis because I will have to 

read Fanon carefully and without (much) conjecture, and dialogue because I will 

have to consider several elucidative convergences of thought.  Having carried out 

this exploration, I hope to have shed light on Fanon as an important – if not 

indispensable – philosopher of liberation; I hope to have shed light on Fanon as a 

thinker who has something to say about our neocolonial, profoundly 

misanthropic times.

7 It is worth noting early on that philosophical archaeology, as I define it here, is different from 
the archaeological/genealogical approach that Michel Foucault takes in his work.

8 The word “explicate” comes from the Latin infinitive explicare, which means “to unfold.”
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Humanity Disavowed

We live in misanthropic times.  The human being has been demoted – like so 

many workers – and by some he/she has been fired altogether – again, like so 

many workers.9  Why are our times so profoundly misanthropic?  What has led so 

many human beings to throw the human being “under the bus,” to use an already 

overused expression from politics and reality television?  The answer, I suspect, is 

neither simple nor even singular.  After all, misanthropy – literally, “the hatred of 

the human being”10 – is expressed in myriad ways, and it is consequently unlikely 

that any one explanation could account for them all.  Having said that, I do think 

that commitment to the human being is in an unfortunate state of decay, and that 

this decay is both practical and theoretical.

What do I mean by “practical” misanthropy?  Quite simply, I mean our 

dismal failure as human beings to treat other human beings as other human 

beings; I mean humanity's inhumanity to humanity, or what is referred to as 

“moral evil” in the philosophy of religion.11  Practical misanthropy includes both 

action and inaction, as the case may be (and so often is), and it is expressed in 

many different ways: from misogyny to homophobia; from anti-Semitism to 

Islamophobia; from classism to racism.  All of these are expressions of 

9 This analogy is warranted for (at least) two reasons.  The first is the economic collapse that 
concluded George W. Bush's second term, the economic collapse that continues to affect poor 
and working people; the second is the global dominance of legally-constructed corporate 
“persons” over and above actual flesh-and-blood persons.

10 The word “misanthropy” comes from the Greek nouns misos and anthrōpos, which mean 
“hatred” and “human being,” respectively.

11 Many philosophers of religion – to say nothing of everyday atheists and agnostics – regard 
moral evil as evidence against the existence of an omnipotent and omnibenevolent deity.
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misanthropy – even if they are not articulated or acted out as such.  Why do I say 

this?  Because misanthropic attitudes, behaviors, and policies have been – and 

continue to be – advanced in the name of the human being, which is perhaps the 

irony of ironies.12

What do I mean by “theoretical” misanthropy?  I mean – and perhaps this 

is less simple – the wide array of anti-humanist arguments, some of which are in 

vogue, that reject philosophical anthropology as an intellectual endeavor, that 

reject the human being as an affirmative normative category.  Postmodernists, 

for example, argue that the human being is an obsolete social construction, and 

that humanism as an ethical and/or political orientation – however well-

intentioned – is just another oppressive metanarrative.13  Alternatively, 

transhumanists argue that biotechnology can and should transform the human 

being – to say nothing of the human condition – into something qualitatively 

new, something that surpasses the human being in strength, longevity, and 

intelligence.14  Some transhumanists, not unlike the mythic Gilgamesh before 

them, even talk about the possibility and desirability of everlasting biological 

life!15  These arguments, I contend, denigrate the human being and the human 
12 Jonathan Glover explores this tragic irony in Humanity: A Moral History of the Twentieth 

Century (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2001).

13 A good place to start with respect to this critique is Martin Heidegger's “Letter on Humanism,” 
which appears in Basic Writings: From Being and Time (1927) to The Task of Thinking 
(1964), ed. David Farrell Krell (New York: HarperPerennial, 2008), pp. 213-265.

14 See Gregory R. Hansell and William Grassie, H+/-: Transhumanism and Its Critics 
(Bloomington: Xlibris, 2011).

15 In the ancient Epic of Gilgamesh, the titular hero loses his best friend, the beastly Enkidu, and 
becomes overwhelmed with grief and anxiety.  Obsessed with death, he looks for the secret to 
immortality, only to discover that mortality cannot be transcended.  Death, he learns, is an 
essential part of the human condition.
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condition.  They point out – rightly so – that humanism has been and continues 

to be abused, but they wrongly conclude that we should abandon the human 

being as an affirmative normative category.  Basically, they throw the baby out 

with the bathwater.

The confluence of practical misanthropy, which has perhaps always existed 

among imperfect human beings, with theoretical misanthropy, which is relatively 

new, has produced an unfortunate – if not altogether tragic – situation in which 

there is not only widespread oppression and dehumanization, but also an 

excessively skeptical attitude toward potentially liberatory categories and 

ethicopolitical projects in general.  It is the proverbial perfect storm, and its 

concrete effects are potentially devastating – especially in nations struggling with 

the harsh realities of neocolonialism.  Indeed, it could be argued that these two 

phenomena are not unrelated, that the rise of theoretical misanthropy is to some 

extent a response to the anticolonial, liberatory movements around the world 

and to the formal inclusion of black, brown, yellow, and red people into the 

formerly exclusive category of the human being – a kind of theoretical white 

flight.16

 Of course, neocolonialism, which should be neither confused nor conflated 

16 Linda Martín Alcoff speaks to this point in “Power/Knowledge in the Colonial Unconscious: A 
Dialogue between Dussel and Foucault,” in Thinking from the Underside of History: Enrique 
Dussel's Philosophy of Liberation, ed. Linda Martín Alcoff and Eduardo Mendieta (Lanham: 
Rowman & Littlefield, 2000), p. 255: “I would suggest that we can already see the European 
subject preserving its defining features despite the growing insecurity of disciplinary identities 
and the increasing skepticism against norms of all kinds.  The new postmodern cynical turn 
toward political and axiological nihilism has already proven itself quite capable of maintaining 
a subject that retains the right to conquer and continues to believe in its own global 
superiority; in fact, its own cynicism is now used to establish that superiority against more 
'primitive' or 'unsophisticated' cultures that retain that retain the capacity for belief in values, 
religion, and the possibility of political optimism.”
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with postcolonialism, has both external and internal aspects.17  Externally, we see 

systematic underdevelopment, coercive neoliberal development, and the transfer 

of wealth from Third World to First World nations; we see the transformation of 

colonial power into something less overt and more efficient.18  Internally, we see 

compromised and corrupt politicians, the urban concentration of political power, 

and the preservation of colonial structures and values; we see nominal 

independence but not actual independence.19  These are the characteristics of 

neocolonialism, and it is my sincere contention that the confluence of practical 

misanthropy with theoretical misanthropy renders impotent any attempt to 

address them in a critical, concrete way; it is my contention that genuine 

decolonization – which is to say, liberation – requires the very humanistic 

normativity that has been abandoned by so many contemporary thinkers.

This, not surprisingly, leads us to Frantz Fanon, an intellectual who railed 

against humanist hypocrisy throughout his life, while simultaneously advancing 

an axiologically mature humanism in the world – a “new humanism”20 that could 

17 Postcolonialism and neocolonialism overlap in many respects.  Postcolonial thinkers, however, 
are far more sympathetic to the postmodern critique of the human subject.

18 As Kwame Nkrumah explains in Neo-Colonialism: The Last Stage of Imperialism (New York: 
International Publishers, 1966), p. 239: “Faced with the militant peoples of the ex-colonial 
territories in Asia, Africa, the Caribbean and Latin America, imperialism simply switches 
tactics. Without a qualm it dispenses with its flags, and even with certain of its more hated 
officials. This means, so it claims, that it is 'giving' independence to its former subjects, 
followed by 'aid' for their development.  Under cover of such phrases, however, it devises 
innumerable ways to accomplish objectives formerly achieved by naked colonialism.  It is the 
sum total of these modern attempts to perpetuate colonialism while at the same time talking 
about 'freedom,' which has come to be known as neo-colonialism.”

19 See Mahmood Mamdani, Citizen and Subject: Contemporary Africa and the Legacy of Late 
Colonialism (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1996), and Achille Mbembe, On the 
Postcolony (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2001).

20 Recall the imperative that concludes Fanon, The Wretched, p. 255: “For Europe, for ourselves 
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transcend the twin evils of racism and colonialism.  Given the deplorable context 

of this dissertation – our neocolonial, misanthropic times – it seems to me that 

an exploration of Fanon with respect to the meaning of human liberation is not 

only relevant; it is downright urgent.  My goal here, more than anything else, is to 

make a contribution toward that important effort.

An Uncompromising Praxis

Frantz Fanon was born into a middle-class Martinican family on July 20, 1925. 

His father, Casimir, was a civil servant and earned a decent salary; the family 

rarely suffered want, even in tough economic times.  His mother, Eléonore, took 

care of the family's eight children – Frantz was number five – and for a time 

operated a small boutique from their home.  She was the proverbial glue that held 

the family together, and she often stressed the importance of unity.  “My 

children,” she would say, “it's unity alone that serves the family and each of us. 

As long as you are united, you are strong.  That which belongs to one of us 

belongs to everyone, and through that we are all rich.”21

Detailed information about the young Frantz is sparse, and it does not help 

that the mature Frantz was both uninterested in and highly critical of the 

autobiographical form.  “Those who write their memoirs,” he once told Joby, his 

and for humanity, comrades, we must turn over a new leaf, we must work out new concepts, 
and must try to set afoot a new man.”

21 Joby Fanon, “Pour Frantz, pour notre mère,” San Frontiere (February 1982), p. 11, quoted in 
Hussein Abdilahi Bulhan, Frantz Fanon and the Psychology of Oppression (New York: 
Plenum Press, 1985), p. 18.
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older and closest brother, “are finished men, men who have nothing more to say, 

who have nothing more to do with their lives.”22  Anecdotes, however, are aplenty, 

and it is clear from them that the young Frantz was a clever prankster – perhaps 

a bit of a troublemaker – and a cool-headed leader.  When he was only eight years 

old, for example, Kléber, the best friend of his oldest brother, Félix, who was 

fourteen years old at the time, brought a revolver to the Fanon home.  While the 

three boys were playing with the gun – they did not know that it was loaded – it 

went off and wounded Kléber's hand.  As Patrick Ehlen writes: “Madame Fanon 

yelled upstairs to inquire about the noise.  With reserved composure Frantz 

replied that a toy had backfired, while quietly ripping his bed sheet to bandage 

Kléber's [bleeding] finger.  Minutes later Frantz casually announced that he and 

Kléber were going out for a walk, and the two boys rushed off to the hospital in 

town.”23  Talk about composure – and from an eight-year-old, no less!

Unlike most Afro-Caribbean families in Martinique, the relatively 

prosperous, middle-class Fanons could afford to send their children to better, 

more expensive schools.24  Frantz, like his brothers, attended the prestigious 

Lycée Schoelcher, an institution that very much reinforced his identity as a 

proper Frenchman – until, that is, Aimé Césaire called it into question during 

22 J. Fanon, “Pour Frantz,” p. 5, quoted in Bulhan, Frantz Fanon, p. 20.

23 Patrick Ehlen, Frantz Fanon: A Spiritual Biography (New York: The Crossroad Publishing 
Company, 2000), p. 30.

24 This is undoubtedly an understatement.  As Bulhan explains in Frantz Fanon, p. 16: “The 
Fanons were by no means spared the tight financial squeeze and insecurity common in this 
thoroughly colonized island.  But the steady and combined income of the parents allowed the 
Fanon children to enjoy membership in the 4% of blacks whose parents could afford to pay 
tuition for the lycée.”
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Fanon's senior year.25  Césaire was one of the founders of the négritude 

movement, and he claimed that it was good to be black, that it was good to be of 

African descent.  Needless to say, in a colony characterized by (white) French 

normativity, such an idea was controversial – if not altogether blasphemous.26 

Frantz was more than receptive to it, however, and Césaire ultimately became his 

mentor as well as his teacher.

In 1940, France fell to the Nazis, and the collaborative Vichy Regime was 

established.  The French Navy in the Caribbean declared its allegiance to the 

puppet government, and the British Navy responded with a blockade that 

effectively stranded some 5,000 French sailors in Forte-de-France.27  However 

temporary, this influx of sailors increased the size of the white population by as 

much as two-hundred and fifty percent – an increase that was simultaneously 

dramatic and calamitous.  Unlike the relatively cloistered békès (or white 

colonials), these sailors maintained a physical presence.  They “expropriated 

bars, restaurants, hotels, whorehouses, beaches, shops, sidewalks, taxis, and 

better apartments,”28 and they did so in an abusive, unapologetically racist way. 

25 Ibid., 26.

26 As Ehlen writes in Frantz Fanon, pp. 34-35: “His assertions were scandalous, and impossible 
to ignore when they pierced the psychological core of even the most unwilling listener.  Césaire 
had challenged the fundamental and implicit drive among every Martinican to identify with 
the aggressor and to accept without question the motherland's bid for assimilation.  Consider, 
then, the impact of such notions on a young black student who had only years before penned 
an essay about summer vacation with the words, 'I can run through the fields, breath fresh air, 
and come home with rosy cheeks.'  Or consider the ruminations that must occur to a boy who 
would time and time again hear his mother say plainly of him, 'Oh, he is the blackest of my 
children' – and sense that in these words she revealed the whole of what society viewed as the 
most flawed in his very being.”

27 Peter Geismar, Fanon: The Revolutionary as Prophet (New York: Grove Press, 1971), p. 22.

28 Ibid., pp. 22-23.
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As Ehlen writes: “Restless and drunken sailors did not hesitate to assault any 

islander who challenged or displeased them, and the rape of Martinique's young 

women became a rampant and neglected tragedy, with police promptly 

dismissing claims levied by blacks against the white military occupants.”29

These abuses infuriated Frantz, who was especially sensitive to cruelty and 

injustice, but he could not – or would not – accept them as French abuses, as 

abuses perpetrated by French racists.  In his mind, they were really German 

abuses, expressions of an exceptional German racism.30  Inspired by the words of 

General De Gaulle – and ignoring the advice of Césaire31 – Frantz decided to fight 

back; he decided to leave Martinique and join the Free French Forces, who were 

operating on the British-controlled island of Dominica.  As he explained to Joby: 

“Whenever human dignity and freedom are at stake, it involves us, whether we be 

black, white or yellow.  And whenever these are threatened in any corner of the 

earth, I will fight them to the end.”32

Fanon – I will now use his surname exclusively – did fight back.  With his 

similarly idealistic friends, Marcel Manville and Pierre Mosole, he sailed to North 

29 Ehlen, Frantz Fanon, p. 41.

30 As Ehlen explains in Frantz Fanon, p. 42: “Who were these deplorable intruders?  Where had 
they come from?  Were these callous men and women really the 'civilized' French heroes they 
had so long admired, whom they had so long aspired to become?  Surely they were not.  Surely 
they were the most despicable and rejected citizens the motherland could offer.  But even this 
explanation offered comfort to no one; the only rationalization that satisfied the disillusioned 
youth of Martinique – and many of their elders as well – was that the invaders represented the 
enemy itself, and that owing to their Vichy allegiance the men and women brought by Admiral 
Robert were no less than Nazis in French clothing.”

31 Césaire, among others, argued that World War II was a white man's war, and that blacks 
actually stood to gain from the white-on-white conflict.

32 Marcel Manville, oral testimony, quoted in Cherki, Frantz Fanon, p. 10, emphasis added.
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Africa and then to France itself, along the way becoming more aware of the true 

extent of French anti-black racism.  He saw that soldiers were strictly segregated, 

and that the darkest blacks, the Senegalese, were usually given the most 

dangerous assignments.33  After D-Day, for example, a decision was made to rout 

the Germans from Southern France, and the Senegalese troops were ordered to 

land first, as the fighting was expected to be especially intense.34  Not 

surprisingly, this outraged Fanon, Manville, and Mosole, all of whom, it should 

be noted, enthusiastically volunteered to join them.35

In November 1944, Fanon was badly wounded by a mortar shell during the 

Battle of Alsace, having once again volunteered to go on an especially dangerous 

mission.36  He convalesced in newly liberated Paris and, while there, was awarded 

the Croix de guerre by Colonel Raoul Salan – an ironic biographical moment, to 

be sure, given the roles the two men would play several years later in the Algerian 

Revolutionary War.37  As it happened, this recognition meant little to Fanon, who 

33 The Senegalese soldier was an archetypal figure in the West Indian racial imagination; he was 
the literal savage.  As Bulhan explains in Frantz Fanon, p. 25: “If the African was generally an 
object of West Indian contempt, the Senegalese soldier was even more despised and dreaded. 
Fanon was about 13 years old when he first saw Senegalese soldiers.  From stories told by 
veterans of World War I, he was led to believe that the Senegalese soldier attacked with his 
bayonet, punched his way through machine-gun fire with his fists, cut off heads, and collected 
human ears.  In school, too, his mathematics teacher used to make Frantz 'shiver' with 
similarly gory stories.  Little wonder that he developed in childhood an uncanny interest in 
these frightening species of men.”

34 Ehlen, Frantz Fanon, pp. 63-64.

35 The Du Boisian concept of “double consciousness” is relevant here.  After all, Fanon, Manville, 
and Mosole were not black like the Senegalese were black, but they were obviously not white 
like the privileged toubabs (or French soldiers) were white.  Fanon was deeply aware of this 
absurd racial impasse, and it resonates throughout his later writing.

36 David Macey, Frantz Fanon: A Biography (New York: Picador USA, 2000), p. 102.

37 Raoul Salan would later become one of the fiercest (and most violent) opponents of an 
independent Algeria, first as the commander of French forces in North Africa, then as a 
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was thoroughly disillusioned with France, and who was now regretting his 

decision to fight on its behalf.38  “If I don't come back,” he told his family in a 

somber letter, “and if one day you should learn that I died facing the enemy, 

console each other, but never say: he died for the good cause.  Say: God called 

him back to him.  This false ideology that shields the secularists and the idiot 

politicians must not delude us any longer.  I was wrong!”39

Fanon returned safely to Martinique in October 1945 – as did Manville and 

Mosole – and faced an important question: What was he going to do now? 

Having worked on Césaire's mayoral campaign with Joby, who was now teaching 

primary school in Saint-Pierre, he decided to pursue his secondary education in 

France, as was his right as a veteran.  Dentistry was his first pursuit, but – and 

this is hardly surprising – he was uninspired by the courses, which were, 

according to him, “unbearably boring” and “full of idiots – more idiots than he'd 

ever seen.”40  Having talked things over with Manville, who was also studying in 

Paris, Fanon decided to drop dentistry and pursue medicine in the more 

affordable city of Lyon.  He decided to become a surgeon.

founding member of the Organisation Armée Secrète, an extremist group that targeted 
anticolonial activists and political moderates alike – Jean-Paul Sartre, included.

38 This regret – this moment – is biographically significant.  As Cherki explains in Frantz Fanon, 
p. 13: “The character traits that would distinguish Fanon for the duration of his short life were 
already in evidence....Above and beyond the tragic sense of life and death that inhabited every 
facet of his existence, there is also his vacillation, his constant back and forth between a 
disillusionment in humankind and his inability to lose faith in it entirely, to stop loving it; 
between his suspicion of politicians and his readiness to join the causes they promote despite 
those suspicions; between uttering the 'no' of what we would call civil disobedience today and 
the 'yes' that paves the way of human bonds.”

39 Frantz Fanon, letter to Casimir and Eléonore Fanon, April 1945, quoted in Macey, Frantz 
Fanon, p. 104.

40 Ehlen, Frantz Fanon, p. 83.
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Fanon excelled in medical school, and he earned the respect of many of his 

professors, who “at once recognized him as a superb writer and an incisive 

thinker.”41  Before long, however, he realized that psychiatry suited him best – 

not only because it afforded him the intellectual and institutional resources to 

explore the complexities of black alienation in an anti-black world, but also 

because his shaky hands were ill-suited for the physical demands of surgery.42 

Largely informed by his experiences in Lyon, which were, by and large, not 

positive, Fanon wrote “An Essay on the Disalienation of the Black” and submitted 

it as his medical thesis – a bold move given the work's subjective grounding and 

methodological flexibility.43  Not surprisingly, it was rejected, and Fanon 

subsequently defended an alternative, far more conventional thesis in November 

1951.44  Several months later, after some revising with philosopher and editor 

Francis Jeanson, his initial effort was published as Peau noire, masques blancs 

(Black Skin, White Masks).  Though not an immediate success, it would 

ultimately become a modern classic – not unlike The Souls of Black Folk by 

W.E.B. Du Bois before it.45

41 Ibid., p. 93.

42 Ibid.

43 Ibid., pp. 97-98.

44 As Geismar writes in Fanon, p. 51: “[His] work, Troubles mentaux et syndromes 
psychiatriques dans L'Hérédo-dégénération-spino-cérébelleuse.  Un Cas de Maladie de 
Friedreich avec délire de possession, was a conventional piece of neurological research except 
for the fact that it began with a quote from Nietzsche's Thus Spoke Zarathustra expressing 
Fanon's own dedication to the living world rather than to petrified scholarship.”

45 This is not an exaggerated comparison.  As Stanley O. Gaines, Jr. explains in “Perspectives of 
Du Bois and Fanon on the Psychology of Oppression,” in Fanon: A Critical Reader, ed. Lewis 
R. Gordon, T. Denean Sharpley-Whiting, and Renée T. White (Malden: Blackwell Publishers, 
1996), p. 33: “Du Bois and Fanon appear not to have been aware of each other's presence...yet 
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Having completed his studies in Lyon – where, it should be noted, he met 

and married Marie-Josèphe Dublé, informally known as “Josie”46 – Fanon began 

his residency at the (somewhat remote) Hôpital de Saint-Alban.  There he worked 

under the tutelage of François Tosquelles, one of the true pioneers of 

“thérapeutique institutionnelle, or 'communal therapy,' which described a set of 

techniques designed to reacquaint the patient with society by providing a 

supportive model of the community within the hospital itself.”47  This 

sociotherapeutic approach to therapy clicked with Fanon, whose conception of 

the human being was essentially intersubjective, and his experience with 

Tosquelles was remarkably positive.48  In June 1953, having completed this 

formative residency, Fanon passed the arduous Médicat exams and assured 

himself the position of chef de service.  He could now direct any psychiatric 

hospital in France (or its possessions).

Wanting to serve people of color, and wanting to practice at an institution 

with at least some material resources, Fanon finally found himself at the Hôpital 

the two philosophers consistently articulated similar themes regarding the despair engendered 
by European colonialism, the hope engendered by pan-Africanism, and the dissociation 
between African-heritage persons' 'two souls.'”

46 Fanon fathered a child – a girl named Mireille – with another woman, but it was an accident, 
and he was not in love.  Following the advice of his confidants, Joby and Manville, he 
supported but did not marry the mother.

47 Ehlen, Frantz Fanon, p. 107.

48 As Cherki explains in Frantz Fanon, p. 81: “Fanon's secret soft spot for Tosquelles was not just 
the result of professional admiration; Fanon also admired the Spaniard for his stanch anti-
Franco position.  Tosquelles, who had lived in France since 1939, had a merry way of mangling 
the French language....[His] stubborn refusal to submit to the rules of pronunciation 
fascinated Fanon, whose own accent in French was impeccable, almost a thing of beauty to his 
many Algerian students who had also started to shed their regional accents and particular 
linguistic mannerisms.”
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Psychiatrique de Blida-Joinville, which was located in North Algeria.49  Of course, 

he had been to this country before – his stint in the Free French Forces had put 

him in Algeria briefly – but this was decidedly different.  He was now there as a 

medical professional, and he was eager to institute the sociotherapeutic methods 

that he had developed with Tosquelles.  As Alice Cherki writes: “Fanon wasted no 

time implementing the Saint-Alban sociotherapy model....In a few months time, 

the atmosphere at HPB was utterly transformed.  The nurses, interns, and 

doctors who witnessed the phenomenon firsthand would certainly agree, some 

with a smile, others with a sigh.”50  Straightjackets were removed; grounds were 

opened; and the institutional – and downright Manichean – distinction between 

Europe-an and native was abolished.51  Fanon pulled out all the stops in order to 

create a more human world within the colonial hospital, and the positive results 

were undeniable – even for his critics among the staff.52

In November 1954, an outbreak of anticolonial violence – widespread and 

well-organized – swept through the country, thus initiating the Algerian 

Revolutionary War.53  Fanon was not surprised by this development, and he soon 

found himself breaking the rules – and risking his safety – for the militant agents 
49 Fanon wrote to Léopold Sédar Senghor directly and inquired about a possible position in 

Senegal, but the poet-politician apparently never responded.

50 Cherki, Frantz Fanon, p. 65, emphasis added.

51 Ehlen, Frantz Fanon, pp. 116-117.

52 As Ehlen explains in Frantz Fanon, pp. 122-123: “Indeed, for all of the grief he gave them, for 
all of the love and hate they were made to feel for him, the interns and nurses serving at Blida-
Joinville knew without a doubt that Doctor Fanon was one person who truly and deeply cared 
about every detail at the institution.  In a hospital once hollow with apathy, their choice was to 
stand in the fire, or not to stand at all.”

53 November 1 became known as Toussaint Sanglante (or Bloody All Saints' Day).
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of the Front de Libération Nationale (or FLN).54  He treated them in his hospital, 

which was forbidden, and he taught them to resist torture, which was being used 

day in and day out by the colonial authorities.  Ironically, he also treated the 

torturers themselves, who found it difficult – if not impossible – to lead healthy 

lives given their everyday, dehumanizing duties.55  By the summer of 1956, things 

at HPB had become intolerable – to say nothing of unsafe – and Fanon resigned 

his position, having denounced the colonial authorities in a thoroughly blistering 

letter to the Resident Minister.56  “For nearly three years,” he wrote,

I have placed myself wholly at the service of this country and of the men 
who inhabit it.  I have spared neither my efforts nor my enthusiasm.  There 
is not a parcel of my activity that has not had as its objective the 
unanimously hoped-for emergence of a better world.

But what can a man's enthusiasm and devotion achieve if everyday 
reality is a tissue of lies, of cowardice, of contempt for man?

What good are intentions if their realization is made impossible by 
the indigence of the heart, the sterility of the mind, the hatred of the 
natives of this country?

Madness is one of the means man has of losing his freedom.  And I 
can say, on the basis of what I have been able to observe from this point of 
vantage, that the degree of alienation of the inhabitants of this country 
appears to me frightening.

If psychiatry is the medical technique that aims to enable man no 
longer to be a stranger in his environment, I owe it to myself to affirm that 
the Arab, permanently an alien in his own country, lives in a state of 

54 As Macey writes in Frantz Fanon, p. 265: “Fanon did apparently contemplate taking up the 
gun and going into the mountains as early as January/February 1955, but never did so.  He 
was a trained soldier who had shown great bravery under fire, and would have made a good 
fighter.  It was certainly not fear that prevented him from taking up arms....Fanon was more 
useful to the FLN in Blida than he would have been in the hills.”

55 At one point, an “interrogator” who suffered from violent hallucinations encountered one of 
his victims on hospital grounds.  Fanon convinced him that he was mistaken, and the victim 
was later found in a bathroom – hysterical and trying to commit suicide.  This occurrence is 
actually Case 4 in “Colonial War and Mental Disorders,” the last chapter in The Wretched.

56 Cherki speaks to the significance of this letter in Frantz Fanon, pp. 89-90: “How can one 
sustain the subjectivity that is necessary to fight alienation?  How can one proceed when this 
subjectivity is is totally at odds with the reality that surrounds it?  This is the dilemma that 
Fanon highlighted in his letter of resignation.”
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absolute depersonalization.
What is the status of Algeria?  A systematized de-humanization.
It was an absurd gamble to undertake, at whatever cost, to bring 

into existence a certain number of values, when the lawlessness, the 
inequality, the multi-daily murder of man were raised to the status of 
legislative principles.

….The decision I have reached is that I cannot continue to bear a 
responsibility at no matter what cost, on the false pretext that there is 
nothing else to be done.57

Shortly after submitting this letter, Fanon departed from Algeria – a consequence 

far preferable to the treatment of his like-minded colleagues/comrades in Blida-

Joinville.58  He made arrangements in Paris, and with Josie and their young son, 

Olivier, he traveled to Tunis, where the headquarters of the FLN was located.  He 

was now officially working for them.

Fanon kept busy in Tunis – absurdly so – not only because of his medical 

duties, but also because of his editorial obligations.59  He had been put in charge 

of El Moudjahid, the official organ of the FLN, and he took this position very 

seriously.  He believed that the paper could do more than report on military 

matters; he believed that it could – and should – address a wider range of issues. 

As Cherki explains, “During the years of his tenure at El Moudjahid, Fanon's 

main areas of interest included the French reaction and developments in France, 

57 Frantz Fanon, “Letter to Resident Minister (1956),” in Toward the African Revolution: 
Political Essays, trans. Haakon Chevalier (New York: Grove Press, 1967), pp. 52-53.

58 Nurses were frequently arrested and tortured while in police custody, as was at least one 
doctor.  As Macey writes in Frantz Fanon, p. 293: “In the summer of 1956, Fanon's colleague 
Lacaton had been arrested on suspicion of collaborating with the insurgents.  He was 
questioned at length and badly beaten before the police finally, and rightly, concluded that he 
was not directly involved in FLN activity.  Badly injured, Lacaton was driven to a farm where 
he was flung into a pigsty and left there in the hope that the pigs would finish him off.  He 
somehow survived, recovered and left Algeria at the end of the year.”

59 It is worth noting that Fanon was famous – even infamous – for his boundless energy and 
enthusiasm.  By most accounts, he rarely got more than four hours of sleep per night.  This 
impressed some people and occasionally irritated others.
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life inside Algeria proper, and the political future of the African continent.”60 

Ultimately, it was the second of these “areas of interest” that he chose to explore 

in his second book, L'An V de la révolution algérienne (or Year 5 of the Algerian 

Revolution), which was published – and subsequently banned – in November 

1959.61  Though not as successful as his first book, A Dying Colonialism (as it is 

known in English because of the Grove Press translation) addressed the radical 

transformation of Algerian culture in a time of revolution and thus affirmed the 

profound dynamism of the human being – something that I will return to again 

and again throughout this study.

Having crossed the Sahara as an official representative of the FLN, 

attending political conferences in Accra, Conakry, and Addis Ababa, Fanon 

returned to Tunis in December 1960 to be with his family.62  He did not look 

himself – he was underweight and extremely fatigued – and it was not long 

before his doctors discovered the leukemia.63  As Cherki explains: “Whatever 

political and personal differences people may have had with Fanon fell by the 

wayside, and the decision to make every effort to secure him the best care 

60 Cherki, Frantz Fanon, p. 109.

61 As Geismar writes in Fanon, p. 120: “The book did not live up to Fanon's hope of inciting 
world-wide support for the Algerian Revolution.  Paris had effectively closed the avenues of 
communication from North Africa to France and the rest of the world.  In the metropolitan 
territory there was both an official and an unofficial censorship of material from the 
revolution.  The larger commercial publishing houses...would not accept material of the nature 
of Fanon's new essays.”

62 Cherki, Frantz Fanon, p. 155.

63 As Macey explains in Frantz Fanon, p. 445: “The prognosis was not good and Fanon knew it. 
His body was producing a surplus of leucocytes and they were suppressing the production of 
other blood cells.  There was a real danger that the cancer of the blood would spread to his 
spleen and his liver.  Fanon did not have long to live.”
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possible was unanimous.”64  Fanon sought treatment in Moscow first, which 

bought him enough time to complete his epochal third book, Les Damnés de la 

terre (or The Wretched of the Earth),65 and then – after some debate66 – he 

traveled to the United States “with the aid of the Algerian Mission to Washington 

and the...Department of State.”67  This was it: He would never see Tunisia, 

Algeria, France, or Martinique again.

Fanon succumbed to his illness at the National Institute of Health in 

Bethesda, Maryland on December 6, 1961.  Josie and Olivier were with him at the 

end, and his funeral took place, most appropriately, in Algeria, which would 

finally win its independence seven months later.68  As Ehlen writes: “Fanon had 

requested a burial in Algeria, and on the twelfth...of December twenty official 

cars, amid saluting guerillas and solemn adornments of national ceremony, 

followed his lifeless body from the city...into the mountain region that separates 

Tunisia from Algeria.  By foot a detachment of Algerian soldiers carried the 

casket...into the thick woods, resting it on a bed of lentisk and cork.  In the 

distance the wrath of artillery thundered, and two jets passed overhead as the war 

64 Cherki, Frantz Fanon, p. 156.

65 The Wretched quickly became known as “the handbook for the black revolution,” especially 
among black radicals in the United States.

66 As Bulhan writes in Frantz Fanon, p. 34: “Fanon...for a while resisted the advice of his trusted 
fellow-revolutionaries.  Besides, he loathed the United States, which he called 'the nation of 
lynchers.'  But, as his condition deteriorated, he was left no choice but to accept the offer.”

67 Ehlen, Frantz Fanon, p. 163.

68 As Macey explains in Frantz Fanon, p. 498: “The independence of Algeria was formally 
proclaimed on 3 July 1962, but the country celebrates its national day on 5 July.”
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went on around them.”69  Fanon was buried in this remote location – not as an 

outsider, but as a respected compatriot.  To the revolutionaries present, he was 

“brother Fanon.”70

Prematurely dead at the age of thirty-six, Fanon lived an extraordinary life 

in the most literal sense of the word – it was “beyond ordinary.”  He was a man of 

theory – liberatory theory – but he was also a man of action, whether in building 

(or transforming) institutions or in putting his life on the line as an intrepid and 

enthusiastic soldier.  He embodied praxis – the principled convergence of theory 

and action – as much as anybody in history, and his praxis was uncompromising 

in its commitment to the human being.71  Fanon was no misanthrope; to the 

contrary, he was a “living symbol of the rejection of human alienation, and hence 

one of the greatest humanists of all time.”72

Fanon's Irreducibility

The importance of Fanon – historical and theoretical – cannot be denied. His 

critics recognize it, their various reservations notwithstanding, and obviously his 

69 Ehlen, Frantz Fanon, p. 166.

70 El Moudjahid 3, no. 88 (December 1961), quoted in Irene L. Gendzier, Frantz Fanon: A 
Critical Study (New York: Vintage Books, 1974), p. 237.

71 One of the best examples of this “uncompromising praxis” is his resignation letter to the 
Resident Minister of Algeria, which was quoted earlier in this biographical sketch.

72 Mahmoud Mestiri, “Frantz Fanon: A Spokesman for the Third World,” in International  
Tribute to Frantz Fanon: Record of the Special Meeting of the United Nations Special 
Committee against Apartheid, 3 November 1978 (New York: United Nations Center against 
Apartheid, 1978), p. 10.
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admirers do as well.73  As such, the amount of secondary literature on his life and 

work is hardly surprising.  Indeed, it is an essential part of his legacy – to say 

nothing of the political activism that his example continues to inspire and inform 

worldwide.74  What does the secondary literature look like, broadly speaking, and 

what kinds of approaches have been taken within it?  These are the questions that 

will guide me in the following section, in which I will briefly discuss the field that 

is now known as “Fanon Studies,” thereby providing another context for my work 

here.75

A chronological breakdown of Fanon Studies is provided by Lewis R. 

Gordon, T. Denean Sharpley-Whiting, and Renée T. White in the introduction to 

the 1996 anthology Fanon: A Critical Reader, and it is their short study with 

which I will frame this section.  According to Gordon, Sharpley-Whiting, and 

White, Fanon Studies has developed in five more or less distinct “stages,” the first 

of which was characterized by its basic immediacy.  “The first stage,” they write, 

“consisted of the various applications of and reactions to his work,”76 which is to 

say that it consisted of the initial reactions to his work, whether affirmative or 

73 Some critics are practically resentful in their recognition of his importance.  Kwame Anthony 
Appiah, for example, who is easily the most well-known African philosopher, argues in his 
remarkably unenthusiastic – if not somewhat awkward – forward to Frantz Fanon, Black Skin, 
White Masks, trans. Richard Philcox (New York: Grove Press, 2008), pp. ix-x, that “if we are 
no longer completely convinced by his theories, his work remains a powerful reminder of the 
psychological burdens that colonial racism imposed on its victims.”

74 See Nigel C. Gibson, Fanonian Practices in South Africa: From Steve Biko to Abahlali 
baseMjondolo (Pietermaritzburg: University of KwaZulu-Natal Press, 2011), a text that 
dramatically demonstrates Fanon's continued relevance.

75 The more important context is “our neocolonial, profoundly misanthropic times,” which I 
addressed earlier in this introduction.

76 Lewis Gordon, T. Denean Sharpley-Whiting, and Renée T. White, “Introduction: Five Stages of 
Fanon Studies,” in Fanon: A Critical Reader, ed. Gordon, Sharpley-Whiting, and White, p. 5.
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reactionary.77  The second stage, they continue, “was primarily biographical,”78 

and it consisted of biographical texts with ambitious (and questionable) 

explanatory narratives.79  “Fanon's life was extraordinary,” they explain, and “an 

unfortunate consequence was that some biographers felt that that warranted 

extraordinary explanations.”80   The third stage, they argue, was characterized by 

the careful work of political scientists and political theorists – work that affirmed 

the significance of Fanon as a political thinker above all.81

The fourth stage, which is “still under way,”82 is characterized by the rise of 

postmodernism and postcolonialism, and Gordon, Sharpley-Whiting, and White 

are highly critical of it.  “Two striking features,” they write, “of postcolonial 

studies' treatment of Fanon are (1) the extent to which literature has become the 

lens through which Fanon is studied and (2) the extent to which...Fanon has been 

attacked under a number of fashionable political designations such as 

misogynous, homophobic, anti-black, anti-Caribbean, anti-Arab, and petit 

77 On the affirmative side, they cite Fidel Castro, Ché Guevara, Huey Newton, and Paulo Friere; 
and on the reactionary side, they cite Hannah Arendt, Sidney Hook, Nguyen Nghe and Jack 
Woddis.

78 Gordon, Sharpley-Whiting, White, “Introduction,” p. 5.

79 The representative texts here are Gendzier, Frantz Fanon: A Critical Study, Geismar, Fanon: 
The Revolutionary as Prophet, David Caute, Fanon (London: Fontana/Collins, 1970), and at 
least two of the more recent biographical texts, including Ehlen, Frantz Fanon: A Spiritual 
Biography and Macey, Frantz Fanon: A Biography.

80 Gordon, Sharpley-Whiting, White, “Introduction,” p. 5.

81 The representative texts here are Renate Zahar, Frantz Fanon: Colonialism and Alienation, 
trans. Willfried F. Feuser (New York: Monthly Review Press, 1974), and Emmanuel Hansen, 
Frantz Fanon: Social and Political Thought (Columbus: Ohio State University Press, 1977).

82 Gordon, Sharpley-Whiting, White, “Introduction,” p. 6.
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bourgeois.”83  Not only are these attacks unwarranted textually, they argue; they 

are symptomatic of a dangerously dismissive attitude toward potentially 

liberatory categories and ethicopolitcal projects in general.84  “In a nutshell,” they 

explain, “liberation theorists, especially the 1950s and 1960s variety, are either 

structurally 'modern' and hence passé, or prescriptively 'totalizing' and hence 

terrorizing.”85  As such, they (the liberation theorists) cannot win, as their radical 

– and unabashedly normative – commitment to human liberation immediately 

disqualifies them from serious theoretical and/or practical attention; they are 

seen as naïve at best and potentially totalitarian at worst.86

The fifth stage that Gordon, Sharpley-Whiting, and White identify – and I 

identify with this stage – does not admit of the “political and axiological 

nihilism”87 that characterizes the fourth.  Neither, however, is it uncritically 

affirmative with respect to the life and work of Fanon.  As they explain: “This 

stage consists of engagements with the thought of Fanon for the development of 

original work across the entire sphere of human sciences.  Its purpose is neither 

to glorify nor denigrate Fanon but instead to explore ways in which he is a useful 

thinker.”88  Ironically, this stage of Fanon Studies is not really about Fanon at all; 

83 Ibid.

84 The representative offenders here are Homi Bhabha, Gayatri Spivak, Henry Louis Gates, Jr., 
Cedric Robinson, and to a lesser extent Edward Said, Abdul JanMohamed, and Benita Parry.

85 Gordon, Sharpley-Whiting, White, “Introduction,” p. 6.

86 Ibid.

87 Alcoff, “Power/Knowledge,” p. 255.

88 Gordon, Sharpley-Whiting, White, “Introduction,” pp. 6-7.
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it is about an array of questions – anthropological, phenomenological, 

philosophical, psychological, sociological – to which Fanon may (or may not) be 

able to contribute, an array of questions that happens to include the question of 

human liberation.89  Several texts are associated with this stage, including Fanon 

and the Psychology of Oppression by Hussein Bulhan, The Hermeneutics of 

African Philosophy by Tsenay Serequeberhan, Fanon and the Crisis of European 

Man by Lewis R. Gordon, and Fanon's Dialectic of Experience by Ato Sekyi-

Otu,90 and I would add several more recent texts, including Frantz Fanon: 

Conflicts and Feminisms by T. Denean Sharpley-Whiting, Resisting Ethics by 

Scott Schaffer, Against War by Nelson Maldonado-Torres, and the anthologies 

Fanon and the Decolonization of Philosophy and Living Fanon: Global 

Perspectives.91  These texts, unlike the ones associated with the other stages, 

engage Fanon; their authors recognize that his are living texts with “an unlimited 

number of possibilities,”92 and that intellectual work is best when it purposefully 

avoids what Gordon, Sharpley-Whiting, and White refer to as “'theoretical 

89 Ibid., p. 7.

90 Bulhan, Frantz Fanon; Tsenay Serequeberhan, The Hermeneutics of African Philosophy: 
Horizon and Discourse (New York: Routledge, 1994); Lewis R. Gordon, Fanon and the Crisis 
of European Man: An Essay on Philosophy and the Human Sciences (New York: Routledge, 
1995); Ato Sekyi-Otu, Fanon's Dialectic of Experience (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 
1996).

91 T. Denean Sharpley-Whiting, Frantz Fanon: Conflicts and Feminisms (Lanham: Rowman & 
Littlefield, 1998); Scott Schaffer, Resisting Ethics (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2004); 
Nelson Maldonado-Torres, Against War: Views from the Underside of Modernity (Durham: 
Duke University Press, 2008); Fanon and the Decolonization of Philosophy, ed. Elizabeth A. 
Hoppe and Tracey Nicholls (Lanham: Lexington Books, 2010); Living Fanon: Global  
Perspectives, ed. Nigel C. Gibson (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2011). 

92 Chester J. Fontenot, Jr., Frantz Fanon: Language as God Gone Astray in the Flesh (Lincoln: 
University of Nebraska Press, 1979), p. 61.
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decadence,' where...thought is expected to be reduced to one discipline rather 

than another,”93 where (supposed) intellectuals preemptively reject the work of 

others simply because they are on the wrong side of the disciplinary tracks.94

In the following work, I will follow the lead of this diverse group of 

scholars.  I will engage Fanon as a thinker who has something to say about our 

neocolonial, misanthropic times; I will engage Fanon as a thinker who has 

something to say about human liberation.  I will not reduce him to his biography, 

nor will I pigeonhole him into this discipline or that.  Like Gordon, Sharpley-

Whiting, and White, I will recognize that Fanon “utilized all of the disciplinary 

resources, whether 'literary' or 'scientific,' at his disposal,” and that “he was 

therefore, in the truest sense, a radical thinker.”95

The Present Inquiry

As I explained earlier in this introduction, my effort will be guided by one 

question: What is the meaning of Fanonian liberation?  In answering this not-

so-simple question, I will write four distinct – but nevertheless related – 

chapters, the first of which will address Fanon's genealogical location within the 

philosophy of liberation, which is almost exclusively associated with Latin 

America.  I will first discuss the history of liberation thought, broadly conceived, 

93 Gordon, Sharpley-Whiting, White, “Introduction,” p. 8.

94 See Lewis R. Gordon, Disciplinary Decadence: Living Thought in Trying Times (Boulder: 
Paradigm Publishers, 2006).

95 Gordon, Sharpley-Whiting, White, “Introduction,” p. 8.
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in Latin America, starting with Bartolomé de Las Cases, the 16th century 

Protector de indios.96  I will then discuss some of the themes in Latin American 

liberation thought, taking into consideration the important contributions of three 

key thinkers: the theologian Gustavo Gutiérrez, the pedagogist Paulo Freire, and 

the philosopher Enrique Dussel.97  From there, I will consider the two most 

persistent criticisms of Latin American liberation thought – specifically, the 

feminist and the postmodernist.98  As will become apparent, these criticisms are 

hardly unrelated to each other.  Finally, I will argue that the genealogy of the 

philosophy of liberation should be expanded, and that Fanon is one thinker – 

among many – who ought to be included among its representative minds.  The 

so-called “underside of modernity”99 is geographically vast, I will claim, and thus 

covers all colonial and neocolonial peoples.

In the second chapter, I will address Fanon's argument for the primacy of 

politics – an argument that is basic to his philosophy of liberation.  I will first 

discuss the conservative/reactionary privileging of ethics over politics, and how 

this privileging militates against liberatory sociopolitical movements.100  I will 

96 It is worth making a distinction between “liberation thought,” broadly conceived, and 
“liberation philosophy” or “the philosophy of liberation,” which is a far more specific 
discourse.

97 Enrique Dussel is also a historian and a theologian.  In this dissertation, however, I will focus 
on his philosophical work, of which there is certainly no shortage.

98 Some of the feminist criticisms of the philosophy of liberation will arise later in chapters 3 and 
5 with respect to Fanon and his account of decolonization.

99 This phrase was coined in Enrique Dussel, The Underside of Modernity: Apel, Ricoeur, Rorty, 
Taylor, and the Philosophy of Liberation, trans. and ed. Eduardo Mendieta (Amherst: 
Humanity Books, 1996), and has since taken on a life of its own.

100 One of the best contemporary examples of this privileging – and I will discuss this in chapter 
two – is the libertarian response to the international Occupy Wall Street (or OWS) movement, 
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then discuss Fanon's first book, Black Skin, White Masks, in which he argues that 

racism and colonialism are best understood, not from the standpoint of 

ontogenesis or phylogenesis, which focus on individual and group characteristics, 

respectively, but rather from the standpoint of sociogenesis, which focuses on the 

sociopolitical world and its effects on the individual psyche.101  From there, I will 

consider the work of Lisa Tessman, who explores the ethical implications of 

oppression and underdevelopment in Burdened Virtues: Virtue Ethics for 

Liberatory Struggles.102  Her work, I will argue, complements Fanon's and 

further illustrates the utter inappropriateness of simplistic ethical analyses in 

oppressive – if not dehumanizing – sociopolitical situations.  Finally, I will 

explain how Fanon's general argument is, in a qualified sense, transcendental in 

nature, and why its implications are transformative, not merely reformative.

In the third chapter, I will address Fanon's phenomenologically informed 

account of petrification in The Wretched of the Earth – an underexplored aspect 

of his analysis of neocolonialism, to be sure.  I will first discuss the text itself, and 

where the concept of petrification is specifically employed.  I will then discuss the 

significance of the myth of Medusa, the infamous Gorgon who could literally 

petrify her victims just by making eye contact with them.103  Her monstrosity, I 

which preaches personal responsibility regardless of the limiting sociopolitical reality.

101  This argument was briefly addressed in the biographical sketch.

102  Lisa Tessman, Burdened Virtues: Virtue Ethics for Liberatory Struggles (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2005).

103  There were three Gorgon sisters, according to legend, and Medusa was the only mortal among 
them.  Ultimately, she would be killed and decapitated by the hero Perseus on the orders of the 
conniving King Polydectes.
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will argue, was reproduced in the colonial world, which “thingified”104 native 

cultures, and continues to be reproduced in our contemporary, neocolonial 

world, which is characterized by the “durability”105 of colonial structures and 

values.  From there, I will consider the conceptual relationship between 

petrification, as articulated by Fanon in The Wretched, and “the spirit of 

seriousness,”106 which Jean-Paul Sartre, inspired by Friedrich Nietzsche, 

describes in Being and Nothingness.  These concepts overlap, in my view, and 

ought to be employed in any comprehensive analysis of neocolonialism.  Finally, I 

will illustrate the phenomenon of petrification by looking at some concrete 

examples – specifically, examples from African nations struggling with the harsh 

realities of neocolonialism, both external and internal.

In the fourth and final chapter, I will discuss Fanon's philosophical 

archaeology, which can be defined as the descriptive and evaluative analysis of 

meanings as human artifacts.  I agree with the commentators who argue that 

Fanon contributed greatly to philosophical anthropology – the philosophical 

study of the human being – and I show that he contributed greatly to the study of 

meaning itself – especially in terms of revolution and radical sociopolitical 

104  This term was coined in Aimé Césaire, Discourse on Colonialism, trans. Joan Pinkham (New 
York: Monthly Review Press, 2000), p. 44.

105  “Durability” here basically refers to the “staying power” that structures and values can develop 
– their contingency notwithstanding – and it is addressed in Jean-Paul Sartre, Being and 
Nothingness: A Phenomenological Essay on Ontology, trans. Hazel E. Barnes (New York: 
Washington Square Press, 1984), p. 90.

106  The spirit of seriousness is an attitude of mind characterized by the belief that structures and 
values, which are man-made and thus contingent, are really independent of human beings and 
thus necessary.  Not surprisingly, this attitude tends to promote pessimism and fatalism in all 
matters sociopolitical.
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change.  I will first discuss the history and reception of his underappreciated 

second book, A Dying Colonialism, which has, for the most part, taken a backseat 

to Black Skin, White Masks and The Wretched of the Earth among Fanon 

scholars.  I will then discuss how the Algerians, as portrayed in A Dying 

Colonialism, changed the meanings of veils and radios – to say nothing of 

(Western) medicine and the family – in the struggle to liberate themselves from 

colonial exploitation, oppression, and dehumanization.  Their revolutionary 

“playfulness,”107 I will argue, was antithetical to petrification and to seriousness, 

and should therefore be looked at as a model for decolonial, liberatory politics.108 

Finally, I will offer some contemporary examples – African and Latin American – 

of this philosophical archaeology, demonstrating through them not only the 

theoretical legitimacy but also the practical feasibility of this approach to 

liberatory praxis.

Having completed these four chapters, I will briefly conclude this 

dissertation with a summary of my overall argument and a meditation on a 

question that Nigel Gibson posed upon receiving the Frantz Fanon Prize at the 

annual meeting of the Caribbean Philosophical Association in 2009.109  He 

observed – correctly, it seems to me – that one of the most common questions 

107  “Playfulness” here basically refers to the recognition that values and institutions are 
contingent, and that human beings are therefore not beholden to any of them.  They can be 
altered, in other words, by creative, freely acting human beings.

108  The meaning of Fanonian liberation is somewhat undefined – as per his affirmation of the 
dynamism of the human being – and I will therefore not say much about specific political 
institutions.  Having said that, Fanon was undoubtedly a democrat and a socialist, although 
the exact nature of his socialism is up for debate.

109  Linda Martín Alcoff and Enrique Dussel also received the Frantz Fanon Prize that year.
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about Fanon these days is whether or not he is still relevant, whether or not he is 

still worthy of serious theoretical and/or practical attention.110  Gibson argued 

that this is the wrong question, and that the right question is really whether or 

not we are relevant to Fanon.  What did he mean by this?  Quite simply, that 

Fanon left us a legacy – a legacy of liberatory thought and action – and that we 

should critically set ourselves against it, asking how – and to what extent – we 

have contributed to the cause of human liberation in the world, asking how – and 

to what extent – we have committed our bodies and our minds to the struggle 

against exploitation, oppression, and dehumanization.  In the end, it is my hope 

that this dissertation, however imperfect, will make a contribution, however 

small, to that urgent cause.

110  This question is further explored in Nigel Gibson, “Is Fanon Relevant?: Toward an Alternative 
Forward to 'The Damned of the Earth,'” Human Architecture: Journal of the Sociology of 
Self-Knowledge V, special double-issue (summer 2007): pp. 33-43.
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CHAPTER 2

THE UNDERSIDE UNDIVIDED:
FANON AND THE PHILOSOPHY OF LIBERATION

Latin American philosophy, not unlike Africana philosophy,111 has had to 

define itself under less-than-ideal conditions.  As Iván Márquez explains in 

“Liberation in Theology, Philosophy, and Pedagogy,” these include: conquest and 

colonization, systematic underdevelopment, and the internal persistence of 

extreme economic inequality.112  Under these conditions – material as well as 

discursive – the metaphilosophical question has been posed: What exactly is 

Latin American philosophy?  Is it, for example, simply the intellectual work of 

professional, formally trained Latin American philosophers, regardless of the 

actual content of their work?  Or is it the intellectual work – written as well as 

oral – of Latin Americans who have cleansed themselves of everything European 

in an attempt to retain (or regain) their cultural authenticity?113  This debate is 

ongoing, as is the one in Africana philosophy,114 but one thing that is generally 

111  Africana philosophy is essentially philosophy of, about, and for Africa and its diaspora (North 
and South America, the Caribbean, and Europe).

112  Iván Márquez, “Liberation in Theology, Philosophy, and Pedagogy,” in A Companion to Latin 
American Philosophy, ed. Susana Nuccetelli, Ofelia Schutte, and Otávio Bueno (Malden: 
Wiley-Blackwell, 2010), p. 297.

113  These approaches are referred to as “the modernizing and authenticity models,” respectively, 
in Guillermo Hurtado, “Two Models of Latin American Philosophy,” Journal of Speculative 
Philosophy 20, no. 3 (2006): pp. 204-213.

114  See D. A. Masolo, African Philosophy in Search of Identity (Bloomington: Indiana University 
Press, 1994).
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agreed upon is that the philosophy of liberation, as articulated by Enrique Dussel, 

among others, is a uniquely Latin American contribution to the history of 

philosophy, and that this is so because it speaks to the harsh realities of Latin 

American “submodernity,”115 which is to say that it speaks to the harsh realities of 

conquest, colonialism, and neocolonialism, and to the profound dehumanization 

that has characterized all three in the schizophrenic modern world.

I will here explore this uniqueness, discussing the history, themes, and 

persistent criticisms of liberation thought, broadly conceived, in Latin America.  I 

will also – and this is what the chapter is really about – make the case for 

expanding the genealogy of the philosophy of liberation, and for including within 

it the contributions of radical thinkers who are not Latin American but who 

nevertheless respond – critically and creatively – to similar material and 

discursive conditions.116  Frantz Fanon, I will contend, is an ideal candidate for 

such an inclusion, not only because he responds to similar conditions in similar 

ways (convergence), but also because many of the Latin American thinkers 

associated with the philosophy of liberation explicitly and positively talk about 

Fanon in their work (influence).117  Ultimately, I will argue that it is possible to 

appreciate the uniqueness of the philosophy of liberation in Latin America, while 

115  This term was coined by Jürgen Moltmann in God for a Secular Society: The Public Relev-
ance of Theology, trans. Margaret Kohl (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1999), pp. 11-17, and I 
will use it interchangeably with the “underside of modernity,” which Enrique Dussel describes 
in The Underside of Modernity: Apel, Ricoeur, Rorty, Taylor, and the Philosophy of Libera-
tion, trans. and ed. Eduardo Mendieta (Amherst: Humanity Books, 1996).

116  The conditions do not have to be identical.  After all, colonialism and neocolonialism can (and 
have) taken many different forms over the years.

117  Walter D. Mingolo, for example, engages Fanon in his work and was even awarded the Frantz 
Fanon Prize at the annual meeting of the Caribbean Philosophical Association in 2006.
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also recognizing that the monstrous conditions that have given rise to it have 

existed elsewhere – throughout the African diaspora, for example – and that 

there is therefore a much larger liberatory discourse out there – a liberatory 

discourse that is global, not merely continental.

From Las Casas to Dussel

According to most accounts, the philosophy of liberation is a Latin American 

development in the history of philosophy that arose in Argentina in the 1970s, 

inspired by, among other things, the prior development of liberation theology, 

which was itself inspired by, in a negative sense, widespread poverty, political 

disenfranchisement, and the rise of repressive right-wing extremism.118  Like their 

counterparts in theology, the thinkers who “founded” this movement were highly 

critical of the sociopolitical status quo, national and international, and 

experienced violent repression as a result of their intellectual work.  As Ofelia 

Schutte, a critic of the philosophy of liberation, writes: “At this time many faculty 

members lost their jobs, and large numbers of students were expelled from the 

universities.  Arturo Andrés Roig, Horatio Cerutti Guldberg, and Enrique Dussel 

were among the philosophers [of liberation] forced to leave the country.”119  This 

repression was successful, on the one hand, in that the organic community of 

118  Christian Smith documents this repression in The Rise of Liberation Theology: Radical 
Religion and Social Movement (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1991), and it is 
worth noting the role of the (infamous) School of the Americas (or SOA) in training counter-
insurgents, which is documented by Lesley Gill in The School of the Americas: Military 
Training and Political Violence in the Americas (Durham: Duke University Press, 2004).

119  Ofelia Schutte, Cultural Identity and Social Liberation in Latin American Thought (Albany: 
State University of New York Press, 1993), pp. 175-176.

35



thinkers who were developing the nascent philosophy of liberation was scattered, 

thus making further development difficult.120  On the other hand, this repression 

was unsuccessful in that Roig, Cerutti Guldberg, and Dussel, among others, 

continued to work diligently on the radical new philosophy – their respective 

exiles notwithstanding – producing, in the end, a body of work that continues to 

receive theoretical and practical attention today.

This is how the philosophy of liberation is usually presented, and it is by 

no means wrong.  However, I would argue – and I am certainly not alone in doing 

so121 – that to understand the philosophy of liberation as a historically significant 

philosophical movement in Latin America, one must consider the liberatory 

discourses that preceded it, and how certain themes, from freedom to civil rights, 

were addressed in them.  Bartolomé de Las Casas, for example, the 16th century 

Dominican friar who tirelessly defended the rights of “Indians”122 against slavery, 

brutality, and outright dehumanization, has long been regarded as a progenitor of 

the Latin American independence movement, personified by Simón Bolívar, El 

120  As Schutte explains in Cultural Identity, p. 176: “Perhaps due to the persecution and 
repression suffered by professors and students and the exigencies of relocation and exile faced 
by the more progressive members of the group in the years that followed, a fundamental task 
of the young philosophical movement remained unfulfilled: namely, that of analyzing with 
critical rigor the theoretical coherence of the intellectual movement they had initiated in the 
midst of changing political and social conditions.”

121  As Enrique Dussel explains in “Philosophy in Latin America in the Twentieth Century: 
Problems and Currents,” in Latin American Philosophy: Currents, Issues, Debates, ed. 
Eduardo Mendieta (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2003), p. 32: “The reality of Latin 
American oppression, criticized by Bartolomé de las Casas in the sixteenth century (in the first 
count-er-discourse of modernity), was the point of departure for this uniquely Latin American 
philosophy in terms of theme, method, and awareness of a different discourse.  Immediately, 
positivity, the dignity of the cultural alterity of the Latin American historical subject, was 
affirmed from the perspective of a project of liberation.”

122  It is worth noting that Las Casas uses the out-of-fashion word “Indians” to refer to the 
indigenous population of Latin America as a whole.
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Libertador, and the more or less contemporary liberation theology movement.123 

As such, it is not only appropriate to say a few words about him and his 

“liberationist”124 descendents; it is genealogically obligatory.

Las Casas, of course, whose early years in Spain are fairly obscure, was one 

of the first settlers/colonizers in the so-called “New World,” arriving in 

Hispaniola with his father in April 1502.  He did not initially reject the violent 

excesses of colonialism, nor was he especially moved by the example of Antonio 

de Montesinos, who passionately defended the rational humanity of the 

indigenous population in a controversial sermon in December 1511.125  Indeed, he 

was an encomendero at first, which is to say that he owned slaves, indigenous, 

not African, and that he even raided for them!126  In 1514, however, Las Casas had 

an epiphany.  He was struck by the utter incompatibility of the encomienda 

system, which he personally renounced, with the demands of justice and natural 

law, and he committed himself to the defense of indigenous humanity, taking it 

123  Anthony Pagden, “Introduction,” in Bartolomé de Las Casas, A Short Account of the 
Destruction of the Indies, ed. and trans. Nigel Griffin (London: Penguin Books, 1992), p. xiii.

124  In this dissertation, I will use the word “liberationist” to describe the thinkers and activists 
associated with the discourse of liberation, broadly speaking.

125  As Pagden writes in “Introduction,” pp. xx-xxi: “The story is now a famous one.  That morning 
a recent arrival on the island, the Dominican Antonio Montesinos, delivered a sermon in the 
church of Santo Domingo.  Taking his text from St. John, he drew an analogy between the 
natural desert in which the Evangelist had chosen to spend his life and the human desert 
which the Spaniards had made of the fruitful...island of Hispaniola.  He then turned upon the 
colonists.  'With what right,' he demanded of them, 'and with what justice do you keep these 
poor Indians in such cruel and horrible servitude?  By what authority have you made such 
detestable wars against these people who lived peacefully and gently on their own lands?  Are 
these not men?  Do they not have rational souls?  Are you not obliged to love them as 
yourselves?'  The last three questions were to become the referents of every subsequent 
struggle to defend the rights of the indigenous peoples of the Americas.”

126  In the encomienda system, indigenous people were “entrusted” to Spanish officials for 
“mutual advantage.”  Basically, the officials got free labor – slaves, in other words – and the 
indigenous people got Christianity.
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upon himself to represent the “Indians” among the Spanish elite.  To this end, he 

wrote several texts, including Brevísima relación de la destrucción de las Indias 

(or A Short Account of the Destruction of the Indies) and Apología (or In Defense 

of the Indians), and participated in the historic Valladolid Debate with Juan 

Ginés de Sepúlveda, who explicitly argued, via Aristotle and the Bible, that 

indigenous people were less than human and thus “natural slaves.”127

Las Casas spent most of his adult life defending the rights, human as well 

as civil, of indigenous people in Latin America, and it is because of this that he is 

so frequently associated with 20th century liberation theology.  After all, liberation 

theology, as articulated by Gustavo Gutiérrez, among others, looks at the world 

from the standpoint of the exploited, the oppressed, and the dehumanized; it 

looks at the world from the standpoint of the modern world's victims.128  And in 

the time of Bartolomé de Las Casas, the indigenous people of Latin America were 

certainly among the most victimized; they were, to use Fanon's formulation, “the 

wretched of the earth.”129  As Las Casas wrote in A Short Account: “There is one... 

general rule...and it is that, wherever the Spaniards set foot, right throughout the 

Americas, they subjected the native inhabitants to the cruelties of which we have 

spoken, killing these poor and innocent people, tyrannizing them, and oppressing 

127  Aristotle develops this regrettable category in the first book of his Politics, in which he argues 
that some men – and all women – are animal-like in that they lack reason.  These people, he 
maintains, are naturally inferior and should be ruled over accordingly.

128  It is clear that modernity has both beneficiaries and victims, and that it is simultaneously 
progressive and regressive with respect to the human being as an affirmative normative 
category.

129  Frantz Fanon, The Wretched of the Earth, trans. Constance Farrington (London: Penguin 
Books, 1967).
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them in the most abominable fashion.  The longer they spent in the region, the 

more ingenious were the torments, each crueler than the last, that they inflicted 

on their victims, as God finally abandoned them and left them to plummet 

headlong into a life of full-time crime and wickedness.”130  We are already 

reminded of Fanon, who proclaimed over four hundred years later, “When I 

search for Man in the technique and the style of Europe, I see only a succession of 

negations of man, and an avalanche of murders.”131

Now it is true that Las Casas – his abolitionist advocacy notwithstanding – 

did argue that the lot of the “Indians” could be improved by importing Africans to 

do their labor.132  It is also true that Las Casas was extremely conservative with 

respect to both the Castilian Crown and the Catholic Church, which is to say that 

he staunchly defended Spanish rule in the so-called “New World” as well as its 

papal legitimacy.133  However, it is worth noting that he abandoned – and deeply 

regretted – his support of the transatlantic slave trade, and that he believed that 

his brief support of it could make him “ineligible” for Paradise.134  Moreover, 

130  Las Casas, A Short Account, p. 25.

131  Fanon, The Wretched, p. 252, emphasis added.

132  Las Casas has been criticized for having made this argument – and rightly so.  Nevertheless, 
he did not advance it for long and ultimately reversed his position completely.

133 As Pagden explains in “Introduction,” p. xvi: “The argument...was simple: the kings of Spain 
are the legitimate rulers of the Americas; but they are so because – and only because – in 1493 
Pope Alexander VI 'donated' to the Catholic monarchs Ferdinand and Isabella sovereignty over 
all the newfound lands in the Atlantic which had not already been occupied by some other 
Christian prince.”

134  As he admitted in the History of the Indies, vol. 2 (New York: Harper & Row, 1971), p. 257, 
quoted in Brian Pierce, “Bartolomé de las Casas and Truth: Toward a Spirituality of 
Solidarity,” Spirituality Today 44, no. 1 (spring 1992): “I soon repented and judged myself 
guilty of ignorance.  I came to realize that black slavery was as unjust as Indian slavery...and I 
was not sure that my ignorance and good faith would secure me in the eyes of God.”
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however faithful and dutiful he was to his country and to his church, it cannot be 

denied, as Dussel points out, that Las Casas is responsible for “the first counter-

discourse of modernity,”135 and that his documentation of and advocacy for the 

indigenous people of Latin America have long exposed western modernity as a 

schizophrenic historical development – a development that is simultaneously 

progressive and regressive with respect to the project of human liberation, a 

development that is capable of great and terrible, terrible things.

The discourse of liberation in Latin America, here as the critique of 

modernity from the standpoint of its dehumanized victims, thus began with the 

friar Las Casas, and his example – imperfect as it was136 – has been inspiring 

liberationist thinkers and activists ever since.  Among theologians, for example, 

there are Gustavo Gutiérrez and Leonardo Boff; among pedagogists, there is Paul 

Freire; and among philosophers, there are José Carlos Mariátegui, Carlos Vaz 

Ferreira, Arturo Andrés Roig, Horacio Cerutti Guldberg, and finally Enrique 

Dussel.137  This list is not complete, and I freely admit that this presentation of the 

discourse of liberation in Latin America is far from comprehensive.138  Having 

said that, it should be clear that the discourse of liberation in Latin America, 

135  Dussel, “Philosophy in Latin America,” p. 32.

136  See Paul S. Vickery, Bartolomé de Las Casas: Great Prophet of the Americas (New York: The 
Newman Press, 2006), and Daniel Castro, Another Face of Empire: Bartolomé de Las Casas, 
Indigenous Rights, and Ecclesiastical Imperialism (Durham: Duke University Press, 2007).

137  Not all of these thinkers consider themselves “liberationists,” but all of them do contribute to 
the larger liberatory discourse.

138  Her excessive criticisms of the philosophy of liberation notwithstanding, the most 
comprehensive presentation of the discourse of liberation in Latin America can still be found 
in Cultural Identity and Social Liberation in Latin American Thought by Ofelia Schutte, 
which has informed this chapter greatly.
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whether theological, pedagogical, or philosophical, is not a product of the 20th 

century alone; it should be clear that, in actuality, it has been a feature of Latin 

American thought – pensamiento latinoamericano – from the very beginning.139

Theorizing from Below

If we accept Bartolomé de Las Casas as the historical progenitor of the discourse 

of liberation in Latin America, then who are the 20th century archetypes?  There 

are many liberationist thinkers and activists to choose from, to be sure, but I 

would argue that the movement is best represented by three people: the Peruvian 

theologian Gustavo Gutiérrez, the Brazilian pedagogist Paulo Freire, and the 

Argentinian philosopher Enrique Dussel.  These thinkers – their differences 

notwithstanding – epitomize the ethicopolitical radicality of the discourse of 

liberation, and I will now explicate some of the “basic moves” that they make in 

their groundbreaking, albeit frequently dense, theoretical work.  Not surprisingly, 

given the subject of this study, I will focus more on Dussel, whose intellectual 

work over the years has come to define – for better or for worse140 – what the 

philosophy of liberation is all about.

Liberation theology is associated with any number of thinkers – not all of 

139  As David Ignatius Gandolfo says in “Liberation Philosophy,” in A Companion to Latin 
American Philosophy, ed. Susana Nuccetelli, Ofelia Schutte, and Otávio Bueno (Malden: 
Wiley-Blackwell, 2010), p. 186, “The project of thematizing liberation from the side of the 
oppressed has roots going back to the very beginning of the Latin American people, to say 
nothing of critiques from within indigenous cultures.”

140  Although I disagree with her criticisms of Dussel, Schutte is correct in her observation that he 
has overshadowed other Latin American philosophers of liberation.
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them Latin American141 – but only one of them can be credited with producing 

the foundational text of the movement as well as the most comprehensive written 

expression of its raison d'être.142  This thinker is Gustavo Gutiérrez, and the texts 

to which I refer are “Hacia una teologia de la liberación” (or “Toward a Theology 

of Liberation”), his prolegomenal essay/outline of 1968, and Teologia de la 

liberación, perspectivas (or A Theology of Liberation: History, Politics, and 

Salvation), his full-scale treatise of 1971.143

The first (and far shorter) of these texts was inspired by the Peruvian poor, 

and it is both simple and profoundly radical.144  It begins with an analysis of 

theology, broadly speaking, and in it Gutiérrez argues that divine faith and 

humanistic commitment precede the science of theology, and that “theology is 

[essentially] a reflection – that is...a second act, a turning back, a reflecting that 

comes after action.”145  And what kind of “action”?  Gutiérrez is quite clear: 

liberatory action in the world.  As he explains: “If faith is a commitment to God 

and human beings, it is not possible to live in today's world without commitment 

141  James H. Cone, for example, is easily one of the most important theologians of liberation, and 
his is the African American context, not the Latin American context.

142  Given the previous section of this chapter, it is worth noting that Gutiérrez also produced Las 
Casas: In Search of the Poor of Jesus Christ, trans. Robert R. Barr (Maryknoll: Orbis Books, 
1993), an extended –  if not mammoth – study of the 16th century Dominican friar and his 
profound relevance to contemporary theology.

143  Gustavo Gutiérrez, “Toward a Theology of Liberation,” in Gustavo Gutiérrez: Essential 
Writings, ed. James B. Nickoloff (Maryknoll: Orbis Books, 2000), pp. 23-28; Gustavo 
Gutiérrez, A Theology of Liberation: History, Politics, and Salvation, rev. ed., trans. and ed. 
Sister Caridad Inda and John Eagleson (Maryknoll: Orbis Books, 1988).

144  It would not be an exaggeration to say that Gutiérrez is – to a large extent – responsible for a 
“paradigm shift” in Catholic theology, specifically, and Christian theology, more generally.

145  Gutiérrez, “Toward a Theology of Liberation,” p. 24.
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to the process of liberation....If participation in the process of human liberation is 

the way of being present in the world, it will be necessary for Christians to have 

an understanding of this commitment, of this process of liberation.”146 

Admittedly, Gutiérrez does not say much about “the process of human liberation” 

in his essay, but the end of “Toward a Theology of Liberation” is indicative 

nevertheless.  Having juxtaposed two quotations – one from The Communist 

Manifesto and one from the Book of Isaiah – he explicitly affirms the respective 

truths of both.  “The issue,” he writes, “is whether we are capable of realizing the 

prophecy of Isaiah and of understanding the kingdom of God in its integral 

reality, or whether we are going to give the counter-testimony that is reflected in 

the statements of Marx.”147  In other words, according to Gutiérrez, the issue is 

whether human beings commit themselves to the creation of an ideal world – 

however difficult such an undertaking might be –or fatalistically accept the 

exploitative, oppressive, dehumanizing, and decidedly non-ideal world that Marx 

meticulously describes in his work.148  “This,” he concludes, “is precisely what is 

at stake in our epoch.”149

All of this is explored in greater detail in A Theology of Liberation, a 
146  Ibid., p. 25.

147  Ibid., p. 28.

148  Just as there are ideal and non-ideal realities, so there are ideal and non-ideal approaches to 
theory itself.  This distinction is explored by Charles W. Mills in “The Domination Contract,” 
in Carole Pateman and Charles W. Mills, Contract and Domination (Cambridge: Polity Press, 
2007), p. 94, in which he writes: “Both ideal theory and non-ideal theory involve the utilization 
of moral ideals, so the contrast is not that between moral and amoral approaches.  The 
distinction is rather that ideal theory aims at mapping a perfectly just society, while non-ideal 
theory seeks to adjudicate what corrective or rectificatory justice would require in societies 
that are unjust.”

149  Gutiérrez, “Toward a Theology of Liberation,” p. 28.
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substantial and momentous text, but for the purpose of this section it will be 

enough to emphasize three basic points about liberation theology.  First – and 

this is perhaps too obvious – liberation theology does not tell “the wretched of the 

earth” to “render unto Caesar,”150 so to speak; it does not tell them to accept their 

miserable lot in the hope of future Paradise.  To the contrary, it affirms – and 

encourages – their ethicopolitical radicalization and expresses meaningful 

solidarity with them in their struggles against exploitation, oppression, and 

dehumanization.  It takes seriously the project of creating a more humane 

world.  Second – and we saw this at the end of “Toward a Theology of Liberation” 

– Gutiérrez recognizes the legitimacy of the Marxian analysis, broadly speaking, 

and thus identifies modern capitalism as the spiritually bankrupt system from 

which the poor of Latin America must be liberated.  As such, it is clear that 

liberation theology – as articulated by Gutiérrez, at least151 – privileges class 

analysis in its attempt to identify “the process of human liberation.”  And third, 

the ultimate goal of liberation theology is sociopolitical transformation.  It 

rejects capitalism fundamentally, and it follows from this rejection that no array 

of progressive reforms could ever ensure justice, could ever ensure a more human 

world.  “Contemporary persons,” Gutiérrez explains,

have begun to lose their naiveté as they confront economic and socio-
cultural determinants; the deep causes of the situation in which they 
find themselves are becoming clearer.  They realize that to attack these 

150  See Matthew 22:15-22.

151  There are other forms of liberation theology, and not all of them privilege class analysis in 
their descriptive and evaluative studies of the sociopolitical world.  Some forms, for example, 
focus on sexism/misogyny and its institutionalization as patriarchy, while others focus on 
racism and its institutionalization as white supremacy.
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deep causes is the indispensable prerequisite for radical change.  And so 
they have gradually abandoned a simple reformist attitude regarding the 
existing social order, for, by its very shallowness this reformism 
perpetuates the existing system.  The revolutionary situation which 
prevails today, especially in the Third World, is an expression of this 
growing radicalization.  To support the social revolution means to abolish 
the present status quo and to attempt to replace it with a qualitatively 
different one; it means to build a just society based on new relationships of 
production; it means to attempt to put an end to the domination of some 
countries by others, of some social classes by others, of some persons by 
others.  The liberation of these countries, social classes, and persons 
undermines the very foundation of the present order; it is the greatest 
challenge of our time.152

Given these words – their content, their tone – it is not surprising that Gutiérrez, 

the archetypal theologian of liberation, has received extensive criticism from both 

the political and religious right.  Indeed, one of his harshest critics over the years 

has been Joseph Ratzinger, who became Pope Benedict XVI in 2005.153

An advocate of liberation theology himself, Paulo Freire takes his 

commitment to the Brazilian poor – a commitment that was inspired by his 

experience of the Great Depression154 – and applies it to the philosophy of 

education.  He completely rejects the “banking” approach to education, in which 

students are seen as tabulae rasae, and instead develops an approach that 

affirms the dignity of the illiterate poor as well as the radical project of their 

sociopolitical liberation.155  Like Gutiérrez, Freire recognizes the monstrous 

152  Gutiérrez, A Theology of Liberation, p. 31, emphasis added.

153  See John L. Allen, Jr., Pope Benedict XVI: A Biography of Joseph Ratzinger (New York: 
Continuum, 2005), pp. 131-174.

154  Paulo Freire describes his difficult childhood in Letters to Cristina: Reflections on My Life 
and Work, trans. Donaldo Macedo with Quilda Macedo and Alexandre Oliveira (New York: 
Routledge, 1996), pp. 13-38.

155  As Márquez explains in “Liberation in Theology,” p. 308, the goal of this radical approach to 
education was “to generate subjects-agents who alternatively can be conceived of as: (1) 

45



reality of exploitation, oppression, and dehumanization; he recognizes that the 

modern human world is, in any number of ways, profoundly misanthropic.  And 

having raised the theoretical and practical problem of dehumanization, he offers 

as a partial solution an unabashedly humanistic philosophy of education – a 

philosophy that emphasizes, above all, the development of sociopolitical 

consciousness.  He even coins a new term for this process: conscientização, 

which is usually translated as “conscientization.”156

Freire is the author of several books, each of which addresses 

conscientization in one way or another, but the text for which he is most well 

known, of course, is Pedagogia do Oprimido (Pedagogy of the Oppressed), 

which was published in 1968 – the same year as the aforementioned 

essay/outline “Toward a Theology of Liberation.”157  Somewhat surprisingly, it 

does not begin with an analysis of education, whether reactionary or liberatory, 

but rather with an extended analysis of the intersubjective, human world and the 

tragic, dehumanizing realities that have characterized so much of it in modernity. 

“Dehumanization,” he writes,

Kantian autonomous selves who are ends-in-themselves rather than means-to-an-end, (2) 
Marxian non-alienated, non-objectified subjects and historical actors, or (3) Aristotelian 
active, creatively productive, self-realized beings rather than passive, reproductive, 
underdeveloped beings – disposable commodities and passive consumers in the global 
market.”

156  With respect to this term, it is quite possible that Freire was inspired by Fanon, who coined 
the term conscienciser (or “to bring to consciousness”) in Peau noir, masques blancs (Paris: 
Éditions du Seuil, 1952), p. 80: “Ce qui apparaît alors, c'est la nécessité d'une action couplée 
sur l'individu et sur le groupe.  En tant que psychanalyste, je dois aider mon client à 
conscienciser son inconscient, à ne plus tenter une lactification hallucinatoire, mais bien à agir 
dans kle sens d'un changement des structures sociales.”

157  Paulo Freire, Pedagogy of the Oppressed, trans. Myra Bergman Ramos, rev. ed. (New York: 
Continuum, 2000).
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which marks not only those whose humanity has been stolen, but also 
(though in a different way) those who have stolen it, is a distortion of the 
vocation of becoming more fully human.  This distortion occurs within 
history; but it is not an historical vocation.  Indeed, to admit of 
dehumanization as an historical vocation would lead either to cynicism or 
total despair.  The struggle for humanization, for the emancipation of 
labor, for the overcoming of alienation, for the affirmation of men and 
women as persons would be meaningless.  This struggle is possible only 
because dehumanization, although a concrete historical fact, is not a given 
destiny but the result of an unjust order that engenders violence in the 
oppressors, which in turn dehumanizes the oppressed.158

It is imperative, in other words, to remember that oppression is contingent, not 

necessary, and that oppressive sociopolitical realities dehumanize both the 

oppressed and the oppressors, the latter of whom, quite ironically, lose their 

humanity just as they theoretically and practically assert it.159

Having analyzed the problem of dehumanization, Freire proceeds to attack 

the “banking” approach to education, in which students are seen – and treated – 

as “empty” vessels that need to be “filled up” by “full” teachers.  According to the 

proponents of this approach, the purpose of education is the successful 

transmission of sanctioned information to students, who, having received the 

information, are then ready for more advanced information from even “fuller” 

teachers.160  For the most part, this is the dominant approach, from kindergarten 

158  Ibid., p. 26.

159  For oppressors, there is an inextricable relationship between being and having.  As Freire 
observes in Pedagogy of the Oppressed, p. 41: “The oppressors do not perceive their monopoly 
on having more as a privilege which dehumanizes others and themselves.  They cannot see 
that, in the egoistic pursuit of having...they suffocate in their own possessions and no longer 
are; they merely have.  For them, having more is an inalienable right, a right they acquired 
through their own 'effort,' with their 'courage to take risks.'  If others do not have more, it is 
because they are incompetent and lazy, and worst of all is their unjustifiable ingratitude 
towards the 'generous' gestures of the dominant class.  Precisely because they are 'ungrateful' 
and 'envious,' the oppressed are regarded as potential enemies who must be watched.”

160  Ibid., p. 53.
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to college, but Freire categorically rejects it, and for at least three reasons.  First, 

it begins with the erroneous – if not insulting – assumption that the oppressed 

are thoroughly ignorant, and that they have literally nothing to offer knowledge-

wise in the educational setting.  According to Freire, this is dead wrong.  The 

oppressed do have knowledge, even if they are insecure about it,161 and their 

knowledge is essential to their sociopolitical liberation and rehumanization, for 

which they must take responsibility.  “Who,” he asks, “are better prepared than 

the oppressed to understand the terrible significance of an oppressive society? 

Who suffer the effects of oppression more than the oppressed?  Who can better 

understand the necessity of liberation?”162  Quite simply, according to Freire, no 

one.  The oppressed – their limited epistemological options notwithstanding – 

bear a special knowledge, and it is a knowledge that is essential to the radical 

evaluation of oppression.163  Second – and this probably goes without saying – the 

“banking” approach to education stifles critical thought and thus promotes noetic 

passivity and sociopolitical fatalism; it creates manageable automatons, not 

autonomous critical thinkers.164  “The capability,” Freire explains, “of banking 

161  As Freire points out in Pedagogy of the Oppressed, p. 45: “Self-deprecation is another 
characteristic of the oppressed, which derives from their internalization of the opinion the 
oppressors hold of them.  So often do they hear they are good for nothing, know nothing and 
are incapable of learning anything...that in the end they become convinced of their own 
unfitness.”

162  Ibid., p. 27.

163  Leonardo Boff and Clodovis Boff, brothers, discuss this point in Introducing Liberation 
Theology, trans. Paul Burns (Maryknoll: Orbis Books, 2003), p. 30: “The oppressed are more 
than what social analysts – economists, sociologists, anthropologists – can tell us about them. 
We need to listen to the oppressed themselves.  The poor, in their popular wisdom, in fact 
'know' more about poverty than does any economist.  Or rather, they know in another way, in 
much greater depth.”

164  Freire, Pedagogy of the Oppressed, p. 55.
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education to minimize or annul the students' creative power and to stimulate 

their credulity serves the interests of the oppressors, who care neither to have the 

world revealed nor to see it transformed.”165  And third, even if some teachers are 

genuinely opposed to oppression, exploitation, and dehumanization – and there 

is no denying that such teachers do exist – the “banking” approach perpetuates 

the status quo and militates against the aforementioned “vocation of becoming 

more fully human.”166  Unlike Freire's groundbreaking pedagogy of liberation, in 

which the ultimate goal is the “reconciliation”167 of dialectically opposed binaries, 

the banking method strengthens hierarchies and is complicit with the 

reproduction of an altogether unacceptable reality – a neocolonial, profoundly 

misanthropic reality.

Against this reactionary approach to education – an approach, it is worth 

noting, that is favored even more during economic downturns168 – Freire offers 

an educational model that he describes as “problem-posing.”169  This approach 

begins with the reconciliation of the teacher-student binary – a binary that 

purposefully disempowers students, young and old – and proceeds with critical, 

165  Ibid., p. 54.

166  Ibid., p. 26.

167  As Freire explains in Pedagogy of the Oppressed, p. 53, “The raison d'être of libertarian 
education...lies in its drive towards reconciliation.  Education must begin with the solution of 
the teacher-student contradiction, by reconciling the poles of the contradiction so that both are 
simultaneously teachers and students.”

168  Economic downturns – from recessions to depressions – are often used by oppressors (to use 
Freirean parlance) to justify educational austerity.  Oppressors, quite simply, cannot “afford” 
to allow the oppressed to think about the world and the hell that they are catching in it; they 
cannot afford allow the oppressed to question what is going on.

169  Freire, Pedagogy of the Oppressed, p. 60.
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dialogical engagements with respect to worldly problems.  “Students,” he 

explains,

as they are increasingly posed with problems relating to themselves in the 
world and with the world, will feel increasingly challenged and obliged to 
respond to that challenge.  Because they apprehend the challenge as 
interrelated to other problems within a total context, not as a theoretical 
question, the resulting comprehension tends to be increasingly critical 
and thus constantly less alienated.  Their response to the challenge evokes 
new challenges, followed by new understandings; and gradually the 
students come to regard themselves as committed.170

This, according to Freire, the archetypal pedagogist of liberation, is “education as 

the practice of freedom,”171 which is to say that it is through this radical, dialogical 

approach that the exploited, the oppressed, and the dehumanized can affirm their 

freedom, their rationality, and finally their long-denied humanity.  And how shall 

they do this?  Not by waiting to be liberated by an elite vanguard, as any number 

of leftist intellectuals have argued, but rather by liberating themselves with the 

critical skills obtained through this “bottom-up” pedagogy.

Like Gutiérrez and Freire, the Argentinian philosopher Enrique Dussel has 

committed himself, through his activism as well as his intellectual work, to the 

liberation of the modern world's victims; he has committed himself to the 

liberation of “the wretched of the earth.”172  And like so many of the thinkers 

associated with the discourse of liberation in Latin America, this commitment has 

been met with resistance and repression.  In 1973, for example, Dussel's home in 

170  Ibid., p. 62, emphasis added.

171  Ibid.

172  Dussel has not written much about Fanon, even though their theoretical and practical projects 
are remarkably similar.  He does, however, use the phrase “the wretched of the earth” fairly 
often in his work, crediting Fanon when he does so.
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Argentina was firebombed by right-wing paramilitarists – an extreme act that 

ultimately led to his exile in Mexico, where he is now a citizen.173  Dussel is a 

historian and a theologian in addition to being a philosopher, and it is worth 

noting that he goes out of his way to keep his work among the disciplines 

separate.  For the purpose of this section, however, it will be (more than) enough 

to focus on his philosophical work, which spans more than two-dozen books, only 

a fraction of which, unfortunately, have been translated into English.

Dussel admits in Filosofia de la liberación (or Philosophy of Liberation), a 

foundational text that was published in 1977, that “it is difficult to describe what 

the philosophy of liberation is,”174 and he is right.  After all, not only does it utilize 

an exceptionally specialized lexicon – borrowed, for the most part, from 

Emmanuel Levinas, the Lithuanian-born philosopher and Talmudic 

commentator175 – but also because it represents an external critique of modernity, 

which is to say that it evaluates the modern world from the standpoint of the 

exploited, the oppressed, and the dehumanized – the human beings, in other 

words, who have been violently excluded.  Like Gutiérrez and Freire, Dussel 

privileges this standpoint, and his reasons for doing so speak to a profound – and 
173  As Linda Martín Alcoff and Eduardo Mendieta explain in “Introduction,” in Thinking from 

the Underside of History: Enrique's Dussel's Philosophy of Liberation, ed. Linda Martín Al-
coff and Eduardo Mendieta (Lanham: Rowman & Littlefield, 2000), p. 21: “On October 2, 
1973, Dussel's house was bombed.  Although his study was destroyed, no one was hurt.  During 
these years the right-wing Peronist forces directed repression and violence against ordinary 
citizens.  Many of Dussel's colleagues and students were subjected to repression, torture, viol-
ence, and even murder.”

174  Enrique Dussel, Philosophy of Liberation, trans. Aquilina Martinez and Christine Morkovsky 
(Eugene: Wipf and Stock Publishers, 1985), p. 178.

175  The relevant text here is Emmanuel Levinas, Totality and Infinity: An Essay on Exteriority, 
trans. Alphonso Lingis (Pittsburgh: Duquesne University Press, 2000), to which Dussel 
appeals in many of his written works.
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extremely rare – faith in the oppressed.  “Distant thinkers,” he writes,

those who [have] a perspective of the center from the periphery, those who 
[have] to define themselves in the presence of an already established 
image of the human person and in the presence of uncivilized fellow 
humans, the newcomers, the ones who hope because they are always 
outside, these are the ones who have a clear mind for pondering reality.  
They have nothing to hide.  How could they hide domination if they 
undergo it?  How would their philosophy be an ideological ontology if their 
praxis is one of liberation from the center they are opposing?  
Philosophical intelligence is never so truthful, clean, and precise as when it 
starts from oppression and does not have to defend any privileges, because 
it has none.176

Dussel abdicates any epistemological privilege in this passage; he trusts the 

periphery.  And why?  Because he believes in a “bottom-up” approach to radical, 

sociopolitical transformation, not the “top-down” approach that was part and 

parcel of the so-called “Old Left.”177  This may seem naïve, and it could be argued 

that he wrongly ignores the phenomenon of “false consciousness,”178 wherein 

people are basically brainwashed – via the “banking” approach to education that 

Freire criticizes – into accepting and supporting the very systems that exploit, 

oppress, and dehumanize them.  This is a legitimate concern, which I will address 

it in the next section, but for now suffice it to say that Dussel recognizes the 

epistemological importance of “distant thinkers,” and that his conception of 

liberation requires engagement – sincere, not superficial – with the wisdom and 

176  Dussel, Philosophy of Liberation, p. 4, emphasis added.

177  One of the characteristics of the so-called “New Left” – and it is worth noting that there are 
many similarities between it and the discourse of liberation in Latin America – has been an 
aversion to orthodoxy and an acknowledgment that there are forms of exploitation, 
oppression, and dehumanization that cannot be reduced to class conflict.
 

178  See Joseph Gabel, False Consciousness: An Essay on Reification, trans. Margaret A. Thomp-
son and Kenneth Thompson (New York: Harper Torchbooks, 1975), and Michael Rosen, 
Involuntary Servitude: False Consciousness and the Theory of Ideology (Cambridge: Harvard 
University Press, 1996).
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knowledge of “the wretched of the earth.”179

Like Gutiérrez and Freire, Dussel also opposes dehumanization in no 

uncertain terms; it is an essential aspect of his theoretical and practical work.180 

His opposition to it, however, does raise the important philosophico-

anthropological question: What is a human being?  After all, to be able to 

recognize dehumanization in the world, one must already have some conception 

of the human being in mind – a normative conception that is, in actuality, being 

violated.  On this question, Dussel has much to say, and what he has to say echoes 

the philosophical anthropology of Jean-Paul Sartre, the archetypal philosopher of 

existence.  In Philosophy of Liberation, for example, in a subsection titled 

“Situated Freedom,” he writes the following: “Persons realize themselves by 

chosen determinations.  The choice of one possibility makes others impossible. 

By decision after decision persons construct their own biography, their own 

history.  Freedom is possible because no mediation completely fulfills the human 

proyecto [or project].”181  This is not radical freedom, which is often – and 

wrongly – associated with the philosophy of existence, but rather situated 

freedom; it is freedom in a history of limited options – limited not only because 

of natural law but also because of the sadistic choices of others.182  “Persons are 

179  Dussel is not alone in recognizing the epistemological significance of “distant thinkers,” and it 
could be argued that he subscribes to a form of standpoint theory, the basics of which are ex-
plored in The Feminist Standpoint Theory Reader: Intellectual and Political Controversies, 
ed. Sandra Harding (New York: Routledge, 2004).

180  See Enrique Dussel, Beyond Philosophy: Ethics, History, Marxism, and Liberation Theology, 
ed. Eduardo Mendieta (Lanham: Rowman & Littlefield, 2003), in which the theme of dehu-
manization, in one way or another, is addressed across thirteen representative writings.

181  Dussel, Philosophy of Liberation, p. 38.
182  Sadism, which will be addressed in chapter three, is a form of mauvaise foi (or “bad faith”) in 
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free,” Dussel writes, “and at the same time historically determined – that is, 

conditioning is not absolute, but relative or partial.  The peaks of the reality of 

human freedom always reveal spontaneity.  We are masters of our own decisions 

and choices.”183

The ethical philosophy of Emmanuel Levinas also informs the 

philosophical anthropology of Dussel – more so, in fact, than anything else.  In 

Philosophy of Liberation, once again, he maintains that a human being is an 

exteriority by virtue of its interior transcendentality, and that “exteriority and 

interior transcendentality [ultimately] have the same signification in this 

philosophical discourse.”184  This means, quite simply, that a human being is a 

being that can always assert its freedom and thus transcend the totality in which 

it finds itself, even if that totality is a “Cyclops or Leviathan on earth, [killing] as 

many alien faces (persons) as question it.”185  Torture, whether physical or 

psychological, cannot turn a transcendent human being into an immanent thing, 

nor can the agents of colonialism successfully relegate their victims to ontological 

oblivion – that is, to non-Being.  “Among the real things,” Dussel explains,

that retain exteriority to Being, one is found that has a history, a 
biography, freedom: another person....Persons beyond Being, beyond the 
comprehension of the world, beyond the sense constituted by the 
interpretations supplied by one's own system, transcending the 
determinations and conditions of one's own totality, can reveal themselves 
in opposition to us, can rebuke us.  Even in the extreme humiliation of 

which one human being denies the freedom of another human being, thereby relegating him 
or her to the ontological status of an unfree thing.

183  Dussel, Philosophy of Liberation, p. 39, emphasis added.

184  Ibid., p. 40.

185  Ibid., p. 49.
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prison, in the cold of the cell and the total pain of torture, even when the 
body is nothing but a quivering wound, a person can still cry: “I am 
another; I am a person; I have rights.”186

Like Levinas, Dussel locates this exteriority – this interior transcendentality – in 

the face, through which a human being can assert its freedom simply by looking. 

Indeed, the look is the death knell for misanthropic, dehumanizing projects 

inasmuch as it demonstrates the falsity, and utter absurdity, of their operative 

ontological assumption – the assumption, quite simply, that free human beings 

can really be “thingified.”187

According to Dussel, the face is also significant because it can initiate what 

he calls the “analectical moment,” which is undoubtedly one of the most 

important concepts in his philosophy of liberation.188  As he explains:

The analectical moment is the affirmation of exteriority; it is not only the 
denial of the denial of the system from the affirmation of the totality.  It is 
the overcoming of totality but not only as the actuality of what is in 
potency in the system.  It is the overcoming of totality from interior 
transcendentality...from exteriority that has never been within.  To affirm 
exteriority is to realize what is impossible for the system (there being no 
potency for it); it is to realize the new, what has not been foreseen by the 
totality, that which arises from freedom that is unconditioned, 
revolutionary, innovative.189

Analectics, in other words, transcends mere dialectics inasmuch as it recognizes 

the profound dynamism of the human being, inasmuch as it recognizes the 

186  Ibid., p. 41, emphasis added.

187  See Aimé Césaire, Discourse on Colonialism, trans. Joan Pinkham (New York: Monthly 
Review Press, 2000), p. 42.

188  As Dussel explains in Philosophy of Liberation, p. 158: “The analectical refers to the real 
human fact by which every person, every group or people...is always situated 'beyond' (ano-) 
the horizon of totality.  Negative dialectic is no longer enough.  The analectical moment is the 
support of new unfoldings.”

189  Ibid., p. 160.
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profound creativity of the human being – an unpredictable creativity that cannot 

be reduced to this or that sociopolitical reality.  Whereas dialectical change is 

limited to the internal, deterministic contradictions of the system, analectical 

change, on this view, is open to the external, transcendent critiques of the 

exploited, the oppressed, and the dehumanized; it is open to entirely new 

conceptions of intersubjective relations.  “To know how to risk one's life,” Dussel 

writes, “in order to fulfill the demands of the protest of the oppressed and throw 

oneself into praxis for them...is part of the process of the analectical moment.”190

Of course, the exteriority in question here is the exteriority of the 

periphery; it is the interior transcendentality of the modern world's victims – 

tragically, a majority of the population.191  “Beyond the horizon of Being,” Dussel 

argues, “the other is the barbarian (who for Aristotle is not human), or in a 

macho society the woman (who for Freud is castrated), or the orphan who is 

nothing and [who] has to learn everything (like Rousseau's Emile).”192  In the 

modern world – shaped in so many ways by the ego conquiro, the practical 

counterpart of the ego cogito193 – the other is also the victim of conquest and 

colonial domination; it is the other of the periphery who has had to struggle 

190  Ibid., p. 159, emphasis added.

191  Most people in the world do not have access to the material conditions – to say nothing of the 
sociopolitical conditions – that allow for development and human thriving.  This is explored in 
chapter 3 in some detail.

192  Ibid., p. 45.

193  As Dussel writes in Philosophy of Liberation, p. 3: “Before the ego cogito there is an ego 
conquiro; 'I conquer' is the practical foundation of 'I think.'  The center has imposed itself on 
the periphery for more than five centuries.  But for how much longer?  Will the geopolitical 
preponderance of the center come to an end?  Can we glimpse a process of liberation growing 
from the peoples of the periphery?”
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against the violence – discursive as well as physical – of European Man, who, “in 

the name of Being, of the human world, of civilization...annihilates the alterity of 

other peoples, other cultures, other erotics, other religions.”194  According to 

Dussel, this Man – this hypocritical purveyor of pseudo-humanism – is homo 

homini lupus, or “the person who plays the part of a wolf vis-à-vis another 

person,”195 and He should not be the model for development and/or civilization in 

Latin America or anywhere else.

Another aspect of Dussel's philosophy of liberation – and I will finish with 

this – is his critique of philosophy itself.  He has argued, for example, that many 

philosophers are homines ludentes, or “men who play,” and that these 

philosophers are too often preoccupied with their own justification.  “Philosophy 

of the center,” he explains, “gives us a wide gamut of false problems with its 

diversionary tactics and subtleties.  Its philosophers sometimes appear to be the 

court jesters of the system that they entertain and amaze by their witticisms and 

games of logical slight of hand.  These are the themes of homo ludens – while 

others are dying!”196  Dussel is undeniably harsh in his critique of the “philosophy 

of the center” – perhaps too harsh197 – but he does defend philosophy and the 

194  Ibid., p. 52.

195  Ibid., p. 214.

196  Ibid., pp. 176-177.

197  The argument that philosophical work should serve the exploited, the oppressed, and the 
dehumanized is morally attractive.  Taken to an extreme, however, it can easily lead to anti-
intellectualism and/or ideological rigidity.  Moreover, as in the case of the sciences – both 
physical and social – it is rarely clear what the practical value of research, broadly speaking, is 
going to be.  As such, this line of argumentation should not be pursued too fervently.
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importance of trained philosophers.  “A people alone,” he continues,

cannot liberate itself.  The system has contaminated it with the culture of 
the masses, the worst thing that the system has to offer.  It is because of 
this that the critical mentality of the organic intellectual, of critical 
communities or political parties, is indispensable so that a people acquire a 
critical mentality and discern the worst that it has in itself (introjected 
imperialist culture) and the best that it has from antiquity (cultural 
exteriority, the maximum of potential criticism without actual awareness). 
Philosophy has much to do in this field.198

Of course, it could be argued that this enthusiastic affirmation of an appropriately 

critical class – however undefined – somewhat contradicts his earlier affirmation 

of the wisdom and knowledge of the oppressed themselves.  In other words, does 

he trust them or not?  This is a real tension, in my view, and perhaps an 

inevitable one among liberationist thinkers like Dussel, the archetypal 

philosopher of liberation.199  I will not, however, address it here, except to say that 

for him, philosophers – to say nothing of theologians and pedagogists – are 

indispensable actors in the drama of human liberation inasmuch as they, as 

analecticians, “can express the criticism of the people with the maximum of 

precision,”200 inasmuch as they can do their work in solidarity with “the wretched 

of the earth.”

198  Dussel, Philosophy of Liberation, pp. 93-94, emphasis added.

199  This tension, which is not unique to Dussel, has long existed among liberationist thinkers and 
activists.  W.E.B. Du Bois, for example, argued that elite African-Americans should lead in the 
struggle against Jim Crow segregation, political disenfranchisement, and anti-black terrorism, 
whereas C.L.R. James believed that ordinary people – cooks, for example – could effectively 
lead themselves.

200  Ibid., p. 125.
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Feminist and Postmodernist Criticisms

To the extent that philosophers and other theorists have engaged the 

philosophy of liberation, it has received at least two major criticisms: the feminist 

and the postmodernist criticisms.  Not surprisingly, the primary target of these 

criticisms has been Enrique Dussel, who has been the de facto representative of 

the philosophy of liberation – again, for better or for worse – for more than thirty 

years.201  In the following section, I will briefly address these two criticisms, the 

first of which, I will argue, is far more serious than the second.  Indeed, I will 

largely reject the second criticism – the postmodernist criticism – inasmuch as it 

is premised upon the very theoretical misanthropy that I critically discussed in 

the introduction to this dissertation.

The feminist criticism of the philosophy of liberation is fairly 

straightforward, and it has been articulated by two thinkers in particular: Elina 

Vuola and Ofelia Schutte, the latter of whom is remarkably harsh in her 

evaluation of Dussel and his approach to liberatory philosophy.  The gist of this 

criticism is that Dussel fails to address patriarchy in any meaningful way, and 

that his casual dismissal of feminism reveals an unfortunate, undeniably 

conservative sexism – a sexism that betrays the ethicopolitical radicality of the 

liberation project.202  As Vuola explains: “Dussel exemplifies a general rhetoric 

201  As Alcoff and Mendieta write in “Introduction,” p. 2: “No one has contributed more to the 
development of Latin American philosophy as a critical reflection on modernity and 
globalization in the last half of the twentieth century than...Enrique Dussel.”

202  Dussel listens to the poor, in other words, and privileges their epistemological standpoint, but 
he has not done the same with respect to Latin American women, who have been articulating 
their own epistemological standpoint for quite some time.
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[sic] approval of women's liberation as part of the larger liberation project of 

Latin America....But when put face-to-face with the concrete living conditions of 

women – and feminist theory and practice – his thinking appears abstract and 

contradictory, if not conservative.”203  For her part, Schutte agrees and adds more 

specifics.  “Dussel's early teachings on sexual morality,” she writes,

support a concept of sexual normativity that is shared by the political 
agendas of the Far Right.  The Other has not been represented in this 
theory as the woman who needs an abortion or the socially excluded 
individual of a gay or lesbian sexual orientation.  No considered notion of 
alterity functions in such an ethics of liberation, only an appeal to alterity 
as a rigid formula that...erases the very concept of otherness as 
difference.204

In other words, according to Schutte, Dussel has failed over the years to address 

the alterity of women – Latin American women205 – in terms of their actual 

experiences, in terms of their actual interests.  He has criticized machismo, and 

he has spoken about gender and sexuality, but what he has said – and both 

Schutte and Vuola point this out – is strangely abstract and ultimately 

indistinguishable – although he is not a Catholic – from the official position of 

the Catholic Church, which, as one of the most influential institutions in Latin 

America, has hardly been on the cutting edge with respect to the study of gender 

203  Elina Vuola, “Thinking Otherwise: Dussel, Liberation Theology, and Feminism,” in Thinking 
from the Underside, pp. 161-162.

204  Schutte, Cultural Identity, pp. 202-203.

205  As Vuola explains in “Thinking Otherwise,” p. 155: “When speaking of feminism, Dussel 
explicitly refers to North American and European feminism.  This means two things.  First, by 
seeing feminism as something concerning primarily – or even only – First World women, 
Dussel can ignore it by using anti-imperialist arguments....This way of avoiding the challenge 
of Latin American feminism is identified by Latin American feminist theologians as one 
expression of patriarchalism in liberation theology.”
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and sexuality.206

How legitimate is this criticism?  Frankly, it depends.  Dussel's early work 

is indeed quite conservative when it comes to gender and sexuality, and there are 

definitely some passages in his early writings that are, in my view, retrospectively 

regrettable.  Consider, for example, the following passage, in which he affirms the 

roles that women have tended to play in “traditional”207 societies.  “Women's 

liberation,” he writes,

supposes that she is able to discern adequately her distinct functions, 
analogically diverse.  One function is that of being a woman in the couple.  
Another is that of procreator of her son (hijo).  Another is that of educator. 
Another one is being a sister among sisters in the political society.  And if 
one does not know how to discern each of these functions, tremendous 
errors are committed.208

There is a lot happening in this passage, to be sure, but most – if not all – of it is 

premised upon the notion that women have “distinct functions” – not because of 

the contingent values and institutions of this or that society, but rather because of 

the categorical, sexually specific demands of biology and natural law.209  Dussel 

recognizes sexual difference, but what he extrapolates from it in terms of the 

206  As Vuola explains in “Thinking Otherwise,” p. 155: “Dussel's implicit references to the 
naturality of the gender difference take him close to the official Catholic statements in which 
'different but equal' and 'complementarity' of the differences form the basis of traditional 
arguments for clearly sexist notions of women and their role in society and church.”

207  As a word, “traditional” is contentious – if not dangerous – and thus deserves scare quotes 
most of the time.  In chapter four, I will discuss the work of Oyèrónké Oyěwùmí and Nkiru 
Nzegwu, both of whom question the use of “tradition” across the discourses.

208  Enrique Dussel, Liberación de la mujer y erótica latinoamericana, 4th ed. (Bogota: Editorial 
Nueva América, 1990), p. 28, translated by and quoted in Vuola, “Thinking Otherwise,” p. 154, 
emphasis added.

209  It is worth noting that there is an informative similarity here between Dussel and Immanuel 
Kant, the latter of whom argues that sexuality should be directed – if not restrained – by 
rationality and natural law.
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sociopolitical status of women is both excessive and unwarranted.  Moreover, it is 

clear – even from this one passage – that Dussel relegates women to the “caring” 

roles that feminist thinkers have been problematizing for several generations 

now.210  Wife, mother, teacher, sister – these are the roles that women should 

play, according to the early Dussel, and it is worth noting that this naturalist 

approach to gender and sexuality has also prompted Dussel to advocate 

heteronormativity in no uncertain terms.  As Vuola writes, “His rejection of 

homosexuality is combined with a rejection of feminism, defined as something 

that undoes the natural difference between male and female, [ultimately] leading 

to a homosexual definition of the erotic relationship.”211

Of course, if passages like these were all we had to go on, then this feminist 

interpretation of Dussel and his approach to liberatory philosophy would appear 

to be completely sound.  There is, however, more to the story.  Dussel, to his 

credit, has evolved in terms of his understanding of gender and sexuality, and 

most – if not all – of his positions have changed in recent years.  For example, 

whereas he used to described abortion as murder and homosexuality as “total 

schizophrenia,”212 he now classifies abortion as a “minor evil”213 and suggests that 

210  See Carol Gilligan, In a Different Voice: Psychological Theory and Women's Development, 
rev. ed. (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1993), and Virginia Held, The Ethics of Care: 
Personal, Political, and Global (New York: Oxford University Press, 2006).

211  Vuola, “Thinking Otherwise,” p. 160, emphasis added.

212  Enrique Dussel, Filosofía ética de la liberación, vol. 3, 3rd. ed. (Buenos Aires: Ediciones La 
Aurora, 1988), p. 117, translated by and quoted in Vuola, “Thinking Otherwise,” p. 160.

213  To classify abortion as a “minor evil” is to affirm that women should be able to have abortions, 
even if they are generally immoral.
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homosexuals can encounter each other as Others in the Levinasian sense.214  Are 

these changes progressive enough?  For most feminist thinkers and activists, 

definitely not – and I am strongly inclined to agree with them.  Having said that, 

however, I am also in agreement with Michael D. Barber, who points out that 

“such errors do not undermine an ethics at the service of alterity, but require that 

that ethics be more rigorously applied.”215

The postmodernist criticism of the philosophy of liberation – and this is an 

attack that extends far beyond Dussel – is that liberationist thinkers and activists 

are too dependent on totalizing metanarratives and essentializing binaries, both 

of which are to be avoided in our hypercritical, postmodern times.216  What kinds 

of narratives?  What kinds of binaries?  Consider, for example, the importance of 

Marxism, dependency theory, and world systems analysis for liberationist minds 

like Dussel, Freire, and Gutiérrez.217  These theories are broad in scope and 

ambitious in terms of their explanatory power, which – for the postmodernist – 

make them immediately suspect.  Consider also the various binaries that have 

appeared in this study thus far: colonizer/colonized, exploiter/exploited, 

oppressor/ oppressed, dehumanizer/dehumanized.  For me – and for virtually all 

liberationist thinkers and activists, broadly speaking – these are useful and 

214  Vuola, “Thinking Otherwise,” p. 160.

215  Michael D. Barber, Ethical Hermeneutics: Rationalism in Enrique Dussel's Philosophy of  
Liberation (New York: Fordham University Press, 1998), p. 123.

216  See Jean-François Lyotard, The Postmodern Condition: A Report on Knowledge, trans. Geoff 
Bennington and Brian Massumi (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1984).

217  It would be impossible to understand the discourse of liberation without taking into account 
the importance of these radical traditions, even if they have been adopted and applied in an 
unorthodox manner.
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meaningful categories; these are categories that are obviously justified by the 

world and its profound ethicopolitical imperfection.  For the postmodernist, 

however, these oppositional categories are essentializing and thus guilty – at the 

very least – of simplifying sociopolitical realities – realities that transcend 

reduction and/or encapsulation by their very nature.  As critic Terry Eagleton 

explains: “Post-modernism signals the death of such 'metanarratives' whose 

secretly terroristic function is to ground and legitimate the illusion of a 'universal' 

human history.  We are now in the process of awakening from the nightmare of 

modernity, with its manipulated reason and fetish of the totality, into the laid-

back pluralism of the post-modern, that heterogeneous range of life-styles and 

language games which has renounced the nostalgic urge to totalize and legitimize 

itself.”218

Is this a legitimate criticism?  Unlike the feminist criticism, which at the 

very least raises some important questions about liberation and sex/gender, no. 

It is true that the philosophy of liberation, as articulated by Dussel in particular, 

has privileged the standpoint of the exploited, the oppressed, and the 

dehumanized, and that it has done so in terms of ethical purity and 

epistemological superiority.  It is also true, as Barber points out, that many 

liberationist thinkers and activists – Dussel especially – engage in self-righteous, 

“ostentatious self-expression,”219 an implication of which could very well be that 

the oppressed – to say nothing of the “analecticians” who speak with them – are 

218  Terry Eagleton, “Awakening from Modernity,” Times Literary Supplement, 20 February 1987, 
p. 194, emphasis added.

219  Barber, Ethical Hermeneutics, p. 118.
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beyond criticism by virtue of the origin of their theoretical and practical work. 

These are legitimate observations, and it is more than appropriate to consider 

their possible implications.  However, it is clear that what has been extrapolated 

from these observations – by Schutte and Cerutti Guldberg, for example220 – is 

both textually unwarranted and theoretically misanthropic, which is to say that it 

is unfairly critical of the human being as a normative category.221  As Barber 

explains: “Dussel engages in no irrational worship of the Other....[He] believes 

that every culture, including the former Inca and Aztec empires, is prone to a 

mistaken self-absolutization.  Moreover, he repeatedly admits that 'the people' 

are not free from inauthenticity, voices frequent misgivings about popular 

religiosity, observes that the oppressed have often introjected the oppression they 

have received, and refrains from any uncritical endorsement of popular 

spontaneity.”222  Dussel, in other words, the de facto representative of the 

philosophy of liberation, does not think of himself – or anybody else – as beyond 

criticism, even if he does explicitly privilege the standpoint of the exploited, the 

oppressed, and the dehumanized in his work.  It is also worth noting that 

postmodernism – by accident or by design223 – has, in actuality, transformed the 
220  See Barber, Ethical Hermeneutics, pp. 113-116.

221  Of course, not all thinkers who abandon humanism as an ethical and/or political orientation 
end up as sociopolitical fatalists.  Michel Foucault, for example, his critique of the human 
subject notwithstanding, frequently engaged in radical protests – although it is not entirely 
clear how he arrived at his normative positions.

222  Barber, Ethical Hermeneutics, pp. 119-120.

223  As Lewis R. Gordon suggests in Her Majesty's Other Children: Sketches of Racism from a 
Neocolonial Age (Lanham: Rowman & Littlefield, 1997), p. 91: “I have always felt that if one 
were to scratch the surface of postmodernism, one would find conservatism under guises of 
bourgeois aestheticism and existential stoicism.  Both turns pose no challenge to systemic 
orders of production by virtue of not engaging them in action or thought, the consequence of 
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European subject into something new as opposed to abandoning it completely. 

As Linda Martín Alcoff explains:

 I would suggest that we can already see the European subject preserving 
its defining features despite the growing insecurity of disciplinary 
identities and the increasing skepticism against norms of all kinds.  The 
new postmodern cynical turn toward political and axiological nihilism has 
already proven itself quite capable of maintaining a subject that retains the 
right to conquer and continues to believe in its own global superiority; in 
fact, its own cynicism is now used to establish that superiority against the 
more “primitive” or “unsophisticated” cultures that retain the capacity for 
belief in values, religion, and the possibility of political optimism.224

Of course, if Alcoff is right – and I believe that she is – then there is 

unquestionably a place for the philosophy of liberation – its various 

imperfections notwithstanding – in our postmodern, supposedly postcolonial 

world.  And for how long?  For as long as the exploitative, oppressive, and 

dehumanizing values and institutions that were so essential to the construction of 

modernity continue to find discursive and material expression all around us.  As 

Fanon says in The Wretched of the Earth, “Each generation must, out of relative 

obscurity, discover its mission, fulfill it, or betray it.”225

Expanding the Genealogy

I have claimed that it is possible to appreciate the uniqueness of the philosophy of 

liberation in Latin America – to say nothing of the theological and pedagogical 

which is to leave the powers that be to their Machiavellian techniques of self-preservation.”

224  Linda Martín Alcoff, “Power/Knowledges in the Colonial Unconscious: A Dialogue between 
Dussel and Foucault,” in Thinking from the Underside, p. 255.

225  Fanon, The Wretched, p. 166.
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approaches to liberatory thought, while also recognizing that the monstrous 

conditions that have given rise to it have existed elsewhere (throughout the 

African diaspora, for example), and that there is therefore a much larger 

liberatory discourse out there – a discourse that is global, not merely continental. 

I have also claimed that the genealogy of the philosophy of liberation, which is 

almost always an explication of Latin American thought exclusively, should be 

expanded, and that Frantz Fanon is one thinker – among many, in fact – who 

ought to be included within it.226  I will attempt to substantiate these claims and 

thus situate my forthcoming exploration of Fanonian liberation.  First, I will 

address the apparent influence that Fanon has had on Latin American 

liberationism, and why this influence is genealogically significant.  And second, I 

will show that there is a critical, radical convergence between Fanon and Dussel, 

Freire, and Gutiérrez, among others, in that all of them contribute to a critique of 

Europe – to say nothing of the United States of America, Europe's out-of-control 

spiritual successor227 – and of the modern world (system) itself.  These two 

things, influence and convergence, justify Fanon's inclusion within the genealogy 

of the philosophy of liberation, and it is my sincere hope that future genealogies 

will be more inclusive and less divided.

It would be easy to overstate the presence of Fanon in the liberationist 

226  Whom else do I have in mind?  At the very least: Steve Biko, Amilcar Cabral, James E. Cone, 
Anna Julia Cooper, W.E.B. Du Bois, Angela Davis, Lewis R. Gordon, bell hooks, Herbert 
Marcuse, Walter Rodney, Jean-Paul Sartre, Tsenay Serequeberhan, Cornel West, Sylvia 
Wynter, and Malcolm X.

227  As Fanon points out in The Wretched, p. 252: “Two centuries ago, a former European colony 
decided to catch up to Europe.  It succeeded so well that the United States of America became 
a monster, in which the taints, the sickness and the inhumanity of Europe have grown to 
appalling dimensions.”
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literature of Latin America, and it would be even easier to rely on unsubstantiated 

superlatives in order to make the case for his genealogical significance.  However, 

as with many things, the truth is more nuanced.  Fanon does appear in the 

liberationist literature, and his appearances – almost without exception – are 

positive in nature, which is to say that liberationist authors appeal to Fanon to 

strengthen their work.  Gutiérrez, for example, does not say much about Fanon in 

A Theology of Liberation, but he does speak of Fanon's “generosity” and 

“creativity” in an undeniably affirmative endnote.228  Likewise – and somewhat 

surprisingly – Dussel does not “seriously” engage Fanon in his work, although he 

does mention him from time to time and always in a positive light.229  These 

appearances are hardly overwhelming, and they alone certainly do not justify an 

expansion of the genealogy of the philosophy of liberation.230  They do, however, 

at the very least demonstrate an appreciation of the life and work of Fanon – an 

appreciation that is not genealogically insignificant.

The influence of Fanon is more apparent with other Latin American 

liberationist thinkers, most notably with Paulo Freire and Walter D. Mignolo, the 

latter of whom has been writing about – and thereby exposing – the underside of 

modernity for more than twenty years.231  In an earlier footnote, for example, I 

228  Gutiérrez, A Theology of Liberation, p. 186.

229  As I explained in an earlier footnote, Dussel often refers to “the wretched of the earth,” usually 
citing Fanon when he does so.  Unfortunately, that has been the extent of his (written) 
engagement with Fanon, which is remarkable given their obvious similarities.

230  Having received the Frantz Fanon Prize in 2009 at the annual meeting of the Caribbean Philo-
sophical Association, Dussel commented that he would like to do more with Fanon, but he has 
not yet done so – his prolificacy notwithstanding.

231  See Walter D. Mignolo, “The Darker Side of the Renaissance: Colonization and the 
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pointed out that there is a remarkable similarity between the noun 

conscientização, as defined by Freire in Pedagogy of the Oppressed, and the 

infinitive verb conscienciser, which is used by Fanon in Black Skin, White 

Masks.232  There is, however, more to the story.  In We Make the Road by 

Walking, which, as a text, is basically a transcript of a dialogue between Freire 

and Myles Horton, the radical American pedagogist and co-founder of the 

Highlander Folk School, Freire says the following about Fanon:

Yes.  I remember...how much I was helped by reading Frantz Fanon.  That 
is great writing.  When I read Fanon I was in exile in Chile.  A young man 
who was in Santiago on a political task gave me the book, The Wretched of 
the Earth.  I was writing Pedagogy of the Oppressed, and the book was 
almost finished when I read Fanon.  I had to rewrite the book in order to 
begin to quote Fanon.  You see, this is a beautiful example [in] that I was 
influenced by Fanon without knowing it.  I had different cases like this, in 
which I felt conditioned, “influenced,” without knowing....[When] I meet 
some books – I say “meet” because some books are like persons – when I 
meet some books, I remake my practice theoretically, I become better able 
to understand the theory inside of my action.233

These are telling words – regardless of whether or not conscientização was based 

on conscienciser – and I think that this is one case where the influence of Fanon 

is pretty well established.234  As for Mignolo, a decolonial theorist, whose most 

recent work is titled The Darker Side of Western Modernity: Global Futures, 

Decolonial Options, there is no doubt that Fanon ranks among his favorite 

Discontinuity of the Classical Tradition,” Renaissance Quarterly 45, no. 4 (Winter 1992): pp. 
808-828, which is among his first publications.

232  See footnote 46.

233  Myles Horton and Paulo Freire, We Make the Road by Walking: Conversations on Education 
and Social Change, ed. Brenda Bell, John Gaventa, and John Peters (Philadelphia: Temple 
University Press, 1990), p. 36.

234  Regardless of the relationship between these two terms, their conceptual overlap is 
undeniable and thus quite remarkable.
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interlocutors – alive or dead.235  In virtually all of his works, Fanon appears – not 

as an object to be pigeonholed into this or that discipline, but rather as a subject 

with whom to interrogate modernity and its various agents.  In The Idea of Latin 

America, for example, the text that won him the Frantz Fanon Prize in 2006, 

Mignolo “uses” Fanon to discuss colonialism, language, and the precarious future 

of the nation-state.  And if that is not enough to demonstrate a certain amount of 

influence, consider the following passage: “The imperial perspective (advanced 

and implemented by European and US men and institutions) cannot find the 

solution for the problems of the world created because of imperial designs and 

desires.  Las Casas and Marx are necessary, but far from being sufficient.  They 

should not only be complemented by [Felipe] Waman Puma [de Ayala], Fanon, 

and [Gloria] Anzaldúa; their very critical foundation should be displaced.”236  In 

other words, there is not only a place for Fanon, among others, in the 

contemporary discourse of liberation; there is a role for him to play – an 

essential, foundational role that cannot be played but for our continued 

engagement with him and his ideas.

The influence of Fanon on Latin American liberationist thinkers and 

activists is more than apparent, and this alone justifies his inclusion within the 

genealogy of the philosophy of liberation.  There is, however, another reason to 

include him: namely, convergence.  Fanon was not that familiar with Latin 

235  Walter D. Mignolo, The Darker Side of Western Modernity: Global Futures, Decolonial 
Options (Durham: Duke University Press, 2011).

236  Walter D. Mignolo, The Idea of Latin America (Malden: Blackwell Publishers, 2005), pp. 156-
157, emphasis added.
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America – and what he has to say about it is very limited237 – but there is 

nevertheless an extensive overlap in terms of his theoretical and practical work 

and the work of liberationists like Dussel, Freire, and Gutiérrez.  This overlap – 

this profound point of convergence – is basically twofold: Not only do Fanon and 

the others raise similar questions; they ultimately also provide similar answers – 

answers, it seems to me, that are deserving of serious consideration given our 

neocolonial, misanthropic times.

What are the questions that these revolutionary thinkers have raised? 

Certainly, there are more than a few of them, but all of them, in one way or 

another, relate to the question of modernity and its “underside,”238 which is to say 

that Fanon, Dussel, Freire, and Gutiérrez – to say nothing of Las Casas and other 

liberationist figures – address exploitation, oppression, and dehumanization, not 

only as the unfortunate effects of modernity, but also – and far more seriously – 

as the basic conditions for modernity.239  Conquest and colonization, according to 

these like-minded thinkers, were neither externalities (to use an economic term) 

nor unfortunate aberrations from an otherwise applaudable axiology.  To the 

contrary, they constituted the modus operandi of modernity and of Europe as the 

expanding, self-appointed hegemon of the modern world – which is why 

237  In The Wretched of the Earth, Fanon makes an explicit connection between the dictatorships 
of Latin America – to say nothing of their European and American backers – and the 
neocolonial threats facing newly independent African countries.

238  As I pointed out in footnote 38, the interrogation of modernity – when done from the 
standpoint of the oppressed – exemplifies non-ideal theory, which begins with reality and its 
many regrettable warts.

239  Of course, one of the basic principles of dependency theory is that the countries of the center 
must materially underdevelop the counties of the periphery in order to maintain their general 
standard of living.

71



liberationism as an articulation of the exploited, the oppressed, and the 

dehumanized tends to reject Europe as a model for development and/or 

civilization.  As Fanon proclaims in The Wretched:

Europe undertook the leadership of the world with ardour, cynicism 
and violence.  Look at how the shadow of her palaces stretches out even 
farther!  Every one of her movements has burst the bounds of space and 
thought.  Europe has declined all humility and all modesty; but she has 
also set her face against all solicitude and all tenderness.

She has only show herself parsimonious and niggardly where men 
are concerned; it is only men that she has killed and devoured.

So, my brothers, how is it that we do not understand that we have 
better things to do than to follow that same Europe? 

That same Europe where they were never done talking of Man, and 
where they never stopped proclaiming that they were only anxious for the 
welfare of Man: today we know with what sufferings humanity has paid for 
every one of their triumphs of the mind.240

This passage was written in 1960 – years before the discourse of liberation in 

Latin America began to find fuller expression in theology, pedagogy, and 

philosophy.  Moreover, this is from Fanon's last book, which is to say that Europe 

is similarly criticized in Black Skin, White Masks, A Dying Colonialism, and the 

posthumous Toward the African Revolution, an edited volume of “political 

essays”241 that appeared before The Wretched.  As such, it is clear that Fanon 

develops a critique of European modernity in his work – a critique that converges 

well with Gutiérrez, Freire, and Dussel – and that, strictly speaking, he actually 

does so several years before the Latin American liberationists do.

And what about answers?  It is abundantly clear that there is an important, 

240  Fanon, The Wretched, p. 251.

241  The full title of this edited volume is Toward the African Revolution: Political Essays, and it 
includes several pieces – some short, some long – that first appeared in El Moudjahid, which 
Fanon co-edited while living in Tunis. 
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genealogically significant convergence here as well – a convergence that justifies 

Fanon's inclusion within the genealogy of the philosophy of liberation even more 

than his apparent influence.  Fanon is not indistinguishable from the Latin 

American liberationists, nor are the Latin American liberationists all the same; 

major differences do exist among them.  Having said that, they do agree on some 

basic points of prescription, which is to say that their visions of liberation – of 

decolonization, of rehumanization – have much in common.  For example, they 

all agree that liberation requires sociopolitical transformation, and that our 

modern systems of exploitation, oppression, and dehumanization are intrinsically 

flawed and thus beyond reformative redemption.  Gutiérrez, Freire, and Dussel 

all make this point in one way or another, and so does Fanon.  Indeed, Fanon 

concludes Black Skin, White Masks – his first book – with a call for radical 

transformation.  “I do not,” he writes,

carry innocence to the point of believing that appeals to reason or to 
respect for human dignity can alter reality.  For the Negro who works on a 
sugar plantation in Le Robert, there is only one solution: to fight.  He will 
embark on this struggle, and he will pursue it, not as the result of a Marxist 
or idealistic analysis but quite simply because he cannot conceive of life 
otherwise than in the form of a battle against exploitation, misery, and 
hunger.242

These thinkers also agree that liberation must consist of the reconciliation of 

(unjust) hierarchical binaries, which is to say that it is not enough simply to 

replace one group of corrupt elites with another group of corrupt elites – even if 

the second group was previously oppressed.  The Latin American liberationists all 

make this point, and this – perhaps more than anything else – is what Fanon is 

242  Frantz Fanon, Black Skin, White Masks, trans. Charles Lam Markmann (New York: Grove 
Press, 1967), p. 224, emphasis added.
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up to in The Wretched of the Earth, a prescient text that explicitly warns against 

the dangers of internal neocolonialism.  “The national bourgeoisie,” he explains,

will be greatly helped on its way towards decadence by the Western 
bourgeoisies, who come to it as tourists avid for the exotic, for big game 
hunting and for casinos.  The national bourgeoisie organizes centers of rest 
and relaxation and pleasure resorts to meet the wishes of the Western 
bourgeoisie.  Such activity is given the name of tourism, and for the 
occasion will be built up as a national industry.  If proof is needed of the 
eventual transformation of certain elements of the ex-native bourgeoisie 
into the organizers of parties for their Western opposite numbers, it is 
worth having a look at what has happened in Latin America.  The casinos 
of Havana and of Mexico, the beaches of Rio, the little Brazilian and 
Mexican girls, the half-breed thirteen-year-olds, the ports of Acapulco and 
Copacabana – all these are the stigma of this deprivation of the national 
middle class.  Because it is bereft of ideas, because it lives to itself and cuts 
itself off from the people, undermined by its hereditary incapacity to think 
in terms of all the problems of the nation as seen from the point of view of 
the whole of that nation, the national middle class will have nothing better 
to do than to take on the role of manager for Western enterprise, and it 
will in practice set up its country as the brothel of Europe.243

And finally, there is an agreement among these liberationists – Gutiérrez, Freire, 

Dussel, and Fanon – such that creativity and innovation are seen as fundamental 

to the liberatory struggles of the victims of modernity.  Dussel has stressed this in 

his work – as we have already seen244 – and Fanon concludes The Wretched – the 

book that he desperately wanted to complete before dying – with an impassioned 

call to practical inventiveness.  “Let us not,” he proclaims,

pay tribute to Europe by creating states, institutions and societies which 
draw their inspiration from her.

Humanity is waiting for something other from us than such an 
imitation, which would be almost an obscene caricature.

243  Fanon, The Wretched, p. 123, emphasis added.

244  It is worth noting that the analectical moment, according to Dussel, is profoundly creative in 
that its origin cannot be found within the deterministic totality, but rather within the 
unpredictable exteriority of the peripheral human being, whose freedom cannot be 
extinguished.
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If we want to turn Africa into a new Europe, and America into a new 
Europe, then let us leave the destiny of our countries to Europeans.  They 
will know how to do it better than the most gifted among us.

But if we want humanity to advance a step farther, if we want to 
bring it up to a different level than that which Europe has shown it, then 
we must invent and we must make discoveries.

….For Europe, for ourselves and for humanity, comrades, we must 
turn over a new leaf, we must work out new concepts, and try to set afoot a 
new man.245

Sociopolitical transformation, the resolution of hierarchical binaries, and radical 

creativity – these are the major prescriptive points of the discourse of liberation, 

and it should go without saying that they are not geographically specific, that they 

are indeed applicable wherever the victims of modernity can be found.  As such, it 

is not only appropriate to expand this limited genealogy; it is historiographically 

obligatory – especially for those of us who value the project of human liberation 

more than the everyday exigencies of discursive turf.246

245  Fanon, The Wretched, pp. 254-255, emphasis added.

246  See Lewis R. Gordon, Disciplinary Decadence: Living Thought in Trying Times (Boulder: 
Paradigm Publishers, 2006).
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CHAPTER 3

ETHICS IRRESPONSIBLE:
FANON AND THE PRIMACY OF POLITICS

Malcolm X did not mince words, and this is especially true with respect to 

his critical – if not altogether devastating – analysis of white liberals.  Not unlike 

Marcus Garvey before him, Malcolm recognized that flagrant white supremacists 

are at least honest about their sociopolitical commitments, that they at least let 

black people know where they stand.247  On the other hand, he observed, white 

liberals are usually hesitant at best and hypocritical at worst; either they do not 

have the courage to challenge anti-black racism and white supremacy, or they 

simply do not want to challenge them, beneficiaries as they are.  “The white 

liberals,” he harshly declared in an October 1963 speech at UC Berkeley, “are 

nothing but political hypocrites who use [black] people as political footballs...to 

get bills passed that will increase their own power.”248

The hypocrisy of white liberals has been remarkably blatant in response to 

black articulations of self-defense, which is to say that blacks who argue that they 

have a right to defend themselves against whites have – like clockwork – been 

accused of offensive (as opposed to defensive) violence themselves.  Malcolm 
247  Garvey actually met with the Imperial Giant of the Ku Klux Klan in June 1922, apparently to 

pursue support for the Universal Negro Improvement Association (or UNIA) and its 
controversial Back to Africa program.  The meeting was widely criticized – especially by 
W.E.B. Du Bois, easily one of Garvey's toughest critics.

248  Malcolm X, “America's Gravest Crisis Since the Civil War,” in Malcolm X: The Last Speeches, 
ed. Bruce Perry (New York: Pathfinder, 1989), p. 66, emphasis added.
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spoke candidly about this subject while at UC Berkeley in an interview with 

sociologist John C. Leggett and then-student J. Herman Blake.  Having been 

asked about the Nation of Islam (or NOI) and its reputation for violence – the 

first question, not surprisingly – he asserted that black people do have a right to 

defend themselves against whites, and that white people accuse the NOI of 

violence because of their own deep-seated “guilt-complexes.”249  He then 

suggested, after a slight pause, that many whites would judge the resiting victim 

of a lynching as violent before recognizing the monstrous violence of the lynchers 

themselves.  “I only point this out,” he explained, “because the various racist 

groups that are set up in this country by whites, and who have actually practiced 

violence against blacks...are never associated, or identified, or made synonymous 

with violence.  But whites speak of Muslims almost synonymously with 

violence.”250

These remarks were not out of bounds.  After all, there has been and 

continues to be a hesitation (to put it really generously) among many whites to 

recognize the existential reality of anti-black racism and white supremacy.251  But 

is this charge of hypocrisy the beginning and the end of these words?  Or is there 

something else – some other insight – that can be gleaned from them?  I believe 

that there is something else; I believe that Malcolm not only recognized the 

249  Malcolm X, interview by John C. Leggett and J. Herman Blake, video recording, Department 
of Sociology, University of California, Berkeley, 11 October 1963, www.youtube.com/watch?
v=HgF5iPeiFSM.

250  Ibid.

251  The word “existential” means two things here: First, it means that anti-black racism and white 
supremacy exist; and second, it means that they radically affect the lived experiences of non-
white peoples around the world.
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hypocrisy of many whites with respect to black articulations of self-defense, but 

that he also recognized the profound inappropriateness of ethical appeals in 

situations where the ethical as an intersubjective domain has been militated 

against purposefully, in situations where the concrete conditions of possibility for 

the ethical have not been met.  In short, I believe that he saw white supremacy as 

a system – a system that underdevelops the ethical in order to perpetuate itself, 

in order to perpetuate white power, understood here as the sadistic exploitation, 

oppression, and dehumanization of non-white peoples around the world.

This insight – this recognition of the primacy of politics252 – appears often 

in Africana thought, so much so that any genealogy of Africana thought that did 

not address its development would be badly deficient.  And in such a genealogy, 

perhaps no thinker would stand out as much as Frantz Fanon, who advanced this 

insight with compelling words and courageous actions.253  Like Malcolm X, his 

fearless contemporary, Fanon fought for a world in which human beings could 

treat other human beings as other human beings, and this project – undeniably 

ethical in nature – ultimately led him to a broader, more radical engagement with 

politics, an engagement that commanded an ironic, teleological suspension of the 

ethical as irresponsible.254

252  See Malcolm X, “The Ballot or the Bullet,” in Malcolm X Speaks: Selected Speeches and 
Statements, ed. George Breitman (New York: Grove Weidenfeld, 1965), pp. 23-44, which is, 
among other things, an affirmation of the political – however qualified – and an analysis of 
how peo-ple of African descent ought to pursue political power.

253  This “advancement” was addressed in the biographical sketch in the introduction, most 
notably in terms of Fanon's resignation letter to the Resident Minister of Algeria.

254  It is worth noting early on that I am explicitly appealing to Søren Kierkegaard and to his 
analysis of Abraham's teleological suspension of the ethical, which is explored in Fear and 
Trembling, trans. Alastair Hannay (London: Penguin Books, 1985).  As I see it, Abraham 
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I will consider Fanon's treatment of this essential insight, beginning with 

an analysis of the conservative/reactionary privileging of ethics over politics, and 

how this privileging militates against liberatory struggles against systems of 

exploitation, oppression, and dehumanization.  I will then discuss Fanon's first 

book, Black Skin, White Masks, in which he argues that racism and colonialism 

should be understood, not from the standpoint of ontogenesis or phylogenesis, 

which focus on individual and group characteristics, respectively, but rather from 

the standpoint of sociogenesis, which focuses on the sociopolitical world and its 

effects on the individual psyche.255  From there, I will consider the work of Lisa 

Tessman, a non-ideal virtue ethicist, who explores the ethical implications of 

oppression and underdevelopment in Burdened Virtues: Virtue Ethics for 

Liberatory Struggles.256  Her work, I will argue, complements Fanon's and 

further illustrates the inappropriateness of simplistic ethical analyses in 

oppressive sociopolitical situations.  Finally, I will explain how Fanon's general 

argument is transcendental in nature, and why its normative implications are 

transformative, not merely reformative.

suspends the ethical for the religious – for God, the ultimate condition of possibility – whereas 
Fanon's suspension of the ethical is for the political – for the liberatory polis that can make the 
ethical axiologically mature.

255  Frantz Fanon, Black Skin, White Masks, trans. Charles Lam Markmann (New York: Grove 
Press, 1967).

256  Lisa Tessman, Burdened Virtues: Virtue Ethics for Liberatory Struggles (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2005).
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Privileging Ethics

Most people do not want to be villains.  They do not want to be unjust, and they 

certainly do not want to be seen – by others or by themselves – as being unjust.257 

On the other hand, many people – hopefully not most – do want to be 

sociopolitically privileged, which is to say that they want to be hierarchically 

superior, which is to say that they want to be able to exercise their wills, without 

intervention, over the world and over the other people in the world.  These two 

propositions, it seems to me, are uncontroversial, and I would suggest that the 

non-ideal realities that are the focus of liberationism – Latin American and 

Africana258 – could be framed in terms of the inevitably contradictory desires that 

are characterized in them.  What interests me – and this is what the following 

section is all about – is how these inevitably contradictory desires ultimately lead 

people who are hierarchically superior to privilege ethical analyses with respect to 

the exploited, the oppressed, and the dehumanized – the people, in other words, 

who constitute the very conditions of their superiority.  What interests me is how 

this privileging is used – deliberately, in my view, and with a theodicean logic259 – 

to distract people from the larger sociopolitical picture and to justify (sometimes 

257  Please note the qualification “most.”  It is not my intention – at least, not here – to make any 
absolute claims about moral psychology à la Socrates in Plato, Protagoras, trans. W.K.C. 
Guthrie (London: Penguin Books, 2004), 358c-b.

258  As per my argument in chapter one, I will associate with liberationism – whether 
philosophical, pedagogical, or theological – radical thinkers and activists from Latin America, 
the African diaspora, and beyond.

259  Theodicy is usually defined as an affirmation and/or vindication of divine justice, but the logic 
of theodicy, which I will say more about later in this section, is more than apparent when 
people defend unjust sociopolitical realities against accusations of injustice.
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retroactively) institutional injustice.

Of course, there are numerous examples of this ethical privileging, and it is 

likely true that all oppressive sociopolitical systems are, in one way or another, 

dependent upon it.  Consider, for example, the two oppressive systems that Aimé 

Césaire identifies (and vilifies) in Discourse on Colonialism: capitalism and 

colonialism.260  Both of these systems are oppressive in that they seriously – and 

intentionally – limit the options of the people who reside at (or near) the bottom 

of the sociopolitical hierarchy, nationally and internationally, and there has long 

been a tendency in these systems for the people at the top, the quasi-divine 

superiors, to judge the people beneath them in terms of ethical failure.261 

Wealthy people argue that poor and working people are lazy and parasitic, and 

that any accusations of social and/or political injustice are just “sour grapes.” 

Likewise, settlers argue that native peoples are shiftless and violent, and that any 

attempts to subvert the colonial order – means notwithstanding – are ethically 

260  As Césaire writes in Discourse on Colonialism, trans. Joan Pinkham (New York: Monthly 
Review Press, 2000), p. 31, “The fact is that the so-called European civilization – 'Western' 
civilization – as it has been shaped by two centuries of bourgeois rule, is incapable of solving 
the two major problems to which its existence has given rise: the problem of the proletariat 
and the colonial problem.”

261  The relationship between options and oppression is explored by Lewis R. Gordon in 
Existentia Africana: Understanding Africana Existential Thought (New York: Routledge, 
2000), pp. 86-87, in which he writes: “Where there are many options, choices can be made 
without imploding upon those who make them.  If a set of options is considered necessary for 
social well-being...then trouble begins when and where such options are not available to all 
members of the society.  In effect, such options have an impact on membership itself.  In a 
world where I only have two options, but everyone else has three, it is highly likely that my 
choices will exceed my options more quickly than would others'....Eventually, it becomes clear 
that to make more than two choices without collapsing onto myself and the way I make 
choices, I will need to expand my options.  But to do so would put me in conflict with a world 
that has only given me two options.  In effect, then, to live like everyone else places me in a 
situation of conflict.”
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unacceptable and thus deserving of merciless suppression.262  What do these 

undeniably familiar arguments have in common?  At least three things.  First, 

they are both evasive, which is to say that the people who articulate them do so 

because they do not want to address any criticisms of the larger sociopolitical 

reality.  They therefore resemble tu quoque arguments, which are fallacious by 

definition, except for the fact that tu quoque arguments implicitly concede 

imperfection – something that neither of these arguments really does.  Second, 

they are both myopic, which is to say that the people who articulate them – the 

wealthy, the settlers – are committed to limited visions of the world, that they are 

basically committed to ignorance, which serves to protect them from 

incrimination, both externally and internally.263  And third, they are both 

ethically judgmental with respect to the people who reside at (or near) the 

bottom of the sociopolitical hierarchy and thus useful as delegitimizing attacks. 

After all, if poor and working people really are lazy and parasitic, then their 

criticisms of capitalism – to the extent that they articulate them – are 

preemptively illegitimate and not worthy of serious consideration.  Likewise, if 

native peoples really are shiftless and violent, then their criticisms of colonialism 

are preemptively illegitimate – to say nothing of their attempts to subvert the 

262  I use the word “merciless” because the measures that have been taken to suppress anti-
colonial movements have been punitive as well as preventative.  From the colonial perspective, 
it is not enough to stop anti-colonial activists; they must be punished for their unethical 
actions.

263  Most people do not want to be villains, and it follows from this proposition that most people 
who are hierarchically superior would prefer not to know about the injustices that constitute 
the conditions of their superiority.  This point is explored by several different authors in Race 
and Epistemologies of Ignorance, ed. Shannon Sullivan and Nancy Tuana (Albany: State 
University of New York Press, 2007).
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colonial order.  In the end, what arguments like these do – and there are way too 

many of them to enumerate here264 – is what so many defense attorneys do to 

witnesses for the prosecution: They ruthlessly attack their character and thus 

their critical credibility.265

If the logic behind these arguments seems familiar, it is probably because 

there is another discourse – popular and similarly flawed – in which it is applied: 

the discourse of theodicy.  Of course, the discourse of theodicy is theological, not 

sociopolitical in nature.  It is about God and God's justice in a world beset – or so 

it seems266 – by evil and gratuitous suffering; it is not about this or that polis and 

whether or not it is culpable for this or that iniquitous inequity.  And what is the 

question that stimulates this discourse?  An ancient one, to be sure: Why would 

God, who is supposedly all-powerful and all-good, permit the existence of evil?  It 

seems, as any number of skeptics have pointed out, that if God actually had these 

remarkable qualities, then the world – our world, the world that was supposedly 

created for us – would not be so profoundly flawed, would not be so beset by evil 

and gratuitous suffering.267  This is the problem of evil – a problem that is at once 

264  Arguments like these are widespread – such is my existential claim – and variations of them 
abound wherever human beings are exploited, oppressed, and dehumanized.  As such, they 
underlie many – hopefully not most – of our political discourses.

265  The classic example of this approach in the legal setting is what so many defense attorneys do 
to women who have accused their clients of rape.  Time and again, they accuse them of being 
in the wrong, of wearing sexually suggestive clothing, of sending mixed signals.  Of course, 
there is a name for this approach: blaming the victim.

266  One approach to theodicy – the Augustinian approach – is to deny that evil exists at all and to 
claim that what we perceive as evil as limited human beings in the world is not evil, but rather 
a privation of goodness.

267  As J. L. Mackie writes in “Evil and Omnipotence,” Mind 64, no. 254 (April 1955): p. 200: “In 
its simplest form the problem is this: God is omnipotent; God is wholly good; and yet evil 
exists.  There seems to be some contradiction between these propositions, so that if any two of 
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theological, philosophical, and existential268 – and theodicy, broadly conceived, is 

the theoretical project of “solving” it.

There are many different approaches to theodicy, some of which are 

definitely more sophisticated than others, but they all have one thing in common: 

They refuse to reject the perfection of God, which is to say that they refuse to 

reject the omnipotence and omnibenevolence of God – the qualities that the 

problem of evil has long cast doubt upon.  Rejecting either of these basic qualities 

would technically “solve” the problem of evil, but such an approach would 

ultimately constitute a Pyrrhic victory.269  God would be saved, in other words, 

but seriously disabled – an unacceptable outcome for the traditional theist, who 

is unable to see God as a being than which something greater could be thought.270 

And because these qualities are non-negotiable, the traditional theist has to 

utilize theodicy, has to deny (or somehow explain away) the existence of evil and 

gratuitous suffering.271  For him, it seems, there is simply no other choice.

them were true the third would be false.  But at the same time all three are essential parts of 
most theological positions: the theologian, it seems, at once must adhere and cannot 
consistently adhere to all three.” 

268  The problem of evil is “existential” in that it arises for ordinary people of faith – believers who 
are neither theologians nor philosophers – out of their own lived experiences, out of their own 
pain and suffering.

269  The logic here is fairly straightforward.  If God is all-powerful but not all-good, then He would 
not be obligated (or expected) to eradicate worldly evil.  On the other hand, if God is all-good 
but not all-powerful, then God would not be able to eradicate worldly evil, however much He 
would want to do so.  These are “solutions” to the problem of evil, but they are theologically 
unacceptable – if not downright offensive – to the traditional theist.

270  Anselm of Canterbury, the originator of the ontological argument for the existence of God, 
defines God as a being “than which nothing greater can be thought” in the Proslogion: With 
the Replies of Gaunilo and Anselm, trans. Thomas Williams (Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing 
Company, 2001), p. 7.

271  Of course, the most famous theodicy was developed by Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz, who actu-
ally coined the word, in Theodicy: Essays on the Goodness of God, the Freedom of Man, and 
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The problem with this “solution” to the problem of evil, however, is that it 

generally leads to a kind of sadomasochism – a sadomasochism characterized by 

evasiveness, myopia, and inappropriate ethical judgments.272  The traditional 

theist – against his own senses, empathic as well as physical – has to dismiss the 

suffering of others and his own suffering; he has to believe with all of his heart 

that nothing is wrong, which can, not surprisingly, make him somewhat 

heartless.  As Dorothee Sölle, a German theologian of liberation, explains:

What kind of people must those be whose highest being sees his honor in 
practicing retaliation in a ratio of one to 100?  Why, in such a theology,
should Jesus suffer “at God's hands”?  Did the victims at Auschwitz die at
God's hands, and not because of Cyclone Beta, which the IG-Farben 
Company manufactured for a few cents a dose?  Was he on the side of the 
executioner – or still on the side of the dying?  When you look at human 
suffering concretely you destroy all innocence, all neutrality, every attempt 
to say, “It wasn't I; there was nothing I could do; I didn't know.”  In the 
face of suffering you are either with the victim or with the executioner – 
there is no other option.  Therefore that explanation of suffering that looks 
away from the victim and identifies itself with a righteousness that is 
supposed to stand behind the suffering has already taken a step in the 
direction of theological sadism, which wants to understand God as the 
torturer.273

According to Sölle, there is something seriously wrong with theodicy inasmuch as 

it forces the traditional theist to “look away from the victim,” inasmuch as it 

forces him to suppress his natural empathy and to dismiss the suffering of his 

fellow human beings.  My contention – and I suspect that Sölle would agree – is 

that the same exact thing happens when the perfection of the polis – as opposed 

the Origin of Evil, trans. E. M. Huggard (Chicago: Open Court, 1985).  According to him, this 
is “the best of all possible worlds,” even if our limited imaginations suggest otherwise.

272 “Sadomasochism” here refers to an orientation that some human beings take toward other 
human beings – an orientation that is characterized primarily by dehumanization.

273 Dorothee Sölle, Suffering, trans. Everett R. Kalin (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1975), p. 32, 
emphasis added.
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to God – is challenged by the people who reside at (or near) the bottom of the 

sociopolitical hierarchy; my contention is that there is a discourse, parallel to 

theodicy, in which ethics – practical and theoretical274 – functions as an 

instrument of oppression.  And how?  By blaming the exploited, the oppressed, 

and the dehumanized for their wretched circumstances – not unlike the 

traditional theist who apathetically asserts that “evil” is really just punishment for 

sin.

This parallel discourse is nothing new – it has existed for centuries275 – but 

there are two (relatively) recent events that have strengthened it, that have given 

it more discursive inertia.  The first is the collapse of communism – actualized so 

dramatically by the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989 – and the triumph of capitalism 

and political liberalism, broadly conceived.  This event has led many people to 

believe that History (with a capital “h”) has chosen capitalism and political 

liberalism, and that their alternatives should be viewed as unfit, anachronistic 

species.   On this view, politics as an axiological project with any number of 

“living options” (to borrow a term from William James) is done; History had a 

telos, and its telos has been revealed to us as an unstoppable, Leviathan-like 

amalgam of capitalism and political liberalism.  Such is the basic thesis of Francis 

Fukuyama in The End of History and the Last Man, an influential text that has 

274  This privileging takes place at the level of ethical theory, in which sociopolitical conditions are 
dismissed, and at the level of practical (or applied) ethics, in which “solutions” to human 
problems are reduced to the local, are reduced to the individual.  Is there an overlap here with 
Fanon and his criticism of phylogenic and ontogenic analyses?  Absolutely, and I will address 
it in the next section.

275  What is Aristotle's defense of slavery, which I mentioned in chapter one, if not an attempt to 
justify institutional oppression?  What is the divine right of kings if not an attempt to deflect 
criticism from the semi-sacred, semi-secular polis?
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profoundly shaped contemporary political thought.  “At the end of history,” he 

writes,

there are no serious ideological competitors left to liberal democracy.  In 
the past, people rejected liberal democracy because they believed that it 
was inferior to monarchy, aristocracy, theocracy, fascism, communist 
totalitarianism, or whatever ideology they happened to believe in.  But now
...there appears to be a general consensus that accepts liberal democracy's 
claim to be the most rational form of government, the state that realizes
most fully either rational desire or rational recognition.276

And what follows from this?  Nothing less than sociopolitical fatalism – the 

crippling belief that there is nothing left to “discover” in politics, that there is 

nothing left in politics to “invent.”  And speaking of “inventions,” it is worth 

noting the remarkable similarity between this belief – now so widespread – and 

the ridiculous belief that is usually associated with Charles Holland Duell, who, as 

commissioner of the U.S. Patent and Trademark Office in 1899, supposedly said 

that “everything that can be invented has been invented.”277  That assertion, 

retrospectively the butt of many jokes, was stunningly short-sighted, and I would 

argue that the belief that we, as human beings, have exhausted our political 

possibilities is just as shortsighted and more than a little dangerous.

The second event that has strengthened this quasi-theodicean discourse is 

the rise of postmodernism, which has promoted an excessively skeptical attitude 

toward potentially liberatory categories – among them, the human being278 – and 

276  Francis Fukuyama, The End of History and the Last Man (New York: Free Press, 2006), p. 
211.

277  See Samuel Sass, “A Patently False Patent Myth,” Skeptical Inquirer 13 (spring 1989): pp. 
310-313, in which Charles Holland Duell is found innocent of this infamous gaffe.

278  This unfortunate development was briefly addressed in the introduction, and I referred to it as 
“theoretical misanthropy.”
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ethicopolitical projects in general.  Unlike the collapse of communism, which has 

led many people to regard capitalism and political liberalism as the inevitable and 

invincible tela of human history, the rise of postmodernism has led many (other) 

people to regard the political as an intersubjective domain with suspicion, and to 

reduce human problems to the local, to the individual – even if the problems are, 

by their very nature, best suited for sociogenetic analysis.  As Lewis Gordon 

explains in Her Majesty's Other Children: Sketches of Racism from a 

Neocolonial Age:

That is because the political skepticism that undergirds some of these 
writers has a negative impact on the very notion of political strategizing.  
They [the postmodernists] attack strategy as grand, teleological, and 
totalizing because it's a future-oriented activity.  What they prefer are 
forms of primarily linguistic tactics, which, for postmodernists of the 
hermeneutical, textual, or deconstructive vein, amount to rummaging 
through the refuse of political artifacts through a glorification and 
centering on “writing,” “reading,” and aesthetic “play.”  Thus, without 
strategy, liberation itself becomes subordinated, and praxis, being [a] 
fundamentally liberating activity, dies.279

Not surprisingly, this critique of political thought, broadly conceived, and 

liberatory thought, more specifically, has led to the privileging of the ethical as an 

intersubjective domain – at least, to the extent that any normative, axiological 

thought has been permitted at all.280  This domain, by and large, is about the 

individual, his or her choices, and his or her responsibility for those choices.  It is 

not about the larger sociopolitical world; it is not about the external and systemic 

279  Lewis R. Gordon, Her Majesty's Other Children: Sketches of Racism from a Neocolonial Age 
(Lanham: Rowman & Littlefield, 1997), p. 94, emphasis added.

280  This privileging is apparent in many – hopefully not most – philosophy departments. 
Consider the plethora of ethics courses that are offered in so many colleges and universities 
and the relative dearth of courses in political philosophy and/or political theory.
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determinants of life options.281  As Alex Callinicos writes, criticizing Michel 

Foucault:

Foucault...asks why “everyone's life couldn't become a work of art?”  The 
answer, of course, is that most people's lives are still...shaped by their lack 
of access to productive resources and their consequent need to sell their 
labour-power in order to live.  To invite a hospital porter in Birmingham, a 
car-worker in Sao Paolo, a social security clerk in Chicago, a street child in 
Bombay to make a work of art of their lives would be an insult – unless 
linked to precisely the kind of strategy for global social change which... 
poststructuralism rejects.282

Notwithstanding the not insignificant differences between poststructuralism and 

postmodernism – poststructuralists do not necessarily reject modernity full stop, 

for example – it is clear that the criticism that Callinicos levels against Foucault, 

the archetypal poststructuralist, also applies to most postmodernists, whose 

aversion to metanarratives, binaries, and “political strategizing” precludes the 

kind of liberatory work that Fanon was committed to, the kind of work that I am 

hoping to contribute to with this work, however imperfect.

In conclusion, it is my contention: (1) that there is a privileging of the 

ethical as an intersubjective domain over and above the political, and that this 

privileging is used to distract people from the larger sociopolitical picture and to 

justify ongoing institutional injustice; (2) that this privileging of the ethical 

resembles theodicy, and that it leads to a kind of sadomasochism – a 

sadomasochism characterized by evasiveness, myopia, and inappropriate ethical 

judgments; and (3) that this unfortunate privileging has been exacerbated – 

281  See footnote 15.

282  Alex Callinicos, Against Postmodernism: A Marxist Critique (New York: St. Martin's Press, 
1990), pp. 90-91, quoted in Gordon, Her Majesty's Other Children, p. 95, emphasis added.
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ironically so – by the fall of communism, on the one hand, and the rise of 

postmodernism, on the other hand.  In the following sections, I will reject this 

privileging of the ethical as irresponsible, and I will argue – with and through 

Fanon – that the political as an intersubjective domain is essential to those of us 

who worry about our neocolonial, misanthropic times, to those of us who are 

committed to the urgent project of human liberation.

From Ontogenesis to Sociogenesis

“In the course of this essay,” Fanon writes in the dramatic introduction to his first 

book, Black Skin, White Masks, “we shall observe the development of an effort to 

understand the black-white relation.”283  This is an extremely important sentence 

– and perhaps the closest thing to a thesis statement that appears in the (at 

times) poetically dense text.284  What does it mean?  How should it inform our 

understanding of Black Skin?  Let us begin with the obvious: Fanon is not saying 

that “we shall observe the development of...the black-white relation” in some 

historical and/or genealogical sense; he is not committing himself to explaining 

the objective emergence of racism and colonialism in the modern world – not 

that he would have any problems with such an intellectual endeavor.285  Rather, 

283  Fanon, Black Skin, p. 9.

284  The stylistic influence of Césaire is more than apparent in Black Skin, White Masks, which is 
hardly surprising.  After all, as Nigel C. Gibson explains in Fanon: The Postcolonial  
Imagination (Malden: Polity Press, 2003), p. 54: “It is Césaire who provides Fanon with the 
most powerful expressions of lived experience of the racist dehumanization and the grinding 
poverty of the colonies.”

285  Fanon is not uninterested in the past, but his approach to liberatory praxis is future-oriented 
and highly critical of approaches that are beholden to the values and institutions of the past, 
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he is saying that “we shall observe the development of an effort to understand 

the black-white relation,” which is a decidedly different project – and one that 

clearly privileges subjectivity over objectivity, methodologically speaking.286 

Fundamentally, then, Black Skin is about “the development of an effort to 

understand the black-white relation.”  But whose effort?  In the text itself, who 

exactly is trying “to understand the black-white relation”?  Is it Fanon the hell-

dweller, whose agonizing attempts to overcome anti-black racism inform the 

semi-autobiographical text?287  Or is it Fanon the author, who guides us, as 

readers, through the turbulent text, through the black's “effort to understand the 

black-white relation”?  In “Through the Zone of Non-Being: A Reading of Black 

Skin, White Masks in Celebration of Fanon's Eightieth Birthday,” Lewis Gordon 

explores these questions and explicitly appeals to the mythopoetics of Dante 

Alighieri's Inferno in answering them.  “The connection,” he writes,

with Dante's mythopoetic vision of church doctrine raises the question...of 
Fanon's role in the text.  Is Fanon Dante the seeker threatened by sin (the 
“fire” he brought to truth) or Virgil the (“cooled”) guide from Limbo?  Or is 
he both?  The social world is such that it is not simply a formal mediation 
of phylogeny and ontogeny.  It also offers the content, the aesthetics, the 
“lived” dimensions of mediation.  Fanon our guide, then, plans to take us 
through the layers of mediation offered to the black.  As such, he functions 
as Virgil, guiding us through a world that many of us, being “imbeciles,” 

regardless of their liberatory potential.

286  As I explained in the introduction, Fanon first presented “An Essay on the Disalienation of the 
Black” (the original title of Black Skin, White Masks) as his medical thesis, only to have it 
rejected on account of its subjective grounding and methodological flexibility.

287  As Fanon declares in Black Skin, p. 8: “There is a zone of nonbeing, an extraordinarily sterile 
and arid region, an utterly naked declivity where an authentic upheaval can be born.  In most 
cases, the black man lacks the advantage of being able to accomplish this descent into a real 
hell.”
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need but often refuse to see.288

Who is Fanon, then?  First and foremost, he is the author, our guide, our “cooled” 

Virgil; he is a black man in an anti-black world – an anti-black hell – who finally 

finds himself able to articulate some important truths – without fervor, “without 

being burned.”289  He is influenced by his own journey, which is more than 

apparent in the fifth chapter, in which he critically (and woefully) assesses the 

promise of négritude, but his primary role is to evaluate – from an existential 

distance –the unsatisfactory “layers of mediation offered to the black,” and to 

advance a sociogenetic, politically potent analysis of the “black-white relation” in 

the Antillean world under colonial rule.290

Of course, to affirm the superiority of a sociogenetic analysis is 

simultaneously to expose the extreme flaws of the other “layers of mediation 

offered to the black.”  It is, therefore, not surprising that Black Skin is a text of 

failures, and that its method – to the limited extent that Fanon is committed to a 

method291 – is explicitly described in terms of failures.  “If there can be no 

discussion,” he says in “Chapter One: The Negro and Language,” “on the 

288  Lewis R. Gordon, “Through the Zone of Nonbeing: A Reading of Black Skin, White Masks in 
Celebration of Fanon's Eightieth Birthday,” The CLR James Journal 11, no. 1 (Summer 2005): 
p. 4, emphasis added.

289  Fanon, Black Skin, p. 9.

290  “Chapter Five: The Fact of Blackness” is probably the most autobiographical chapter in Black 
Skin, White Masks and definitely the most frequently anthologized, which has undoubtedly 
contributed to the belief that Black Skin is primarily an autobiographical text.

291  Fanon (to borrow a term from Lewis R. Gordon) does not engage in “disciplinary decadence,” 
which is to say that he does not believe that any one methodological approach can produce a 
comprehensive understanding of the human world.  Outing himself as a disciplinary “heretic” 
of sorts, he writes in Black Skin, p. 12: “It is good form to introduce a work in psychology with 
a statement of its methodological point of view.  I shall be derelict.  I leave methods to the 
botanists and the mathematicians.  There is a point at which methods devour themselves.”
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philosophical level – that is, the plane of the basic needs of human reality – I am 

willing to work on the psychoanalytical level – in other words, the level of the 

'failures,' in the sense in which one speaks of engine failures.”292  And what is the 

cause of these failures?  According to Fanon, the problem is the privileging of 

ontogenetic and phylogenetic analyses of the alienated black experience – the 

experience, in other words, of the black person who has internalized anti-black 

racism, and who consequently looks to white people for recognition.293  “It will be 

seen,” he writes, “that the black man's alienation is not an individual question. 

Beside phylogeny and ontogeny stands sociogeny.  In one sense, conforming to 

the view of [Maurice] Leconte and [Alfred] Damey, let us say that this is a 

question of a sociodiagnostic.”294

The first “layer of mediation” that Fanon considers – and exposes – is 

language, which, by way of Paul Valéry, is characterized in Black Skin, White 

Masks as “the god gone astray in the flesh.”295  On this view, language is not 

merely a utilitarian phenomenon, not merely an attempt by advanced primates to 

communicate basic information.  Rather, it is a world-creating phenomenon, a 

phenomenon that establishes boundaries – cosmological/metaphysical as well as 

sociopolitical.  “To speak,” Fanon explains, “means to be in a position to use a 

292  Fanon, Black Skin, p. 23.

293  Not all black people are alienated in this way.  As Fanon points out in Black Skin, p. 12, “Many 
Negroes will not find themselves in what follows....This book is a clinical study.  Those who 
recognize themselves in it, I think, will have made a step forward.  I seriously hope to persuade 
my brother, whether black or white, to tear off with all of his strength the shameful livery put 
together by centuries of incomprehension.”

294  Fanon, Black Skin, p. 11, emphasis added.

295  Paul Valéry, Charmes (Paris: Gallimard, 1952), quoted in Fanon, Black Skin, p. 18.
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certain syntax, to grasp the morphology of this or that language, but it means 

above all to assume a culture, to support the weight of a civilization.”296  Given the 

exclusionary nature of colonialism and white supremacy – to say nothing of the 

human desire to belong and to be recognized – it is not uncommon, according to 

Fanon, for alienated blacks to master language and, by extension, culture in an 

attempt to gain white recognition, in an attempt to demonstrate their basic 

worthiness.  “It must be understood,” he writes, “that the Negro wants to speak 

French because it is the key that can open doors which were still barred to him 

fifty years ago.  In the Antilles Negro...we find a quest for subtleties, for 

refinements of language – so many further means of proving to himself that he 

has measured up to the culture.”297

Unfortunately, according to Fanon, these attempts – neurotic attempts, in 

his view298 – are bound to fail, and for at least two reasons.  First, 

notwithstanding the existence of non-racist whites, there is “outside university 

circles...an army of fools,”299 racist whites who are offended and threatened by 

“cultured” blacks, who regard “cultured” blacks as uppity and dangerous.  “Yes,” 

he says,

the black man is supposed to be a good nigger; once this has been laid 
down, the rest follows of itself.  To make him talk pidgin is to fasten him to 
the effigy of him, to snare him, to imprison him, the eternal victim of an 
essence, of an appearance for which he is not responsible.  And naturally, 

296  Fanon, Black Skin, pp. 17-18.

297  Ibid., pp. 38-39.

298  Ibid., p. 12.

299  Ibid., p. 35.
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just as a Jew who spends money without thinking about it is suspect, a 
black man who quotes Montesquieu had better be watched.  Please 
understand me: watched in the sense that he is starting something.300

The mastery of language, then, is not a magic bullet, is not a solution to the 

problem of black alienation – the basic problem that animates Black Skin as a 

text.  To the contrary, it exacerbates the problem inasmuch as ordinary whites in 

an anti-black world cannot allow themselves to recognize the linguistic equality of 

ordinary – to say nothing of extraordinary – blacks.  In their upside-down world, 

such blacks are even more suspect, especially the ones whose linguistic and/or 

cultural proficiencies objectively demand deference.301  The second reason why 

this “layer of mediation” fails is less consequentialist, having nothing to do with 

the negative response of whites to the presence of “cultured” blacks and 

everything to do with the exploitative, oppressive, and dehumanizing 

sociopolitical reality that prompts (some) alienated blacks to master language in 

an attempt to gain white recognition.  There is, quite simply, in this approach an 

unfortunate – and ironic – reinscription of the very power relationship that is its 

intended target.  When a black person masters language in an attempt to gain 

white recognition, he or she wants approval, wants legitimacy.  But doing so 

presupposes that the white arbiters are already legitimate, that they are not in 

need of approval; doing so presupposes the humanity of whites and the 

fundamental inferiority of blacks.  As Gordon explains: “The black finds no 

300  Ibid.

301  As Fanon writes in Black Skin, p. 35: “When a Negro talks of Marx, the first reaction is always 
the same: 'We have brought you up to our level and now you turn against your benefactors. 
Ingrates!  Obviously, nothing can be expected from you.'  And then too there is that bludgeon 
argument of the plantation-owner in Africa: Our enemy is the teacher.”

95



direction that offers solitude here.  Colored discourses represent a 'lowering.'  To 

demand whites to speak to blacks with that discourse signifies condescension.  To 

speak to whites in their language represents usurpation.”302  What is necessary, 

therefore, according to Fanon, is not any mastering of language – although there 

is nothing wrong with linguistic and/or cultural proficiency (or excellence) in and 

of itself – but rather a critical inquiry into the racist circumstances that prompt 

(many) alienated blacks to want to prove themselves to whites in this particular 

way.

The second “layer of mediation” that Fanon considers is the erotic, and he 

actually dedicates two chapters to the complexities of this approach to black 

disalienation.303  The first chapter, “The Woman of Color and the White Man,” is 

about Mayotte Capécia, the author of Je suis Martiniquaise (or I Am a 

Martinican Woman) and La nègresse blanche (or The White Negress); the 

second chapter, “The Man of Color and the White Woman,” is about Jean 

Veneuse, the black protagonist in René Maran's novel Un homme pareil aux 

autres (or A Man Like Any Other).  In both of these chapters – chapters two and 

three, respectively – Fanon addresses those alienated blacks who attempt to gain 

white recognition by pursuing erotic love from whites – a neurotic phenomenon 

of which he is extremely critical.304  Capécia and Veneuse, because they have both 

internalized the anti-black racism of their surroundings, pursue white love – not 
302  Gordon, “Through the Zone of Nonbeing,” p. 8.

303  Recall that the original title of Black Skin, White Masks was “An Essay on the Disalienation of 
the Black.”

304  See T. Denean Sharpley-Whiting, Frantz Fanon: Conflicts and Feminisms (Lanham: Rowman 
& Littlefield, 1998), pp. 31-52.
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because they want to be loved as human beings who are also black, but because 

they want to be loved as whites.  As Fanon writes, describing Capécia:

Mayotte loves a white man to whom she submits in everything.  He is her 
lord.  She asks nothing, demands nothing, except a bit of whiteness in her 
life.  When she tries to determine in her own mind whether the man is 
handsome or ugly, she writes, “All I know is that he had blue eyes, blond 
hair, and a light skin, and that I loved him.”  It is not difficult to see that a 
rearrangement of these elements in their proper hierarchy would produce 
something of this order: “I loved him because he had blue eyes, blond hair, 
and a light skin.”305

“What Mayotte wants,” he explains later in the chapter,

is a kind of lactification.  For, in a word, the race must be whitened; every 
woman in Martinique knows this, says it, repeats it.  Whiten the race, save
the race, but not in the sense that one might think: not “preserve the 
uniqueness of that part of the world in which they grew up,” but make sure 
that it will be white.306

Not surprisingly, this “layer of mediation” – so obviously animated by self-hatred 

and an apparently unquestionable normative whiteness307 – disgusts Fanon, who 

explicitly calls it a “poison.”308  It is, after all, not enough for Capécia to be loved 

by a white man; she needs to be loved by a white man who hates black people. 

And why?  Because if such a man loves her, then she must not be black – she 

must be white, which is her ontological as well as her sociopolitical goal.  “To be 

sure,” T. Denean Sharpley-Whiting concludes in Frantz Fanon: Conflicts and 

Feminisms, “there is something saddening about Capécia's resignation.  While 

305  Fanon, Black Skin, pp. 42-43, emphasis added.

306  Ibid., 47, emphasis added.

307  “Normative whiteness” is axiological racism, and its basic thesis is both simple and 
dangerous: Whiteness ought to be.  It is one thing to recognize that whiteness exists; it is 
another thing entirely to affirm whiteness as an affirmative, normative value.

308  Fanon, Black Skin, p. 62.
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Fanon may have been 'relentless' in his critique of [her] desire to marry a white 

man, Capécia is equally relentless in her blackphobia, her self-hatred....[This] is 

'unhealthy behavior' par excellence.”309

Veneuse is similarly damaged – so much so that he cannot accept the love 

of Andrée Marielle, the white woman whom he wants to marry.  He loves her, and 

she loves him, but that is not enough for him; their racially transgressive 

relationship needs to be “authorized”310 by a proper arbiter.  And because 

Marielle cannot play that role – patriarchy precludes it, after all – Veneuse is 

compelled to ask her (white) brother for permission – permission to be with her, 

permission to marry her.  “Above all,” Fanon writes, “he wants to prove to the 

others that he is a man, their equal.  But let us not be misled: Jean Veneuse is the 

man who has to be convinced.  It is in the roots of his soul, as complicated as that 

of any European, that the doubt persists.”311  Interestingly – and somewhat 

surprisingly – Veneuse gets the “authorization” that he wants, but not because 

Marielle's brother accepts him as a black man, not because Marielle's brother is 

in any way “colorblind.”  As Fanon explains, having presented the utterly 

condescending response that Veneuse receives from him: “When the question is 

put directly...the white man agrees to give his sister to the black – but on one 

condition: You have nothing in common with real Negroes.  You are not black, 

309  Sharpley-Whiting, Frantz Fanon, p. 41.

310  Fanon, Black Skin, p. 68.

311  Ibid., p. 66, emphasis added.
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you are 'extremely brown.'”312  Veneuse can propose to Marielle, in other words, 

but only – like Capécia313 – as a black person who hates black people, who 

completely renounces black people.  And what follows from this?  Quite simply, 

that the pursuit of erotic love from whites as an approach to black disalienation is 

bound to fail.314

The third “layer of mediation” that Fanon considers is the central thesis of 

Octave Mannoni's controversial – and thoroughly phylogenetic – book Prospero 

and Caliban: The Psychology of Colonization.315  According to Mannoni, a 

French ethnologist and Lacanian psychoanalyst who spent more than twenty 

years living and working in Madagascar, colonialism should be understood 

primarily in terms of the psychological complexes – contrary but nevertheless 

complementary316 – of the European colonizer and the African native.  The 

European, he maintains, has an “inferiority complex” that leads him to dominate 

others in an attempt to compensate; alternatively, he continues, the African – in 

312  Ibid., p. 69.

313  As Gordon thoroughly explains in “Through the Zone of Nonbeing,” p. 20: “And there we have 
it: An alienated black man who has joined alienated black women in search of words of 
whiteness from the same source – the white man – words that affirm them as most desirable, 
as desired desire, as, in similar kind, Snow White's stepmother's mirror was prodded to affirm 
for her.  Yet in both classical and Lacanian psychoanalyses, there is a distinction between what 
a woman wants and what a man wants.  The 'unhealthy' dimension raised by race is that the 
distinction disintegrates.  The black antiblack woman and the black antiblack man collapse 
into the same.  Their desires mark the limitations on their flight in the world of intimacy.” 

314  This is not to say that Fanon rejects the possibility of “healthy” interracial relationships.  After 
all, Black Skin is about the alienated black person and his or her attempts to gain white 
recognition, and certainly not all black people are thusly alienated – nor are all white people 
erotically disabled by the antiblack racism that surrounds them.

315  O. Mannoni, Prospero and Caliban: The Psychology of Colonization (New York: Praeger, 
1964).

316  Hussein Abdilahi Bulhan, Frantz Fanon and the Psychology of Oppression (New York: 
Plenum Press, 1985), p. 92.
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this case, the Malagasy – has a “dependency complex” that leads him to welcome 

colonial domination.317  “The central idea,” Mannoni writes, “is that the 

confrontation of 'civilized' and 'primitive' men creates a special situation – the 

colonial situation – and brings about the emergence of a mass of illusions and 

misunderstandings that only a psychological analysis can place and define.”318 

And where does this “dependency complex” come from?  The answer is clear (and 

more than a little disconcerting): “The fact that when an adult Malagasy is 

isolated he can become susceptible to the classical type of inferiority complex 

proves almost beyond a doubt that...the complex was latent in him from 

childhood.”319  As such, according to Mannoni, the phenomenon of black 

alienation is less a product of exploitation, oppression, and dehumanization – to 

say nothing of the language of violence used by colonizers to ensure their 

sociopolitical place – and more a product of an essential psychological need on 

the part of Africans to be dominated.  As he concludes, “Not all peoples can be 

colonized; only those who experience this need.”320

Not surprisingly, Fanon rejects this analysis of colonial racism – an 

analysis that is profoundly theodicean – and he does so for at least three reasons. 

First, it is premised upon the (ridiculously generous) assumption that Europe – 

in this case, France – is not particularly racist, the assumption that racism – its 

317  Ibid.

318  Mannoni, Prospero and Caliban, p. 40, quoted in Fanon, Black Skin, p. 85, emphasis added 
by Fanon.

319  Mannoni, Prospero and Caliban, p. 40, quoted in Fanon, Black Skin, p. 84.

320  Mannoni, Prospero and Caliban, pp. 85-86, quoted in Fanon, Black Skin, pp. 98-99, 
emphasis added.
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many institutional forms notwithstanding – is just an unfortunate aberration 

from an otherwise applaudable axiology.  Like the traditional theist who refuses 

to question God, Mannoni is a true believer who refuses to question the 

teleological legitimacy of Europe.  “Yes,” Fanon declares, echoing Aimé Césaire, 

“European civilization and its best representatives are responsible for colonial 

racism.”321  Second, the analysis of Mannoni is inappropriately inverted and thus 

confuses the effects of colonialism for the causes of colonialism, which is to say 

that it blames the victims of colonialism as opposed to the colonizers 

themselves.322  “Why,” Fanon inquires,

does he try to make the inferiority complex something that antedates 
colonization?  Here one perceives the mechanism of explanation that, in 
psychiatry, would give us this: There are latent forms of psychosis that 
become overt as the result of a traumatic experience.  Or, in somatic 
medicine, this: The appearance of varicose veins in a patient does not arise 
out of him being compelled to spend ten hours a day on his feet, but rather 
out of the constitutional weakness of his vein walls; his working conditions 
are only a complicating factor.  And the insurance compensation expert to 
whom the case is submitted will find the responsibility of the employer 
extremely limited.323

Explanations like these are undeniably flawed, as Mannoni would perhaps readily 

agree.  Nevertheless, the central thesis of Prospero and Caliban – the 

“dependency complex” thesis – epitomizes this flawed logic and exposes 

Mannoni as somebody who could not effectively “feel himself into the despair of 

the man of color confronting the white man.”324  And third, although Fanon 
321  Fanon, Black Skin, p. 90, emphasis added.

322  Recall what Malcolm X says about liberals and lynching, which I briefly discussed in the 
introduction to this chapter.

323  Fanon, Black Skin, p. 85, emphasis added.

324  Ibid., p. 86.
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affirms psychoanalysis as an approach to understanding the “layers of mediation 

offered to the black,” he rejects the analysis of Mannoni because it does not 

sufficiently address the socio-political world and its deleterious effects on the 

individual psyche.  Prospero and Caliban, according to Fanon, is an attempt to 

explain – if not legitimize – the colonial world in terms of classical 

psychoanalytical categories, but who is to say that these categories are even 

relevant?  “Here,” as Gordon explains,

the symbolic is not psychoanalytical but colonial.  Instead of black bulls 
and rifles that appear in the dreams of Malagasy children representing the 
phallus of classical, or even Lacanian, psychoanalysis, they stand, instead, 
as signifiers of real encounters with colonial violence.  They are the images 
of the Black Senegalese soldiers used to maintain the colonial order in 
Madagascar.325

Mannoni thus fails to understand the colonial world – the world that surrounded 

him for more than twenty years.326  And why?  Because he chooses to “lose sight 

of the real,”327 because he chooses to downplay the exploitation, oppression, and 

dehumanization that characterize – indeed, that constitute – the colonial world. 

As Fanon aptly concludes, rearticulating an earlier point, “One must concede that 

in some circumstances the socius is more important than the individual.”328

The fourth “layer of mediation” that Fanon considers is négritude, which is 

sympathetically analyzed in “Chapter Five: The Fact of Blackness,” a chapter that 

has been reprinted numerous times in anthologies, a chapter that has received an 
325  Gordon, “Through the Zone of Nonbeing,” p. 22.

326  To be sure, one of the lessons here is that neither familiarity nor proximity guarantee a sound 
analysis – especially when hierarchical superiority is an analytic priority.

327  Fanon, Black Skin, p. 83.

328  Ibid., pp. 104-105.
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enormous amount of attention in the secondary literature.329  Unlike the other 

approaches to black disalienation – from language to erotic love – this “layer of 

mediation” rejects anti-black racism and white supremacy in an impassioned 

retreat into blackness.  It does not renounce blackness and black people; it 

affirms them and their singular uniqueness.  As Fanon explains, having quoted at 

length from Léopold Senghor, the Senegalese co-founder of the négritude 

movement:

I had rationalized the world and the world had rejected me on the basis of 
color prejudice.  Since no agreement was possible on the level of reason, I 
threw myself back toward unreason.  It was up to the white man to be 
more irrational than I.  Out of the necessities of my struggle I had chosen 
the method of regression, but the fact remained that it was an unfamiliar 
weapon; here I am at home; I am made of the irrational; I wade in the 
irrational.  Up to the neck in the irrational.  And how my voice vibrates!330

Fanon cannot reason with reason, for, in an anti-black world, reason is white and 

thus unreasonable.331  That is why, in “Chapter One: The Negro and Language,” 

he dismisses the mastery of language as an approach to disalienation; that is why 

he now describes his fruitless engagements with reason as an absurd cat and 

mouse game.  “When I was present,” he recalls, “it [reason] was not; when it was 

there, I was no longer.”332  What, then, does négritude represent for Fanon? 

329  The popularity of this chapter has almost certainly contributed to the widespread belief that 
Black Skin, White Masks is primarily an autobiographical text, which it is not – its 
autobiographical elements notwithstanding.

330  Fanon, Black Skin, p. 123.

331  As Fanon writes in Black Skin, p. 120, emphasis added: “In the abstract there was agreement: 
The Negro is a human being.  That is to say, amended the less firmly convinced, that like us he 
has his heart on the left side.  But on certain points the white man remains intractable.  Under 
no conditions did he wish any intimacy between the races.”

332  Ibid., pp. 119-120.
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Nothing less than a repudiation of whiteness as an axiology, nothing less than a 

repudiation of the “white way” of experiencing and valuing the world.333  “Yes,” he 

declares, embracing a conception of blackness that strongly resembles the 

negrophobic image of so many whites, “we are – we Negroes – backward, simple, 

free in our behavior.  That is because for us the body is not something opposed to 

what you call the mind.  We are in the world.  And long live the couple, Man and 

Earth!”334

Fanon finds solace in négritude; he finds meaning and an affirmative 

identity.  But it does not last, for négritude – its positive aspects notwithstanding 

– is also a fundamentally flawed “layer of mediation,” as Jean-Paul Sartre, “a 

friend of the colored peoples,”335 points out in Orphée Noir (or Black Orpheus), 

the preface he authored for an anthology of négritude-inspired poetry.  According 

to Sartre, négritude is a good thing – a repudiation of anti-black racism and 

white supremacy, and an assertion of black humanity on its own terms. 

Nevertheless, he contends, it is not the answer to the exploitation, oppression, 

and dehumanization of black people throughout the African diaspora; it is merely 

a “minor term of a dialectical progression.”336  As he explains:

333  See Léopold Senghor, “On African Homelands and Nation-States, Negritude, Assimilation, 
and African Socialism,” in African Philosophy: A Classical Approach, ed. Parker English and 
Kibujjo M. Kalumba (Upper Saddle River: Prentice Hall, 1996), pp 43-56, in which major 
differences between white Europeans and black Africans are affirmed and explained in terms 
of natural physiology.

334  Fanon, Black Skin, pp. 126-127, emphasis added.

335  Ibid., p. 133.

336  Jean-Paul Sartre, Orphée Noir, preface to Anthologie de la nouvelle poésie nègre at 
malgache (Paris: Presses Universitaires de France, 1948), pp. xl ff, quoted in Fanon, Black 
Skin, p. 133.
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The theoretical and practical assertion of the supremacy of the white man 
is its thesis; the position of negritude as an antithetical value is the 
moment of negativity.  But this negative moment is insufficient by itself, 
and the Negroes who employ it know this very well; they know that it is 
intended to prepare the synthesis or realization of the human in a society 
without races.  Thus negritude is the root of its own destruction, it is a 
transition and not a conclusion, a means and not an ultimate end.337

Fanon feels betrayed by this analysis, and he rebukes Sartre for exposing the 

“relativity of what they [the négritude writers] were doing.”338  He wanted to 

embrace négritude completely – its irrationality, its beautiful black mythology339 

– and to use it as a shield against racist, anti-black attacks; he wanted to 

withdraw into a phylogenetic, pro-black racialism.340  Sartre, however, has made 

this difficult – if not impossible – for Fanon, who writes: “In any case I needed 

not to know.  This struggle, this decline had to take on an aspect of completeness. 

Nothing is more unwelcome than the commonplace: 'You'll change...I was like 

that too when I was young...you'll see, it will all pass.'”341  Although he does not 

accept Sartre's analysis in its entirety – he seems to recognize the importance of 

what Enrique Dussel refers to as the “analectical moment,” for example342 – 

Fanon concludes chapter five beaten and lost.  The promise of négritude has been 

337  Ibid.

338  Fanon, Black Skin, p. 133.

339  As Senghor explains in “On African Homelands,” p. 49: “Négritude is a myth, I agree.  And I 
agree that there are false myths, myths which breed division and hatred.  Négritude as a true 
myth is the very opposite of these.  It is the awareness of a particular social group...of its own 
situation in the world, and the expression of it by means of the concrete image.”

340  In Orphée Noir, pp. xl ff, quoted in Fanon, Black Skin, p. 132, Sartre famously describes 
négritude as an “anti-racist racism.”

341  Fanon, Black Skin, p. 135.

342  See chapter one, pp. 52-53.
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broken – by an ally, no less – and now he must face the harsh reality. 

“Yesterday,” he writes, “awakening to the world, I saw the sky turn upon itself 

utterly and wholly.  I wanted to rise, but the disemboweled silence fell back upon 

me, its wings paralyzed.  Without responsibility, straddling Nothingness and 

Infinity, I began to weep.”343

In “Chapter Six: The Negro and Psychopathology,” the longest chapter in 

Black Skin, White Masks by far, Fanon considers classical psychoanalysis as an 

approach to understanding the problem of black alienation.344  “In response to 

the requirements of dialectic,” he writes, “one should investigate the extent to 

which the conclusions of Freud or of Adler can be applied to the effort to 

understand the man of color's view of the world.”345  And what are the results of 

this lengthy investigation?  Quite simply – and not unlike his critical conclusion 

in “Chapter Four: The So-Called Dependency Complex of Colonized Peoples” – 

that the psychoanalytical tools by which white people are analyzed are largely 

unsatisfactory with respect to the experiences of black people, many of whom 

become neurotic, not because of “certain infantile elements”346 – the proverbial 

stuff of classical psychoanalysis347 – but because of anti-black racism and white 
343  Fanon, Black Skin, p. 140.

344  It is worth noting that Fanon had an ambiguous relationship with psychoanalysis.  It clearly 
informs his work – his explicit criticisms of it notwithstanding – but he was never analyzed 
himself, although, according to Alice Cherki in Frantz Fanon: A Portrait, trans. Nadia 
Benabid (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2006), p. 118, he did express a desire to begin 
analysis “when all of this [was] over (this being the Algerian revolution).”

345  Fanon, Black Skin, p. 141.

346  Ibid.

347  As Fanon writes in Black Skin, p. 141, emphasis added: “It can never be sufficiently 
emphasized that psychoanalysis sets as its task the understanding of given behavior patterns – 
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supremacy, both of which, he argues, are both normal and normative in the 

modern world.  “As long as he remains among his own people,” Fanon observes,

the little black follows very nearly the same course as the little white.  But 
if he goes to Europe, he will have to reappraise his lot.  For the Negro in 
France, which is his country, will feel different from other people.  One can 
hear the glib remark: The Negro makes himself inferior.  But the truth is 
that he is made inferior.  The young Antillean is a Frenchman called upon 
constantly to live with white compatriots.  Now, the Antillean family has 
for all practical purposes no connection with the national – that is, the 
French, or European – structure.  The Antillean has therefore to choose 
between his family and European society...the individual who climbs up 
into society – white and civilized – tends to reject his family – black and 
savage – on the plane of imagination.348

Many psychological phenomena, according to Fanon, can be traced back to anti-

black racism, white supremacy, and the profound irrationality that characterizes 

them both.  This is true for black people, whose existence in the world is 

structurally “abnormal,”349 and it is true for white people, many of whom suffer 

from both negrophobia and negrophilia – an ironic psychosexual phenomenon 

that cannot, Fanon argues, be understood without an appeal to sociogenesis.350 

“For the majority of white men,” Fanon explains,

within the specific group represented by the family.  When the problem is a neurosis 
experienced by an adult, the analyst's task is to uncover in the new psychic structure an 
analogy with certain infantile elements, a repetition, a duplication of conflicts that owe their 
origin to the essence of the family constellation.”

348  Ibid., p. 149, emphasis added.

349  Gordon speaks to this important point in “Through the Zone of Nonbeing,” p. 30, emphasis 
added: “Whereas there is a conception of normality for whites – that is, their being 'human' by 
virtue of being white – there is no such thing for blacks.  An adult black who is 'well adjusted,' 
as we saw in our discussion of language, is an 'abnormal black.'  An adult black who is not well 
adjusted – in fact, infantile – is a 'normal black,' which ironically means an 'abnormal person' 
or simply 'abnormality.'”

350  Fanon's analysis of (racist) psychosexual neuroses is lengthy, complicated, and controversial, 
and I will not say much about it here, as it is not essential to the argument that I am 
developing in this dissertation.  It is, however, worth pointing out that Gordon explores it 
thoroughly in “Through the Zone of Nonbeing,” pp. 30-36.
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the Negro represents the sexual instinct (in its raw state).  The Negro is 
the incarnation of a genital potency beyond all moralities and 
prohibitions.  The women among the whites...invariably view the Negro as 
the keeper of the impalpable gate that opens into the realm of orgies, of 
bacchanals, of delirious sexual sensations....We have shown that reality 
destroys all these beliefs.351

And what reality is Fanon referring to?  Quite simply, the sociopolitical reality of 

anti-black racism and white supremacy; he is talking about the reality of 

exploitation, oppression, and dehumanization – as perpetrated by whites against 

blacks throughout the African diaspora.  This reality, according to him, is 

unhealthy and, for virtually everybody involved, psychologically damaging.352  As 

such, it effectively exposes the limits of classical psychoanalysis, whose 

ontogenetic and phylogenetic tools are constitutionally incapable of 

understanding the effects of socio-political structures on the individual psyche. 

“The Negro problem,” he concludes, “does not resolve itself into the problem of 

Negroes living among white men but rather of Negroes being exploited, enslaved, 

[and] despised by a colonialist, capitalist society that is only accidentally 

white.”353

The sixth “layer of mediation” that Fanon considers is recognition, and in 

chapter seven he focuses on – and rather quickly dispenses with – two key 

theorists: Alfred Adler, the founder of individual psychology, and G.W.F. Hegel, 

whose Phenomenology of Mind has long framed analyses of recognition – to say 

351  Fanon, Black Skin, p. 177, emphasis added.

352  Recall the resignation letter that Fanon sent to the Resident Minister of Algeria, which I 
discussed in the introduction, pp. 16-18.

353  Fanon, Black Skin, p. 202, emphasis added.
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nothing of its opposite – in the social sciences.354  According to Fanon, neither of 

these thinkers is particularly helpful when it comes to the phenomenon of black 

alienation or to the project of black disalienation – a project, he argues, that is 

not simply existential, not simply individual.  Adler, for example, “has created a 

psychology of the individual” and thus fails to see that “if there is a taint, it lies 

not in the 'soul' of the individual but rather in that of the environment.”355  His 

analysis, according to Fanon, is completely ontogenetic and thus divorced from 

the socio-political reality of anti-black racism and white supremacy, which are 

themselves the source of many – if not most – of the psychological disorders in 

the colonial world.  “It is not,” he explains, “just this or that Antillean who 

embodies the neurotic formation, but all Antilleans.  Antillean society is a 

neurotic society....Hence we are driven from the individual back to the social 

structure.”356  Hegel, on the other hand, describes recognition in terms of conflict 

– a primal conflict that produces (and reproduces) masters and slaves among 

human beings who are otherwise equal.357  His argument is that we, as free 

human beings, are in conflict with each other inasmuch as we want to do 

whatever we want and to have whatever we want in a world of extreme scarcity, 

354  See Lou Turner, “On the Difference between the Hegelian and Fanonian Dialectic of Lordship 
and Bondage,” in Fanon: A Critical Reader, ed. Lewis R. Gordon, T. Denean Sharpley-
Whiting, and Renée T. White (Malden: Blackwell Publishers, 1996), pp. 134-151.

355  Fanon, Black Skin, p. 213.

356  Ibid., emphasis added.

357  Race does not appear in Hegel's analysis of recognition – at least, not explicitly.  And what 
follows from this?  Quite simply, that the two human beings who encounter each other in his 
undeniably influential illustration are equal to each other, that there is not a preexisting 
inequality between them – racial inequality, for example – that affects the outcome of their 
dramatic struggle for dominance.
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and that, in the end, this conflict ends with some human beings (the masters) 

dominating other human beings (the slaves).  As Gordon explains:

When he [a human being] encounters another human being, [his] project 
is limited by the other human being's aiming to do the same....A struggle 
ensues wherein, due to fear of death, one submits and, in exchange for his 
life, is forced to serve the victor who now becomes, by virtue of such 
recognition, his Lord.  The servant or bondsman serves the Lord through 
working with nature, which brings back the realization of his difference 
from nature and his ability to take care of himself and the Lord.  The Lord, 
on the other hand becomes indolent and dependent on the bondsman, 
especially for his recognition as a Lord.358

There is, then, a hierarchy here – a hierarchy that undoubtedly limits the life 

options of the dominated slaves, a hierarchy that undoubtedly augments the life 

options of the dominating masters.  Nevertheless, there is in this deliberately 

asymmetrical arrangement an ironic – and rather unexpected – symbiosis 

wherein the basic humanity of the slaves does get affirmed.  After all, their work 

– regardless of its involuntary nature – is a demonstration of their agency and 

ability as human beings; moreover, the fact that their masters, who are not self-

sufficient, are dependent upon them for recognition gives them great power. 

Unfortunately, according to Fanon, this account of recognition – Hegel's account 

– is not applicable to the colonial world, which is steeped in anti-black racism. 

Colonial masters, he maintains, do not want recognition from the dominated 

natives – they can get that from their white (male) counterparts!  Rather – and 

this is an extremely important point for Fanon – they want work, from which it 

follows that the colonial world is not an instantiation of “Hegel's...metapolitical 

358  Gordon, “Through the Zone of Nonbeing,” p. 36, emphasis added.
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story,”359 is not a situation in which the humanity of the slaves/natives ultimately 

gets affirmed by virtue of their ironic power over their white masters.360

In the end, Fanon addresses and exposes (at least) six different “layers of 

mediation offered to the black.”  From language to erotic love; from the 

“dependency complex” thesis to négritude; from classical psychoanalysis to 

recognition – Fanon deals with them all, and he finds all of them wanting.  And 

why?  Because none of them sufficiently consider the effects of the sociopolitical 

world – in this case, the colonial world – on the individual psyche.  For Fanon, 

ontogenesis and phylogenesis are simply not enough.  What is needed is an 

approach to the project of black disalienation that recognizes the basic 

importance of the sociopolitical world, and that – far more importantly – fosters 

radical, “actional”361 commitments among the exploited, the oppressed, and the 

dehumanized to change it, to transform it into something qualitatively new.  “I 

do not,” he explains,

carry innocence to the point of believing that appeals to reason or to 
respect for human dignity can alter reality.  For the Negro who works on a 
sugar plantation in Le Robert, there is only one solution: to fight.  He will 
embark on this struggle, and he will pursue it, not as the result of a Marxist 
or idealistic analysis but quite simply because he cannot conceive of life 
otherwise than in the form of a battle against exploitation, misery, and 

359  Ato Sekyi-Otu, Fanon's Dialectic of Experience (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1996), 
p. 26.

360  It is worth noting that this is a critique of Hegel, not a rejection.  As Nigel C. Gibson explains 
in Fanon: The Postcolonial Imagination (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2003), p. 30: “Fanon's 
introduction of race into the master/slave dialectic is a profound though largely overlooked 
original contribution....Rather than simply dismissing Hegel as a philosopher of imperialism, 
he engages the methodological core of this key thinker of European modernity – the dialectic.”

361  As Fanon writes in Black Skin, p. 222: “To educate man to be actional, preserving in all his 
relations his respect for the basic values that constitute a human world, is the prime task of 
him who, having taken thought, prepares to act.”
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hunger.362

Of course, what follows from this – and this is an essential point for Fanon – is 

that freedom and humanity are not gifts to be graciously accepted by the victims 

of anti-black racism and white supremacy, their colonial, hierarchically superior 

masters having finally decided to reward them for their work.363  Such an offering, 

as he explains in “Chapter Seven: The Negro and Recognition,” is not humanistic 

at all; it is just another reinscription of racist, colonial power.  (After all, if I can 

“give” you your freedom – and thus your humanity – then, chances are, I can take 

it back, which means that we are not really equal, which means that I am still in a 

position of power over you.)  “The upheaval,” Fanon writes, relating this 

observation to the abolition of slavery in France,

reached the Negroes from without.  The black man was acted upon.  Values 
that had not been created by his actions, values that had not been born of 
the systolic tide of his blood, danced in a hued whirl round him.  The 
upheaval did not make any difference in the Negro.  He went from one 
way of life to another, but not from one life to another.  Just as when one 
tells a much improved patient that in a few days he will be discharged from 
the hospital, he thereupon suffers a relapse, so the announcement of the 
liberation of the black slaves produced psychoses and sudden deaths.364

Freedom and humanity are not gifts, therefore; they are not things given.  Rather, 

according to Fanon, they are things taken; they are radical reclamations.365  When 

362  Ibid., p. 224, emphasis added.

363  Ibid., p. 216-222.

364  Ibid., p. 220, emphasis added.

365  As Fanon explains in Black Skin, p. 221: “The former slave needs a challenge to his humanity, 
he wants a conflict, a riot.  But it is too late: The French Negro is doomed to bite himself and 
just to bite.  I say 'the French Negro,' for the American Negro is cast in a different play.  In the 
United States, the Negro battles and is battled.  There are laws that, little by little, are 
invalidated under the Constitution.  And there are other laws that forbid certain forms of 
discrimination.  And we can be sure that nothing is going to be given free.”
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somebody asserts his or her freedom, he or she demonstrates it simultaneously. 

Fanon understands this, and that is why his ultimate prescription – his own 

“layer of mediation” – for alienated blacks in the colonial world is to fight back 

and to risk everything.  “We shall see,” he explains, “that another solution is 

possible.  It implies restructuring the world.”366  And where exactly does this 

“restructuring” take place?  Not at the level of ethics, which is way too amenable 

to ontogenetic and phylogenetic analyses, but rather at the level of politics, which 

structures the lived experiences and life options of human beings in the social 

world.

Ethical Underdevelopment

The concept of moral luck has been around for nearly forty years, and the 

problem that led to its explicit development in the late 1970s has been around for 

much, much longer.367  As developed by Bernard Williams and Thomas Nagel – in 

two extremely influential essays with identical titles368 – the concept of moral 

luck describes an insight that some people find counterintuitive, an insight that 

366  Ibid., p. 82, emphasis added.

367  Aristotle, for example, talks about misfortune in The Nicomachean Ethics, trans. David Ross, 
rev. J. L. Ackrill and J. O. Urmson (Oxford: Oxford World's Classics, 1998), 1100b23-30, 
emphasis added: “Now many events happen by chance, and events differing in importance; 
small pieces of good fortune or of its opposite clearly do not weigh down the scales of life one 
way or the other, but a multitude of great events if they turn out well will make life more 
blessed (for not only are they themselves such as to add beauty to life, but the way a man deals 
with them may be noble and good), while if they turn out ill they crush and maim blessedness; 
for they both bring pain with them and hinder many activities.”

368  Their essays are titled “Moral Luck,” and they both appear in Moral Luck, ed. Daniel Statman 
(Albany: State University of New York Press, 1993).
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other people find quite obvious: namely, that luck (or contingency) plays an 

important role in morality, not only in terms of behaviors and the extent to which 

we are responsible for them, but also – and perhaps more importantly – in terms 

of moral character and its development (or underdevelopment, as the case may 

be).369  Indeed, one of the categories of moral luck that Williams and Nagel assess 

is called “constitutive moral luck,” and it is about “the kind of person you are, 

where this is not just a question of what you deliberately do, but of your 

inclinations, capacities, and temperament.”370  On this view, circumstances – 

from the familial to the sociopolitical – can seriously retard moral development 

and thus make it difficult – if not impossible in some unfortunate cases371 – for 

some (unlucky) human beings to be full moral agents.372  In The Unnatural 

Lottery: Character and Moral Luck, philosopher Claudia Card addresses this 

phenomenon and relates it to the project of human liberation.  “Taking 

responsibility,” she writes,

is often complicated for the oppressed by [the] moral damage they have 
sustained.  One's character and values can change dramatically in the 
process of liberation.  Some changes are even constitutive of liberation.  In 
becoming liberated we discover and create “truer” values, even “truer” 
selves.  We may...for example...cease to identify with the perspectives of 

369  Not surprisingly, given my earlier point about Malcolm X and the “profound 
inappropriateness of ethical appeals in situations where the ethical as an intersubjective 
domain has been militated against purposefully, in situations where the concrete conditions of 
possibility for the ethical have not been met,” I am especially interested in bad moral luck and 
the development of moral character.

370  Thomas Nagel, “Moral Luck,” in Moral Luck, p. 60.

371  Nobody, for example, would expect feral children to develop into full moral agents, nor would 
anybody expect full moral agency from them, having returned to human society.

372  Of course, what follows from this is that moral agency, which is inextricably bound to moral 
responsibility, cannot be divorced from the sociopolitical world, that it is to some extent 
determined from without.
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those who put us down.  Such resistance can only come from within.  
Liberation cannot come from outside.  But how is it possible for us as 
damaged agents to liberate ourselves from the damage?  And how can 
we act for our futures, not knowing just whom we may liberate?373

Human liberation is the goal, according to Card, but oppression – whether 

patriarchal, capitalist, or white supremacist – causes “moral damage” and thus 

limits the victims of oppression as moral agents, as potential agents of liberation. 

This is what I mean by “ethical underdevelopment,” and in the following section I 

will say a few words about it, appealing in my analysis to the work of Lisa 

Tessman, a non-ideal virtue ethicist whose philosophical work compliments 

Fanon's and further illustrates the inappropriateness of privileging the ethical as 

an intersubjective domain, of privileging ethics over and above politics in a world 

characterized by state-sanctioned exploitation, oppression, and dehumanization.

At first glance, this comparison might seem a little strange.  After all, 

Tessman is an Aristotelian – her liberatory, non-ideal orientation 

notwithstanding – and affirms a broadly eudaimonistic teleology – a teleology 

that postulates an essential human nature, a teleology that characteristically 

associates human “flourishing” with the development and possession of virtues, 

moral and intellectual.374  Fanon, on the other hand, is not an Aristotelian, but 

rather a humanistic psychiatrist with an undeniably existentialist bent; he is 

skeptical of preexisting human essences, as we saw in Black Skin, White Masks, 

373  Claudia Card, The Unnatural Lottery: Character and Moral Luck (Philadelphia: Temple 
University Press, 1996), p. 41, emphasis added.

374  As Aristotle writes in The Nicomachean Ethics, 1103a4-8: “Virtue too is distinguished into 
kinds...for we say that some of the virtues are intellectual and others moral, philosophic 
wisdom and understanding and practical wisdom being intellectual, liberality and temperance 
moral.  For in speaking about a man's character we do not say that he is wise or has 
understanding, but that he is good-tempered or temperate.”
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and a champion of human freedom in his theoretical and practical work.375  Why, 

then, I am exploring this comparison?  Because there is in Aristotelian 

eudaimonism and existentialist anthropology, regardless of their key differences, 

an emphasis on human becoming and the conditions that affect it.376  Both 

traditions, I contend, affirm human freedom – one teleological, one not so 

much377 – while at the same time recognizing that there are external 

circumstances over which we have little control, circumstances that can 

negatively affect our ability to develop as human beings in the world.  As 

Tessman thoroughly explains in “Feminist Eudaimonism: Eudaimonism as Non-

Ideal Theory”:

Because the virtues are necessary for flourishing, just the phenomenon of 
moral damage would make flourishing difficult for members of oppressed 
groups to achieve.  In addition...the conditions of oppression serve badly 
as the sort of external conditions needed for flourishing.  The oppressed 
are likely to encounter hardships including violence and abuse, the 
deprivation of poverty, invisibility or lack of recognition, exploitation and 
alienation, and the absence or violation of basic rights.  These are not 
exactly the kinds of bad external conditions that Aristotle had in mind – 
for he did tend toward idealizing by assuming that external conditions 
were generally sufficient for flourishing and that exceptions to this came 
about through relatively rare natural disasters, or accidentally as a result of 
terrible luck, but not regularly or systematically.  But, undeniably, the 
hardships encountered by oppressed people are just the sort of external 
conditions that could interfere badly with flourishing, even if the virtues 
managed to avoid too much damage....Furthermore, victims of oppression 
experience the expectation of facing conditions that will interfere with 
their flourishing.  They may live their lives knowing that no matter how 
well they adhere to moral goodness, this will insufficiently constitute their 

375  What is Fanon's rejection of Mannoni's “dependency complex” thesis and of classical 
psychoanalysis if not a larger – and far more significant – rejection of primordial essences?

376  I would juxtapose this emphasis with deontological and utilitarian ethics, both of which tend 
to focus on immediate actions and behaviors as opposed to long-term development.

377  Aristotelian freedom is teleological because it has an ultimate end: eudaimonia.  For the 
existentialist, however, the ultimate end of human becoming is simply death.
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own flourishing.378

Tessman – like Fanon before her – recognizes that exploitation, oppression, and 

dehumanization are extremely damaging.  According to her – and Fanon would 

certainly appreciate this description given his psychoanalytical approach in Black 

Skin, White Masks – they produce morally “unhealthy”379 subjects, subjects who 

can neither meet the moral and/or intellectual standards of their hierarchical 

superiors, nor easily develop the “burdened virtues”380 that radical, liberatory 

movements tragically require.  It is, therefore, not enough for us to think about 

oppression in terms of its many material manifestations; we must, as Tessman 

and Fanon have convincingly argued, think about the moral and the 

psychological effects of oppression as well.381

Sadly, this intellectual project is fraught with danger, and for at least three 

reasons.  First – and this is a problem that W.E.B. Du Bois understood well382 – it 

378  Lisa Tessman, “Feminist Eudaimonism: Eudaimonism as Non-Ideal Theory,” in Feminist  
Ethics and Social and Political Philosophy: Theorizing the Non-Ideal, ed. Lisa Tessman 
(Dordrecht: Springer, 2009), p. 50.

379  Tessman, Burdened Virtues, p. 5.

380  As Tessman explains in Burdened Virtues, p. 95: “There is something interesting and 
suggestive in the fact that under conditions of oppression there is a particularly concentrated 
need for a disposition that seems to be a virtue but that is oddly burdened....What I think of as 
the burdened virtues include all those traits that make a contribution to human flourishing – 
if they succeed in doing so at all – only because they enable survival of or resistance to 
oppression (it is in this that their nobility lies), while in other ways they detract from their 
bearer's well-being, in some cases so deeply that their bearer may be said to lead a wretched 
life.”

381  Tessman is not even committed to the basic distinction between morality and psychology.  As 
she explains in Burdened Virtues, p. 37, emphasis added: “In a virtue ethics framework, there 
need not be this separation of the psychological (which is clearly subject to luck) and the 
moral....Any psychological trait that can be labeled 'damage' will in fact count as a moral trait, 
that is, a character trait, precisely because in calling it a form of damage one is making a 
normative judgment about it...based on the trait's tendency to interfere with flourishing.”
    

382  See W.E.B. Du Bois, The Souls of Black Folk (Mineola: Dover Publications, 1994), pp. 1-7, and 
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is very easy – and for some people, very tempting – to objectify oppressed 

peoples in such a way that they become the problems with which they struggle. 

Black people, for example, in an anti-black, white supremacist world, are often – 

if not usually – depicted as problem people, not as people dealing with problems; 

they become hellish beings in the white imaginary, not human beings catching 

hell in a misanthropic, Manichean world.383  “Even when,” Tessman writes, 

speaking directly to this problem,

one's goal is to identify the systemic sources of moral damage and even 
when one emphasizes that finding moral damage in the oppressed only 
serves to further demonstrate the injustices of oppression, in a context of 
entrenched prejudices one's words can easily be transformed into precisely 
what Du Bois meant to caution against: turning those who suffer from a 
problem into the problem itself.384

This is a danger for the people who actively do this intellectual work, according 

to Tessman, and it is extremely dangerous with respect to the 

conservatives/reactionaries who snidely receive it, deliberately misinterpret it, 

and then opportunistically promulgate it under the delusional rubric of 

“individualism” and “personal responsibility.”385  This is the second reason why 

Burdened Virtues – to say nothing of Black Skin, White Masks before it – is such 

a dangerous text, and Tessman, to her credit, takes her time while addressing it. 

Gordon, Existentia Africana, pp. 62-95.

383  As Frantz Fanon writes in The Wretched of the Earth, trans. Constance Farrington (London: 
Penguin Books, 1967), p. 31, emphasis added: “The natives' challenge to the colonial world is 
not a rational confrontation of points of view.  It is not a treatise on the universal, but the 
untidy affirmation of an original idea propounded as an absolute.  The colonial world is a 
world is a Manichean world.”

384  Tessman, Burdened Virtues, p. 34, emphasis added.

385  This is exactly what I was talking about in the first section of this chapter, in which I analyzed 
the inappropriate privileging of ethics among conservatives/reactionaries in oppressive 
sociopolitical situations.
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As she explains, “In this increasingly conservative climate (and a climate in which 

it is only the conservatives who are talking about character), it becomes more 

likely, regardless of the intention of the theorist, that an examination of the ways 

in which oppression produces damaged people will be used against the oppressed 

groups and...the notion that structural changes must (still) be fought for.”386  In 

other words, the conservative/reactionary recipients of such an examination – 

the beneficiaries of exploitation, oppression, and dehumanization387 – will 

transform it into a theodicy, into a justification of institutional injustice.  And 

how?  By enthusiastically agreeing that certain peoples in the world – from 

women to non-whites – are morally “unhealthy,” broadly speaking, and by 

attributing their “inability” to flourish not on sociopolitical contingency – that is, 

on systemic bad luck – but rather on some kind of preexisting, problematic 

essence, whether biological or cultural.388  Finally – and this is the third reason 

why Tessman's intellectual project is fraught with danger – it is possible, 

especially for those of us who are committed to the project of human liberation, 

to glorify the “burdened virtues”389 that arise among oppressed peoples in their 

386  Tessman, Burden Virtues, pp. 45-46.

387  Of course, not all conservatives/reactionaries are actual beneficiaries.

388  It is worth noting that biological racism, expressions of which are now (fairly) rare in 
mainstream discourses, has, for the most part, been replaced by cultural racism, which locates 
racial inferiority not in physiology or genetics, but rather in cultural phenomena like family 
and values.

389  What are these “burdened virtues”?  As Tessman explains in Burdened Virtues, pp. 115-116: 
“The first set is composed of traits that contribute to developing and maintaining a hard 
resolve against the oppressors, which often entails encouraging or cultivating anger or rage in 
addition to withholding more sympathetic forms of attention....The second set includes those 
traits that lead some resisters to take risks bravely and/or to accept or even welcome personal 
loss and sacrifice as a part of their political work.  The third set encompasses the character 
traits that resisters are expected to display in their relationships with one another: loyalty 
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struggles, and to forget that they (the virtues that encourage survival and 

liberation) are often detrimental to human flourishing.  “While the goal of 

liberatory struggle may be to make good lives possible,” Tessman writes,

during the actual engagement in struggle one faces a steady stream of 
moral dilemmas in which there are no good choices.  These dilemmas, 
including those resulting in “dirty hands,” are similar to Aristotle's mixed 
actions and have implications for either the agent's possibilities for 
flourishing, or for her/his character, or both.  I do not mean to suggest that 
one fares better, morally, by succumbing to oppression, but resistance, 
while politically necessary, does not automatically release the self from the 
burdens or the damages that oppressive societies evoke.  The moral praise 
due to the political resister must be accompanied by the recognition, and 
lament, that the virtues under oppression...tend to be burdened 

virtues.390

Tessman – again, like Fanon before her – clearly recognizes that oppressive 

sociopolitical situations are morally/psychologically damaging.391  But that is not 

all: She also recognizes that resistance itself – the indisputable imperative for it 

notwithstanding – can be morally/psychologically damaging, that it can severely 

interfere with the “healthy” development of human beings in the world.392  As 

such, she concludes, “there should be no glory in resistance to injustice, just a sad 

and regretful recognition that it is necessary.”393

There are, then, at least three reasons to be weary of this project, of 

exposing the moral/psychological damage caused by exploitation, oppression, 

coupled with an openness to intense, politically-motivated criticism and self-criticism.”

390  Ibid., p. 108, emphasis added.

391  It is enough to recognize an overlap between morality and psychology; an identity relationship 
is not necessary for this analysis to be sound.

392  Tessman, Burdened Virtues, pp. 107-131.

393  Ibid., p. 131.
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and dehumanization.394  They are not, however, reasons for abandoning it – 

oppressors should not have veto power over intellectual work, after all – and my 

strong contention is that this work – Tessman's work and work like it – 

compliments Fanon's and further illustrates one of the central points in this 

chapter: namely, that it is profoundly inappropriate to privilege ethics in 

situations where the ethical as an intersubjective domain has been militated 

against purposefully, in situations where the concrete conditions of possibility for 

the ethical have, in any number of ways, not been met.  What, for example, is 

Fanon's detailed description of colonial geography in The Wretched of the Earth 

if not a description of the conditions that produce damage – psychomoral 

damage – among native peoples?395  What is the purpose of the final chapter in 

The Wretched, “Colonial War and Mental Disorders,” if not to expose critically 

the damage caused not only by colonialism, but also by resistance to 

colonialism?396  And what is Fanon's resignation letter to the Resident Minister of 

Algeria if not an impassioned repudiation of colonialism and an assertion that 
394  That Tessman spends so much time in Burdened Virtues addressing these dangers 

demonstrates that she takes them very seriously – and perhaps that we should, too.

395  As Fanon writes in The Wretched, p. 30: “The town belonging to the colonized people, or at 
least the native town, the Negro village, the medina, the reservation, is a place of ill fame, 
peopled by men of evil repute.  They are born there, it matters little where or how; they die 
there, it matters not where, nor how.  It is a world without spaciousness; men live there on top 
of each other, and their huts are built one on top of the other.  The native town is a hungry 
town, starved of bread, of meat, of shoes, of coal, of light.  The native town is a crouching 
village, a town on its knees, a town wallowing in the mire.  It is a town of niggers and dirty 
arabs.  The look that the native turns on the settler's town is a look of lust, a look of envy; it 
expresses his dreams of possession – all manner of possession: to sit at the settler's table, to 
sleep in the settler's bed, with his wife if possible.  The colonized man is an envious man.”

396  As Fanon says in The Wretched, p. 200: “We cannot be held responsible that in this war 
psychiatric phenomena entailing disorders affecting behavior and thought have taken on 
importance where those who carry out the 'pacification' are concerned, or that these same 
disorders are notable among the 'pacified' population.  The truth is that colonialism in its 
essence was already taking on the aspect of a fertile purveyor for psychiatric hospitals.”
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sociopolitical transformation is the only reasonable response to exploitation, 

oppression, and dehumanization – not moral resignation, not psychological 

acquiescence?  “The function,” he explains in that fiery letter, which I discussed 

in the introduction to this study,

of a social structure is to set up institutions to serve man's needs.  A society 
that drives its members to desperate solutions is a non-viable society, a 
society to be replaced.

It is the duty of the citizen to say this.  No professional morality, no 
class solidarity, no desire to wash the family linen in private, can have a 
prior claim.  No pseudo-national mystification can prevail against the 
requirements of reason.397

This passage – so reminiscent of Césaire and his Discourse on Colonialism398 – is 

extremely significant – to say nothing of Fanon's decision to leave Blida-Joinville 

and to align himself physically with the FLN.399  And why?  Because, quite simply, 

it demonstrates the primacy of politics, because it demonstrates the (occasional) 

need to suspend our ordinary, everyday commitments in the name of large-scale, 

sociopolitical transformation.  Fanon is a psychiatrist – that is his discipline – but 

he sees the need to suspend it in the name of radical change; similarly, Tessman 

is an ethicist – virtue ethics is her disciplinary perspective – but she, too, sees the 

need to suspend it – or, at least, to recognize its limits400 – in sociopolitical 
397  Frantz Fanon, “Letter to Resident Minister (1956),” in Toward the African Revolution: 

Political Essays, trans. Haakon Chevalier (New York: Grove Press, 1967), pp. 53-54, emphasis 
added.

398  As Césaire writes in Discourse on Colonialism, p. 31: “A civilization that proves incapable of 
solving the problems it creates is a decadent civilization. / A civilization that chooses to close 
its eyes to its most crucial problems is a stricken civilization. / A civilization that uses its 
principles for trickery and deceit is a dying civilization.”

399  See chapter one, pp. 16-18.

400  To recognize the primacy of politics is not to reject the ethical as an intersubjective domain. 
Indeed, ethical considerations are essential in political struggles, not only in terms of seeing 
initial injustices, but also – and perhaps more importantly – in terms of building new 
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situations characterized by exploitation, oppression, and dehumanization. 

Ultimately, these are teleological suspensions, but not for the religious, as we see 

in Kierkegaard's analysis of Abraham in Fear and Trembling.  Rather, they are 

teleological suspensions for the political – for the liberatory polis that can make 

the ethical axiologically, humanistically mature.  As Fanon concludes in The 

Wretched: “Let us decide not to imitate Europe; let us combine our muscles and 

our brains in a new direction.  Let us try to create the whole man, whom Europe 

has been incapable of bringing to triumphant birth.”401

In conclusion, the discourse of underdevelopment – so very useful to those 

of us who worry about our neocolonial, misanthropic times – has tended toward 

materialism, broadly conceived, in its understanding of exploitation, oppression, 

and dehumanization.  This makes sense, of course, given the material needs (and 

desires) of human beings in the world – to say nothing of the ever-growing 

problem of material scarcity.402  Nevertheless, it is my contention that there is 

another kind of underdevelopment – ethical underdevelopment – and that this 

kind of underdevelopment renders many ethical analyses of oppressed peoples 

inappropriate – if not altogether absurd.403  Indeed, it could be argued that such 

structures and values.

401  Fanon, The Wretched, p. 252, emphasis added.

402  There is only so much in this world: so much livable land, so much potable water, so much 
breathable air.  It is, therefore, completely irrational to believe that everybody can enjoy the 
same high standard of living that exists in the so-called “developed” world.  Some people, it 
seems, are essentially, sociopolitically untouchable.

403  What is more absurd that being expected to meet a standard – psychological, moral, or 
intellectual – the conditions for which have been deliberately undermined?  What is more 
absurd than being judged – harshly, publicly judged – under such oppressive and 
dehumanizing conditions?
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analyses violate – not completely, but somewhat404 – one of the most 

fundamental ethical principles there is: namely, that ought implies can, that 

moral responsibility and practical agency are inextricably, irrevocably bound.

The Transformative Imperative

In this chapter, I have argued – with and through Fanon – that there is an 

unfortunate privileging of the ethical as an intersubjective domain in many of our 

discourses, and that this privileging is used to justify institutional injustice and to 

conceal the primacy of and imperative for politics, which is to say that the people 

who are behind this privileging do not want their hierarchical inferiors to look to 

politics for change, whether reformative or transformative.405  Of course, this 

suggests a relationship between ethics and politics – a transcendental 

relationship – and in the following section, I will briefly explain how, in my 

estimation, this relationship works, and why, given the harsh realities of 

colonialism (and now neocolonialism), the Fanonian imperative is to develop a 

transformative politics, not a merely reformative politics.

And so, what is a transcendental argument, and why should Fanon's 

argument for the primacy of politics be classified as one?  To begin, a 

404  To suggest a complete violation of this principle would also be inappropriate, and for two 
reasons: (1) It would deny oppressed peoples their agency as human beings and thus 
dehumanize them; and (2) it would ultimately lead to sociopolitical fatalism, the crippling 
belief that there is nothing left to “discover” in politics, that there is nothing left in politics to 
“invent.”

405  One could argue that the hierarchical superiors have developed an anti-political ideology, an 
ideology that reinforces their political power by delegitimating the political as an 
intersubjective domain.
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transcendental argument is an argument that establishes – or tries to establish – 

the conditions of possibility that allow for the emergence of something.  Quite 

simply, if it could be shown that P is a necessary condition for Q, and if Q 

happens to be the case, then P must also be the case.  And why?  Because if P 

were not the case, then Q would not be the case, could not be the case; it would 

be impossible for Q to emerge.406  This method of argumentation is very old – 

Aristotle, for example, appeals to it in his Metaphysics407 – but the thinker with 

whom it is principally associated is undoubtedly Immanuel Kant, who developed 

several transcendental arguments in his monumental Critique of Pure Reason.408 

According to Kant – and in response to the empirical skepticism of David 

Hume409 – there are ideas (or concepts) that are in the mind but not derived from 

sensory experience (or from “impressions,” to use Hume's terminology), but 

rather from transcendental necessity.  In other words, their presence in the mind 

– their a priori presence – is a necessary condition for the possibility of sensory 

experience; it would actually be impossible to have an experience without them – 

much less an extended meditation upon their epistemological status!

406  Basically, this is a modus ponens argument, which is to say that is has the following symbolic 
structure: (1) Q  P, (2) Q, .: (3) P.→

407  See Aristotle, Metaphysics, in Aristotle: Selected Works, 3rd ed., trans. and ed. Hippocrates 
G. Apostle and Lloyd P. Gerson (Grinnell: The Peripatetic Press, 1991), 1105b35-1106a28, in 
which he defends the principle of non-contradiction (or PNC).

408  See Immanuel Kant, Critique of Pure Reason, trans. and ed. Paul Guyer and Allen W. Wood 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998), A84-B169, in which transcendental 
argumentation is used to deduce the so-called “pure concepts of understanding.”

409  As Immanuel Kant explains in his Prolegomena to Any Future Metaphysics That Can Qualify 
as a Science, trans. Paul Carus (Chicago: Open Court, 1902), p. 7: “I openly confess, the 
suggestion of David Hume was the very thing, which many years ago first interrupted my 
dogmatic slumber, and gave my investigation in the field of speculative philosophy quite a new 
direction.” 
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Of course, Kant is not the only thinker associated with transcendental 

argumentation, even if he is – for better or for worse – its de facto 

representative.410  Michel Foucault, for example, appeals to a kind of 

transcendental argumentation in both his archaeological and his genealogical 

work, much of which is about the gradual emergence of new knowledges and new 

subjectivities, and the historical conditions that have allowed for their emergence 

in the world.411  As Béatrice Han explains, emphasizing Foucault's archaeological, 

epistemological period: “Where Kant sought to anticipate the possibility of all 

knowledge by prescribing to it in advance its own laws, Foucault instead intends 

to begin from already constituted forms of knowledge [or épistémès] to define 

retrospectively that which rendered them possible.”412  Similarly, Cornel West, 

the self-described “prophetic pragmatist,”413 has appealed to this kind of 

argumentation in his work, most notably in “A Genealogy of Modern Racism,”414 

which is explicitly Foucauldian in its approach.  In that chapter, his project is to 

explain the discursive emergence of racialism (as a value-neutral proposition 

410  It could be argued that Kant is the archetypal thinker with respect to this kind of 
argumentation, and that it would be impossible to understanding transcendental 
argumentation without an appreciation of his ground-breaking philosophical work.

411  Foucault appeals to history in his archaeology and genealogical studies, but they are not 
histories in the normal sense; they are not simply chronologies with causal pretensions. 
Indeed, more than anything, they resemble the work of Friedrich Nietzsche, specifically The 
Genealogy of Morals, trans. Francis Golffing (New York: Anchor Books, 1956).

412  Béatrice Han, Foucault's Critical Project: Between the Transcendental and the Historical, 
trans. Edward Pile (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2002), p. 43.

413  See Cornel West, “On Prophetic Pragmatism,” in The Cornel West Reader (New York: Basic 
Civitas Books, 1999), pp. 149-173.

414  Cornel West, “A Genealogy of Modern Racism,” in Prophesy Deliverance!: An Afro-American 
Revolutionary Christianity (Philadelphia: The Westminster Press, 1982), pp. 47-65.
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about the world and its biological contents) and racism (as an axiological 

proposition about who is to be valued and why); his project is to explain the 

various conditions of possibility that allowed white supremacy as an ideology to 

emerge.  “My aim,” he explains, “...is to give a brief account of the way in which 

the idea of white supremacy was constituted as an object of modern discourse in 

the West, without simply appealing to the objective demands of the prevailing 

mode of production, the political interests of the slaveholding class, or the 

psychological needs of the dominant white racial group.”415  West does not reject 

these “traditional” approaches to understanding white supremacy; his approach, 

transcendental and genealogical in nature, is simply different.  And what does he 

conclude?  Basically, that white supremacy as an unmistakably modern discourse 

was “secreted” from “the creative fusion of scientific investigation, Cartesian 

epistemology, and classical [aesthetic] ideals.”416

It is impossible to deny the diversity that exists among transcendental 

arguments – some are “stricter” than others, for example, when it comes to 

“necessary conditions”417 – but they do, in the end, have a common goal: to 

establish the conditions of possibility that allow for the emergence of something, 

whether that something is ideological white supremacy or sensory experience 

itself.  I have argued that Fanon's argument for the primacy of politics is 

transcendental, and my reason for doing so is actually pretty simple.  Let me 
415  West, Prophesy Deliverance!, p. 47, emphasis added.

416  Ibid., p. 48.

417  Transcendental arguments are less precise when it comes to human beings in the world, who 
are “slippery” and less-than-predictable by virtue of their freedom and the profound 
dynamism that it engenders.  This is not a criticism; it is only an anthropological addendum.
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begin with a premise: If the political as an intersubjective domain is “healthy,” 

which is to say that it is not exploitative, oppressive, or dehumanizing, then the 

ethical as an intersubjective domain will also be, generally speaking, “healthy,” 

which is to say that the men and women within the polis will be far more likely to 

flourish as human beings and as moral agents, though not necessarily in a strict 

Aristotelian sense.418  If we accept this basic premise – and we should – and if we 

accept the reality of ethical underdevelopment, which is to say that there are 

many people – hierarchically inferior people, in particular – who find themselves 

unable to flourish as human beings and as moral agents, then we must accept the 

conclusion that the political realm, in any number of possible ways, is 

“unhealthy.”419  This is not a complicated argument, requiring pages upon pages 

of advanced logical notation; to the contrary, it is just a simple modus tollens, 

easily broken down into symbolic form.420  Nevertheless, further explanation is 

required.

What, for example, is the relationship between the political and the ethical 

as intersubjective domains in this transcendental argument?  Is a “healthy” polis 

a necessary condition for the ethical?  A sufficient condition for the ethical?  Or is 

418  This premise is admittedly flexible and probably less “strict” than some people would prefer, 
given the argumentative circumstances.  I am, however, neither hedging nor hesitating in my 
framing of it.  Rather, as I pointed out in footnote 171, I am recognizing that when it comes to 
human beings, there is less room for predictability and more room for genuine surprises, for 
creative – and thus liberatory – acts of freedom.

419  The misanthropic politics of colonialism (and now neocolonialism) certainly qualifies here, 
not only because it is oppressive, but also – and far more importantly – because it does 
profound psychomoral damage to natives and settlers alike, though in very different ways.

420  Modus tollens arguments, which are obviously valid, have the following symbolic structure: 
(1) P  Q, (2) → ~Q, .: (3) ~P.
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it, as a condition, neither necessary nor sufficient?  The answer, it seems to me, is 

that a “healthy” polis – its importance notwithstanding – is neither necessary nor 

sufficient; the answer is that it is simply conducive to the “healthy” development 

of the ethical.  And why?  Because if the relationship were necessary, then the 

argument that I am making – with and through Fanon – would be guilty of 

denying the antecedent and thus fallacious.421  Moreover – and this is key – if the 

relationship were necessary or sufficient, then the freedom and creative 

resilience of the human being would be undermined.  It is not, in other words, my 

contention that a “healthy” polis is sufficient for the “healthy” development of the 

ethical as an intersubjective domain, for psychomoral development is very 

complicated and subject to a variety of conditions, dynamic and interrelated.422 

Likewise, it is not my contention that a “healthy” polis is necessary for the 

“healthy” development of the ethical, and for two reasons.  

First, human beings are not necessarily political, not necessarily organized 

into “proper” states.  Indeed, they can exist – and have long existed423 – as a 

421  The argument that I am advancing is a modus tollens argument, and it basically comes down 
to this: (1) If the political realm is “healthy,” then the ethical realm will also be “healthy”; (2) 
the ethical realm is “unhealthy”; therefore (3), the political realm must be “unhealthy.”  This 
argument is valid, and one of the reasons for its validity is that it does not postulate a 
necessary relationship between the political and the ethical.  Indeed, to postulate such a 
relationship actually results in this invalid, antecedent-denying argument: (1) If the ethical 
realm is “healthy,” then the political realm will also be “healthy”; (2) the ethical realm is 
“unhealthy”; therefore (3), the political realm is “unhealthy.”

422  Imagine a world in which the political as an intersubjective domain is “healthy,” but not the 
familial, the religious, or the educational – all of which are intersubjective domains, too.  In 
this world, a “healthy” polis would probably be insufficient for the “healthy” development of 
the ethical.

423  Although it is purely speculative, I am sympathetic to the argument that Jean-Jacques 
Rousseau makes in A Discourse on Inequality, trans. Maurice Cranston (London: Penguin 
Books, 1984): namely, that human beings were social before they were political, and that life 
before civil society was basically fine – not some hellish, solipsistic state of war.
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social species alone, and this has, more or less, been enough for the ethical to 

develop – if not mature – among them.  Second – and this is a consequence of 

the first reason – human beings have always been able to find “pockets”424 of 

sociality out of which to develop the ethical; they have always – even under the 

most oppressive of circumstances – been able escape, if only temporarily, pure 

totalization and to establish ethical relations of and on their own – however 

difficult, however “burdened.”  It is, therefore, not only okay to conclude that the 

relationship between the political and the ethical is neither necessary nor 

sufficient; it is radical and optimistic – an affirmation of the human being as free 

and creatively resilient, not only individually, but also in community.

That said, it is true that the political – and here I am talking about 

concrete conditions in the world – can really only have one of three possible 

relationships with the ethical: conducive, neutral, or deleterious.425  Not 

surprisingly, when conducive, the political as an intersubjective domain 

positively affects the development of people as human beings and as moral 

agents.  Moreover, it does so intentionally, not accidentally.  Alternatively, when 

deleterious, the political as an intersubjective domain negatively affects the 

development of people as human beings and as moral agents; it underdevelops 

424  The relationship between the political and the ethical can be symbiotic or parasitic. 
Totalitarianism is highly parasitic, and its twisted telos is to make the political coextensive 
with the social world in general.  This is the political delusion of absolute control, and it is 
delusional because human beings always find – which is to say, create – “pockets” of sociality: 
spaces, physical and discursive, that are external to and relatively independent from the 
political realm that otherwise exploits, oppresses, and/or dehumanizes them.

425  These relationships are neither necessary nor sufficient, but they can be – and often are – 
extremely consequential.
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them at a psychomoral level – and almost always intentionally.426  As a non-ideal 

theorist, broadly speaking, it is this second relationship that interests me – to say 

nothing of Fanon and Tessman in their theoretical and practical work – and the 

question with which I would like to conclude is simply this: How should people 

respond to it?  It should, after all, be clear by now that privileging the ethical is 

wrong-headed – and more than irresponsible427 – and that exploitation, 

oppression, and dehumanization are political problems that require political 

solutions.  But what kinds of political solutions?  Is it enough to demand reforms, 

knowing that they are limited and time-consuming?428  Or is there a 

transformational imperative – an imperative to make qualitative changes in the 

sociopolitical world, not merely quantitative changes?  For Fanon – to say 

nothing of the liberationist thinkers and activists whose work he has inspired and 

informed, from Steve Biko to Abahlali baseMjondolo429 – the answer to these 

questions is very simple: Systemic oppression can only be overcome by systemic 

transformation.  As he explicitly declares in “French Intellectuals and Democrats 

and the Algerian Revolution,” “The war of liberation is not a seeking for reforms 

426  One could imagine – and perhaps even identify – a situation in which the polis only 
accidentally underdevelops the ethical, but such a situation would almost certainly be 
exceptional.

427  If the transcendental argument for the primacy of politics is sound, then responsible human 
beings have no choice but to suspend the ethical for the political – for the liberatory polis that 
can make the ethical axiologically mature.

428  It could be argued that to demand reforms is simultaneously to add patience to the 
aforementioned list of “burdened” virtues.

429  See Steve Biko, I Write What I Like: Selected Writings, ed. Aelred Stubbs (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 2002), and Nigel C. Gibson, Fanonian Practices in South Africa: 
From Steve Biko to Abahlali baseMondolo (Pietermaritzburg: University of KwaZulu-Natal 
Press, 2011).
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but the grandiose effort of a people, which had been mummified, to rediscover its 

own genius, to reassume its history and assert its sovereignty.”430  And as he 

concludes in The Wretched of the Earth:

Humanity is waiting for something other from us than...an 
imitation, which would be an almost obscene caricature.

If we want to turn Africa into a new Europe, and America into a new 
Europe, then let us leave the destiny of our countries to Europeans.  They 
will know how to do it better than the most gifted among us.

But if we want to humanity to advance a step farther, if we want to 
bring it up to a different level than that which Europe has shown it, then 
we must invent and we must make discoveries.

….For Europe, for ourselves and for humanity, comrades, we must 
turn over a new leaf, we must work out new concepts, and try to set afoot 
a new man.431

430  Fanon, “French Intellectuals and Democrats and the Algerian Revolution,” in Toward the 
African Revolution, pp. 83-84, emphasis added.

431  Fanon, The Wretched, pp. 254-255, emphasis added.

132



CHAPTER 4

COLONIAL MONSTROSITY:
FANON AND THE PROBLEM OF PETRIFICATION

In the documentary film Frantz Fanon: His Life, His Struggle, His Work, 

historian Mohammed Arbi addresses the reaction of Frantz Fanon to the first All-

African People's Conference (or AAPC), which was organized by then-Prime 

Minister Kwame Nkrumah in December 1958.432  “He understood,” Arbi explains, 

“that the leaders in those countries [fighting for political independence] were 

authoritarian and that they were not encouraging the liberation of the people,”433 

which is to say that Fanon – perhaps better than anybody434 – understood that 

political independence, though an undoubtedly necessary condition for 

decolonization, does not itself constitute decolonization.  It is possible, in other 

words, for the exploitation, oppression, and dehumanization that are so 

characteristic of colonialism to reappear – with similar values, with similar 

structures435 – in newly “independent” nations as neocolonialism.  This – perhaps 

more than anything else – is what The Wretched of the Earth is all about as a 

432  There were three AAPC gatherings.  The first took place in Accra in December 1958; the 
second took place in Tunis in January 1960; and the third took place in Cairo in March 1961.

433  Frantz Fanon: His Life, His Struggle, His Work, dir. Cheikh Djemai, 58 min., ArtMattan 
Productions, 2001, DVD.

434  Fanon was nothing if not prescient, and many commentators have pointed out that his 
neocolonial predictions were spot on – tragically so.

435  Neocolonialism is characterized by more covert manifestations of these values and structures, 
which can lead to the privileging of the ethical as an intersubjective domain.
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text, and I would suggest that just as Black Skin, White Masks is primarily a text 

of failures, so The Wretched is primarily a text of warnings.  That is why, as I 

pointed out in the introduction to this dissertation, it was so important for him to 

complete it before succumbing to leukemia in December 1961.

Having explicated Fanon's argument for the primacy of politics, and 

recognizing that there is no shortage of commentators when it comes to Fanon 

and his analysis of neocolonialism, I do contend that there is an aspect of his 

cautionary analysis that has not received sufficient attention in the secondary 

literature, an aspect of his analysis that is indispensable to decolonization, to the 

project of human liberation.436  I refer to his phenomenologically-informed 

account of petrification – foreshadowed in Black Skin and made explicit in The 

Wretched – and its various causes.  This phenomenon, I maintain, plays an 

important role in Fanon's theory of liberation, and in the following chapter I will 

attempt to explicate its importance, not only at the level of theory, but also – and 

far more importantly – at the level of liberatory action.

Petrification in The Wretched

Among the deleterious effects of colonialism (and neocolonialism) that are 

described by Fanon in The Wretched of the Earth, there is one that is, in my view, 

especially important.  I refer to “petrification,”437 which is essentially a 

436  The word “liberation” is obviously quite vague, and hopefully it is clear by now that I am 
talking primarily – thought not necessarily exclusively – about liberation from neocolonialism, 
about the the project of true decolonization.

437  Fanon uses la pétrification in the original text.
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sociocultural stasis, a counterproductive stasis that hinders both anticolonial and 

decolonial efforts – and thus the project of humanization itself.  In The Wretched, 

Fanon describes Algerian natives in terms of petrification, and he emphasizes the 

petrification of the rural peasantry.  Consider the following passages:

Thus it is a diplomacy which never stops moving, a diplomacy 
which leaps ahead, in strange contrast to the motionless, petrified 
world of colonization.438

The appearance of the settler has meant in the terms of syncretism 
the death of the aboriginal society, cultural lethargy, and the 
petrification of the individual.439

But if we try to understand the reasons for this mistrust on the part 
of the political parties with regard to the rural areas, we must 
remember that colonialism has often strengthened or established 
its domination by organizing the petrification of the country 
districts.440

In these passages, Fanon uses the terms “petrified” and “petrification” to indicate 

a strong – if not fundamentalist – adherence to tradition, an adherence that leads 

to sociocultural “immobility.”441  The native individuals and the rural peasants are 

petrified, and they consequently commit themselves to the old ways, to the 

superstitions and rituals that, however fantastic, offer outlets for their profound 

anger.  Clinging to “terrifying myths,”442 they effectively distract themselves from 

the hard realities of colonialism, and this ultimately benefits the colonizers, the 

architects of petrification.  “Believe me,” Fanon says, “the zombies are more 

438  Fanon, The Wretched, p. 61, emphasis added.

439  Ibid., p. 73;,emphasis added.

440  Ibid., p. 87, emphasis added.

441  Ibid., p. 40.

442  Ibid., p. 43.
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terrifying than the settlers; and in consequence the problem is no longer that of 

keeping oneself right with the colonial world and its barbed-wire entanglements, 

but of considering three times before urinating, spitting or going out into the 

night.”443

The term “petrification” is especially fitting here.  After all, “petrification” 

derives from the Latin verb petrificare, which literally means “to turn something 

into stone.”  Petra means “stone” in Latin, and in the physical sciences we know 

that petrification has occurred when organic matter has turned into stone as a 

result of the substitution of cellulose for silica.  The organic becomes inorganic; 

the dynamic becomes static.  In Sartrean parlance, we could say that petrified 

objects are entirely what they are, and no longer what they are not – which is to 

say that they are unfree things.444  In the colonial world, according to Fanon, the 

colonized are denied their freedom and thus relegated ontologically to the status 

of things – things like stones.  They are denied their dynamism; they are forced 

violently into an unfree and inhuman “zone of nonbeing.”445

“Petrification” is a fitting term for another reason: It evokes the 

monstrosity of colonialism.  When we are terrified, horrified, or frightened, we 

sometimes become “petrified with fear.”  We cannot move; we cannot scream. 

Agency abandons us – or is taken from us – and for a few brief moments we are 

443  Ibid.

444  I refer here to Jean-Paul Sartre, Being and Nothingness: A Phenomenological Essay on 
Ontology, trans. Hazel E. Barnes (New York: Washington Square Press, 1992), p. 100: “We 
have to deal with human reality as a being which is what it is not and which is not what it is.”

445  Frantz Fanon, Black Skin, White Masks, trans. Charles Lam Markmann (New York: Grove 
Press, 1967), p. 8.
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stuck in time.  For some people, this is a unique experience and thus worth 

pursuing, whether in the form of extreme sports or horror films.  For the 

colonized, however, this is not a unique experience.  To the contrary, it is an 

everyday experience – this denial of agency, this denial of freedom.  “The settler's 

work is to make even dreams of lib-erty impossible for the native,”446 Fanon 

writes, and this is surely monstrous work, work that evokes the Gorgons of Greek 

mythology.  These monsters, three cursed sisters with poisonous, reptilian hair, 

could turn people into stone just by looking into their eyes; they could literally 

petrify their victims.  In the end, is this not exactly what the colonial monster 

tries to achieve with respect to the native population, no matter how impossible?

Of course, Medusa is the most well-known Gorgon, and it is her death that 

has made her so well-known.  Medusa was mortal, after all, unlike her two sisters 

Stheno and Euryale, and Perseus ultimately beheaded her for the conniving King 

Polydectes, who secretly wanted Perseus dead.  However, it is not Medusa's death 

that is relevant here.  It is her origin; it is her transformation from a beautiful 

woman with many suitors to a dreadful monster with deadly, petrifying eyes. 

Boastful of her beautiful hair, Medusa apparently accused the goddess Athena of 

being jealous of her.  Offended by such arrogance, Athena transformed Medusa 

into an utterly monstrous beast.  “The goddess hid her face behind / her aegis – 

but she made Medusa pay: / she changed that Gorgon's hair to horrid snakes.”447 

This was her punishment for offending Athena; this was her punishment for 

446  Fanon, The Wretched, p. 73, emphasis added.

447  Ovid, Metamorphoses, trans. Allen Mandelbaum (San Diego: Harcourt, 1993), p. 142.
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trying to play goddess.448

Medusa was sure of herself – too sure.  She falsely believed that she could 

compete with the goddess of wisdom, at least in terms of their respective beauty, 

and this was simply unacceptable.  As Fanon observes in The Wretched, 

colonialism is also sure of itself – too sure.  And like Medusa before them, the 

agents of colonialism have delusions of divinity; they think of themselves not as 

flesh-and-blood human beings, but rather as disembodied – but nevertheless 

white – gods.  They are not gods, however, and to convince themselves of this 

takes sadistic, dehumanizing work.  Consider the following passages:

Although the country districts represent inexhaustible reserves of 
popular energy, and groups of armed men ensure that insecurity is 
rife there, colonialism does not doubt the strength of its system.  It 
does not feel that it is endangered fundamentally.449

A world divided into compartments, a motionless, Manichaeistic 
world, a world of statues: the statue of the general who carried out 
the conquest, the statue of the engineer who built the bridge; a 
world that is sure of itself, which crushes with its stones the backs 
flayed by whips: this is the colonial world.450

In the colonial countries...the policeman and the soldier, by their 
immediate presence and their frequent and direct action maintain 
contact with the native and advise him by means of rifle-butts and 
napalm not to budge.  It is obvious here that the agents of 
government speak the language of pure force.451

Given their delusions of divinity, it is clear that the colonizers speak this language 

448  There are many interpretations of this myth – from the Freudian to the feminist – and most of 
them are represented in Marjorie Garber and Nancy J. Vickers, ed., The Medusa Reader (New 
York: Routledge, 2003).

449  Fanon, The Wretched, p. 102, emphasis added.

450  Ibid., p. 40, emphasis added.

451  Ibid., p. 29, emphasis added.
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for at least two reasons.  First, “pure force” is necessary in order to maintain the 

colonial status quo, which is to say that it promotes the obedience of the 

natives.452  And second, it reinforces their false sense of ontological superiority. 

Simply put, if the colonizers can act on and overpower the natives, then they (the 

colonizers) must not be human beings.  They must be something more; they must 

be some-thing divine.  Alternatively, if the natives can be acted on and 

overpowered, then they, too, must not be human beings.  They must be 

something less; they must be something sub-human.  And so it is that the 

colonizers are fundamentally misanthropic, their public – and tragically ironic – 

affirmations of humanity notwithstanding.  As Fanon writes, “When I search for 

Man in the technique and the style of Europe, I see only a succession of 

negations of man, and an avalanche of murders.”453

Sadism and the Spirit of Seriousness

This interpretation is not exactly new.  Sartre explains in Being and Nothingness 

that the “profound meaning of the myth of Medusa”454 can be found in our basic 

fear of being petrified by the Look of the Other, whose “rising up confers on the 

for-itself a being-in-itself-in-the-midst-of-the-world as a thing among other 

452  There is, of course, an obvious (and well-documented) relationship between the proportion of 
colonizers to natives and the severity of the methods used by colonizers to quell native 
resistance.  Simply put, the fewer the colonizers, the more severe their methods.

453  Fanon, The Wretched, p. 252, emphasis added.

454  Sartre, Being and Nothingness, p. 555.
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things.”455  When he says this, of course, the philosophical context is the 

intersubjective encounter in general.  He is not referring to the colonial 

encounter, which is unique for any number of reasons, not the least of which is its 

brutality.  Nevertheless, Sartre recognizes the power of the Look to objectify 

others; he recognizes the aggressive – if not monstrous – nature of the Look. 

Expanding on his admittedly brief mention of Medusa, Hazel E. Barnes explains: 

“The Look of the Other, which reveals to me my object side, judges me, 

categorizes me; it identifies me with my external acts and appearances, with my 

self-for-others.  It threatens, by ignoring my free subjectivity, to reduce me to 

the status of a thing in the world.  In short, it reveals my physical and my psychic 

vulnerability, my fragility.”456

Human freedom or “free subjectivity” (to use the formulation of Barnes) is 

ignored by the Looking Other – if not denied altogether – and this is constitutive 

of mauvaise foi or “bad faith,” which is one of the most important concepts in the 

philosophy of Sartre.457  There are many examples of bad faith, not all of which 

are necessarily bad or morally regrettable, but they all have the same basic 

structure: a reflexive lie, a lie that one tells to oneself.  “To be sure,” Sartre writes,

the one who practices bad faith is hiding a displeasing truth or 
presenting as truth a pleasing untruth.  Bad faith then has in 
appearance the structure of falsehood.  Only what changes 
everything is the fact that in bad faith it is from myself that I am 

455  Ibid., emphasis added.

456  Hazel E. Barnes, The Meddling Gods: Four Essays on Classical Themes (Lincoln: University 
of Nebraska Press, 1974), p. 23, emphasis added.

457  Being and Nothingness was basically shorted in Jean-Paul Sartre, Existential Psychoanalysis, 
trans. Hazel E. Barnes (New York: Philosophical Library, 1953), in which the key sections on 
bad faith were organized together.
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hiding the truth.  Thus the duality of the deceiver and the deceived 
does not exist here.  Bad faith on the contrary implies in essence the 
unity of a single consciousness.458

The specific content of these reflexive “deceptions” varies greatly, and one could 

spend an entire lifetime cataloging them.  The general content, on the other hand, 

is always the same.  In bad faith, one denies freedom; one denies responsibility; 

one even denies human reality itself.  And in the colonial world, these denials are 

taken to the most monstrous of extremes.

What, for example, is petrification if not the sadistic institutionalization of 

the spirit of seriousness, that pernicious form of bad faith in which people do not 

take responsibility for the meanings they project into and onto the world?  What 

is petrification if not the presentation – and subsequent enforcement – of certain 

meanings as necessarily true, as ontologically divorced from humanity itself?  In 

Being and Nothingness, Sartre describes this unfortunate attitude in some detail, 

and it cannot be denied that his description is evocative of petrification, that it is 

evocative of the transformation of living tissue to dead, mere matter.  “All serious 

thought,” he explains,

is thickened by the world; it coagulates; it is a dismissal of human 
reality in favor of the world.  The serious man is “of the world” and 
has no resource in himself.  He does not even imagine any longer 
the possibility of getting out of the world, for he has given to 
himself the type of existence of the rock, the consistency, the 
inertia, the opacity of being-in-the-midst-of-the-world.459

As before, the philosophical context here is bad faith in general, the spirit of 

seriousness in general.  Sartre is not referring to colonialism – much less to 

458 Sartre, Being and Nothingness, p. 89.

459 Ibid., p. 741.
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Fanon's account of the petrification of the rural peasantry in colonial Algeria.460 

Thus, he describes the serious man as someone who freely chooses to be serious, 

as some-one who gives himself the “type of existence of the rock.”  For this man, 

freedom and responsibility are too much, and this is especially true when it 

comes to the meanings in the world and their institutional manifestations, to 

which he contributes, and from which he may even benefit, but for which he is 

unwilling to accept any responsibility whatsoever.  The serious man loves to say, 

“That's just the way things are, and there's nothing I can do.”

Such an attitude necessarily leads to quietism – if not to fatalism – and it 

is for this reason that the colonizers foster it among the natives.  For serious 

natives – natives who have been successfully petrified – neither question nor 

resist the colonial world and its meanings, institutions, and limits.  Rather, they 

accept the colonial world and everything that it entails, which includes their own 

ontological inferiority.  The natives thus “choose” seriousness, but they do so with 

boots on their necks and guns to their heads.  In reality, seriousness is chosen for 

them by the colonizers, who are totally committed to the successful 

institutionalization of this form of bad faith.  Consider the following passages:

The settler-native relationship is a mass relationship.  The settler 
pits brute force against the weight of numbers.  He is an 
exhibitionist.  His preoccupation with security makes him remind 
the native out loud that there he alone is master.  The settler keeps 
alive in the native an anger which he deprives of outlet; the native is 
trapped in the tight links of the chains of colonialism.461

The first thing which the native learns is to stay in his place, and 

460  Being and Nothingness and The Wretched of the Earth are separated by eighteen years.

461  Fanon, The Wretched, p. 42, emphasis added.
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not to go beyond certain limits.  This is why the dreams of the 
native are always of muscular prowess; his dreams are of action and 
of aggression....During the period of colonization, the native never 
stops achieving his freedom from nine in the evening until six in the 
morning.462

In the colonial world, the natives are denied their freedom; they are denied their 

dynamism.  And one telling consequence of this, according to Fanon, is that they 

can experience their freedom only in their dreams during the hours of the night. 

This observation – no doubt informed by his progressive work at the Blida-

Joinville Psychiatric Hospital – is significant.  It suggests, after all, that the 

colonizers, their persistent and protracted efforts notwithstanding, cannot 

objectify the natives completely; it suggests that “inwardly [they] can only achieve 

a pseudo-petrification.”463

The colonizers would like to petrify the natives completely; they would like 

to transform them into things – things like stones.  They would also like to create 

a world so saturated with seriousness that its opposite – playfulness – would be 

nowhere to be found.  The problem, of course, is that this sadistic project is 

contradictory of human reality and thus impossible.  The natives are human 

beings; the natives – like the colonizers, their delusions of divinity 

notwithstanding – are embodied freedoms in the world.  They cannot, therefore, 

be petrified completely.  At most, they can be “pseudo-petrified,” which is to say 

that they can be violently forced into a state of habitual obedience, which is 

simultaneously a state of socio-political hibernation.  “In this way,” Fanon 

462  Ibid., p. 40, emphasis added.

463  Ibid., p. 42, emphasis added.
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observes, “the individual accepts the disintegration ordained by God, bows down 

before the settler and his lot, and by a kind of interior restabilization acquires a 

stony calm.”464

This attitude prevails among the rural peasants, who are the most petrified 

natives in the colonial world.  They live their day-to-day lives under an immobile, 

“magical superstructure,”465 haunted by all sorts of “malificent spirits.”466  They 

are “steeped, as we have seen, in a changeless, ever-recurring life without 

incident.”467  And yet, according to Fanon, they possess radical political potential 

– more even than the relatively privileged and largely compromised urban 

proletariat, which  is, as a group, semi-incorporated into the economy of the 

colonial world and thus less committed to national independence.468  This 

revolutionary potential is rarely recognized, for the rural peasants are assumed to 

be petrified completely, “disintegrated” completely.  However, this is not the 

case, and when militants from the cities are forced to seek refuge in the 

countryside, they encounter natives who are worthy of serious engagement – if 

not immediate conscription.  “They discover,” Fanon writes,

that the mass of the country people have never ceased to think of 
the problem of their liberation except in terms of violence, in terms 

464  Ibid., emphasis added.

465  Ibid., p. 43.

466  Ibid.

467  Ibid., p. 109.

468  This is hardly an orthodox position, and Fanon has been accused of drastically overestimating 
the political potential of both the rural peasantry and the urban lumpenproletariat.  As these 
accusations – sometimes empirical, sometimes ideological – do not immediately bear upon 
the argument that I am trying to make here, I will not be addressing them.
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of taking back the land from the foreigners, in terms of national 
struggle, and of armed insurrection....These men discover a 
coherent people who go on living, as it were, statically, but who 
keep their moral values and their devotion to the nation intact. 
They discover a people that is generous, ready to sacrifice 
themselves completely, an impatient people, with stony pride.469

These natives are the most petrified – the most “thingified”470 – and their options 

in the colonial world are the most severely restricted.  They are also, according to 

Fanon, in dire need of political education.  “Things must be explained to them,”471 

he says in The Wretched, referring to the importance of long-term strategies and 

sociopolitical goals.  Nevertheless, these natives – these “country people” – 

demonstrate the utter impossibility of the colonial project; their revolutionary 

potential exposes the colonizers as impotent Gorgons, wannabe Gorgons, who 

are ultimately unable to turn the natives into stone-like, unfree things.

Neocolonial Misadventures

But what about independence?  Is petrification not transcended as a result of the 

success of the anticolonial struggle?  And the spirit of seriousness, too?  Are the 

natives not revitalized as a result of their revolutionary praxis?  After all, if 

colonialism is characterized by petrification – understood here as the 

institutionalization of the spirit of seriousness – then the expulsion of the settlers 

should free the natives from this form of bad faith and everything that it entails. 
469  Ibid., p. 101, emphasis added.

470  This term, which is actually adopted from Aimé Césaire, Discourse on Colonialism, trans. 
Joan Pinkham (New York: Monthly Review Press, 2000), p. 42, appears in Frantz Fanon, 
Toward the African Revolution, trans. Haakon Chevalier (New York: Grove Press, 1967), p. 14.

471  Fanon, The Wretched, p. 112.
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In the postcolonial world, there should be an across-the-board revival of human 

freedom, an all-out affirmation of radical responsibility and playful engagement; 

the postcolonial world should be witness to the rebirth of humanity itself.472

Fanon is sympathetic to such an analysis, and he absolutely recognizes the 

unique potential of the newly independent nations in Africa and across the Third 

World.  He is less sympathetic, however, to the thesis of historical inevitability or 

necessity – an essential thesis in orthodox Marxism.  As he explains in an article 

originally written for El Moudjahid, the official organ of the FLN, “It is rigorously 

true that decolonization is proceeding, but it is rigorously false to pretend and to 

believe that this is the fruit of an objective dialectic which more or less rapidly 

assumes the appearance of an absolutely inevitable mechanism.”473  In other 

words, decolonization – which is more than just formal independence – cannot 

be counted on, cannot be naively assumed.  Rather, it must be seen as a merely 

potential historical development – contingent, not necessary – one that must be 

fought for by committed human beings, who can either create a new world for 

themselves or allow the old one to extend into the future by its sheer inertia.

Of course, this – perhaps more than anything else – is what The Wretched 

of the Earth is all about.  Fanon recognizes that colonialism is nothing if not 

resilient, and that its meanings and institutions can survive the antithetical, 

anticolonial moment; he recognizes that they can survive formal independence 

472  Recall the imperative that concludes Fanon, The Wretched, p. 255: “For Europe, for ourselves 
and for humanity, comrades, we must turn over a new leaf, we must work out new concepts, 
and try to step afoot a new man.”

473  Fanon, Toward the African Revolution, p. 170, emphasis added.
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and reap-pear in the supposedly postcolonial world.  He also recognizes that 

revolutionary praxis – the cornerstone of the anticolonial struggle – can itself 

become petrified, and that its agents can become serious with respect to the 

meanings and institutions on which they have worked.  Here again, there is a 

theoretical convergence between Fanon and Sartre, the latter of whom describes 

this phenomenon in his two-volume Critique of Dialectical Reason, a work with 

which Fanon was apparently quite familiar.474  According to Sartre, there is an 

ironic tendency for the created objects of praxis to restrict the creative agents of 

praxis, which is to say that there is a tendency for free human beings – however 

revolutionary – to divorce themselves from the objects of their praxis, and to 

relate to them as though they (the objects) were ontologically independent, as 

though they were unchangeable things both in and of the world.  This 

phenomenon is referred to as “the practico-inert,” and it is described in the 

following passage:

In the practical experience of successful action, the moment of 
objectification presents itself as a necessary end of the individual 
practical dialectic – which is submerged in it as its object – and as 
the appearance of a new moment.  And this new moment (that of 
the practico-inert or of fundamental sociality) comes back to the 
total, translucid dialectic of individual praxis and constitutes it as 
the first moment of a more complex dialectic.  This means that in 
every objectified praxis the practico-inert field becomes its  
negation in favour of passive activity as a common structure of 
collectives and worked matter.475

474  As Cherki writes in Frantz Fanon, p. 160: “Fanon disliked talking about his illness....He was 
much more interested in talking about Sartre and Sartre's philosophical writings.  Fanon was 
one of the few who had read Sartre's most recent work, La Critique de la raison dialectique, a 
book that was largely disregarded at the time of its publication.”

475  Jean-Paul Sartre, Critique of Dialectical Reason, vol. 1., trans. Alan Sheridan-Smith (London: 
Verso, 2004), p. 319.
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In this remarkably dense passage, Sartre explains that dialectical progress – the 

outcome of “successful action” – produces “new moments” in “more complex 

dialectics,” and that these “new moments” develop an inertia of their own, an 

inertia that ultimately fosters “passive activity.”  Not surprisingly, this “passive 

activity” is characterized by the spirit of seriousness, by an irresponsible, 

quietistic detachment from the meanings and institutions that constitute these 

“new moments” in the world; it is characterized by petrification in the Fanonian 

sense.

The Wretched is about this phenomenon – among other things – and in it 

Fanon identifies two durable inertias that contribute to it, both of which, 

according to him, threaten the radical project of authentic decolonization.  First, 

there is the inertia of the colonial meanings and institutions, which can survive 

formal independence and reappear – tragically and ironically – with an 

indigenous dramatis personae.  And second, there is the inertia of the 

anticolonial meanings and institutions, whose petrification in the supposedly 

postcolonial world can lead to “hyper-nationalism, to chauvinism, and finally to 

racism.”476  The first of these two inertias is illustrated in the following passage, in 

which Fanon discusses the petrification of colonial economic inequality:

The national middle class constantly demands the nationalization 
of the economy and of the trading sectors.  This is because, from 
their point of view, nationalization does not mean putting the whole 
economy at the service of the nation and deciding to satisfy the 
needs of the nation.  For them, nationalization does not mean 
governing the state with regard to the new social relations whose 
growth it has been decided to encourage.  To them, nationalization 
quite simply means the transfer into native hands of those unfair 

476  Fanon, The Wretched, p. 125.
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advantages which are a legacy of the colonial period.477

This is decolonization as mere reversal, and such an approach to decolonization 

is profoundly limited – if not utterly bankrupt.  After all, its measure of success is 

not whether “those unfair advantages...of the colonial period” have been 

eliminated in favor of something better – more just, more efficient – but whether 

they have been effectively reproduced in an independent, postcolonial context. 

Fanon rejects this approach – indeed, he is disgusted by it – and he harshly 

admonishes national leaders for taking it.  “For years on end,” he writes,

after independence has been won, we see him [the leader], 
incapable of urging on the people to a concrete task, unable really to 
open the future to them or of flinging them into the path of national 
reconstruction, that is to say, of their own reconstruction; we see 
him reassessing the history of independence and recalling the 
sacred unity of the struggle for liberation.  The leader, because he 
refuses to break up the national bourgeoisie, asks the people to fall  
back into the past and to become drunk on the remembrance of the 
epoch which led up to independence.  The leader, seen objectively, 
brings the people to a halt and persists in either expelling them 
from history or preventing them from taking root in it.478

This passage – which is worth quoting at length – is not about the petrification of 

the colonial meanings and institutions; it is not about the colonial practico-inert. 

Rather, it is about the petrification of the anticolonial meanings and institutions; 

it is about the anticolonial practico-inert, which is, according to Fanon, one of the 

greatest threats to authentic decolonization.  This threat is personified by the 

national leader, who – like the colonizers before him – becomes rather sadistic 

477  Ibid., p. 122, emphasis added.

478  Ibid., pp. 135-136, emphasis added.
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with respect to the citizens/subjects.479  He fosters the spirit of serious among 

them; he fosters an attitude toward the world in which possibility itself – the 

essence of the human being – is militated against day in and day out.  “During the 

struggle for liberation,” Fanon writes, “the leader awakened the people and 

promised them a forward march, heroic and unmitigated.  Today he uses every 

means to put them to sleep.”480

This is neither liberation nor authentic decolonization; much less is it a 

rebirth of humanity itself.  And why not?  Because petrification – understood 

here as the institutionalization of the spirit of seriousness – survives in the 

postcolonial, neocolonial world, driven by the inertia of the colonial meanings 

and institutions on one hand, and by the inertia of the anticolonial meanings and 

institutions on the other.  Fanon – perhaps more than anyone – recognizes this 

danger, a danger that must be addressed both theoretically and practically  As he 

concludes in The Wretched, “If we want humanity to advance a step farther, if we 

want to bring it up to a different level than that which Europe has shown us, then 

we must invent and we must make discoveries.”481

479  The distinction between citizens and subjects is explored in Mahmood Mamdani, Citizen and 
Subject: Contemporary Africa and the Legacy of Late Colonialism (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 1996).

480  Ibid., p. 136, emphasis added.

481  Ibid., p. 254.
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CHAPTER 5

PLAYFUL MUTATIONS:
FANON AND THE POLITICS OF PHILOSOPHICAL ARCHAEOLOGY

Frantz Fanon wrote three books in his lifetime, and after his death several 

of his “political essays” – many of which were from El Moudjahid, the official 

organ of the FLN482 – were edited together and made available to a wider 

audience.483  Hands down, his most famous works – and the ones that receive the 

most attention from commentators – are Black Skin, White Masks, his first book, 

and The Wretched of the Earth, his third book and cautionary swan song to the 

exploited, the oppressed, and the dehumanized.484  I do not think that these 

works receive too much attention – indeed, the more attention the better! – but it 

is my contention that Fanon's third book, A Dying Colonialism, should be taken 

more seriously by thinkers and activists – especially by those of us who worry 

about our neocolonial, misanthropic times, by those of us who are committed to 

the urgent project of human liberation.485  And why?  Because – and this is very 

important – in A Dying Colonialism there are multiple descriptions of political 

482  See chapter one, pp. 18-19.

483  Frantz Fanon, Toward the African Revolution: Political Essays, trans. Haakon Chevalier 
(New York: Grove Press, 1967).

484  Frantz Fanon, Black Skin, White Masks, trans. Charles Lam Markmann (New York: Grove 
Press, 1967), and The Wretched of the Earth, trans. Constance Farrington (London: Penguin 
Books, 1967).

485  Frantz Fanon, A Dying Colonialism, trans. Haakon Chevalier (New York: Grove Press, 1965).
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“playfulness,”486 which is to say that there are multiple descriptions of the 

Algerian people engaging in philosophical archaeology, which I define here as 

the descriptive and evaluative analysis of meanings as human artifacts.  These 

descriptions, I contend, are essential for an understanding of Fanonian 

liberation, for an understanding of how to respond to the pernicious 

phenomenon of neocolonial petrification.

I will here discuss philosophical archaeology – a term that I am using in an 

unorthodox way – as a response to petrification, and I will do so by analyzing 

what I consider to be an excellent example of it.  Specifically, I will look at Family 

Matters: Feminist Concepts in African Philosophy of Culture by Nkiru Uwechia 

Nzegwu, a book that plays with the idea of “gender” and the extent to which it can 

serve as a concept in liberatory politics.  Having done that, it will hopefully be 

clear that if The Wretched is ultimately about warnings, then A Dying 

Colonialism is about solutions.

Interrogating Gender in Africa

Oyèrónké Oyěwùmí concludes The Invention of Women, a groundbreaking 

text in African feminist thought, with the following words: "Yorùbá is changing, 

and like many African languages, it is changing rapidly – a result, in part, of the 

imposition of European languages and structures on African societies."487  For 

486  “Playfulness,” as I understand it in this dissertation, is basically the opposite of petrification 
and the spirit of seriousness.

487  Oyèrónké Oyěwùmí, The Invention of Women: Making an African Sense of Western Gender 
Discourses (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1997), 174.
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Oyěwùmí, this change is tragic inasmuch as it is premised upon an organizing 

principle that is neither just nor indigenous to the Yorùbá, an organizing 

principle that is generally – and rather erroneously – assumed to be universal. 

Of course, this organizing principle is gender, and its (assumed) sociopolitical 

structure is patriarchy (rarely matriarchy).  Oyěwùmí denies that the Yorùbá 

were organized in terms of gender; she argues instead that they were traditionally 

organized in terms of seniority – that is, chronological age.  She also argues that 

it is wrong to assume patriarchy in cross-cultural studies, that such an 

assumption – however well intentioned – often leads to misinterpretations of the 

present and rewritings of the past.  (Among other things, The Invention of  

Women is a critical historiography.)  As Oyěwùmí points out, the assumption of 

patriarchy among many feminists is so basic that the very idea of a genderless 

language – to say nothing of a genderless society – is relegated to the possible 

worlds of science fiction.488  In her view, this is cynical, arrogant, and 

unfortunate.  "I," she writes, "like millions of other Yorùbá, speak a nonsexist 

language.  For us, however, what needs to be documented is not how we came to 

speak this nonsexist language but how we are increasingly speaking a 'sexist'  

one."489

Nkiru Uwechia Nzegwu speaks to this concern in Family Matters: 

Feminist Concepts in African Philosophy of Culture, yet another groundbreaking 
488  Western feminists, according to Oyěwùmí, have made "sex" and "gender" inseparable, from 

which it follows that wherever there is sexual difference, there is also gender.  She sees this in 
Suzanne J. Kessler and Wendy McKenna, Gender: An Ethnomethodological Approach (New 
York: John Wiley and Sons, 1978) and even in Judith Butler, Gender Trouble: Feminism and 
the Subversion of Identity (New York: Routledge, 1990).

489  Oyěwùmí, The Invention, p. 175.
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text.  Like Oyěwùmí, Nzegwu argues that gender as an organizing principle and 

patriarchy as its sociopolitical structure were colonial impositions; like Oyěwùmí, 

Nzegwu argues that it is wrong to assume patriarchy in cross-cultural studies; 

and like Oyěwùmí, Nzegwu is deeply troubled by the systematic erosion of 

African women's rights – ironically, in the name of tradition.  Unlike Oyěwùmí, 

however, Nzegwu focuses on the Igbo (as opposed to the Yorùbá), appeals to 

critical legal studies (as opposed to Foucauldian archaeology/genealogy), and 

explicitly addresses the importance of these issues to contemporary Africana 

social and political philosophy.  She also – and this is perhaps the most important 

difference between Nzegwu and Oyěwùmí – frames her study in terms of the Igbo 

family.  "Because there is a connection between family well-being and a healthy 

nation," she explains, "and because family destabilization attacks the very 

foundations of societies, we ought to accord higher priority to discussions of the 

well-being of the African family."490

In the introduction to Family Matters, this prioritizing is situated in terms 

of Africana social and political philosophy, contemporary human rights 

discourse, and feminist thought.  Nzegwu begins with the familiar tension 

between individual and group rights, a tension that cannot but be informed by 

the "norms of cultures and traditions."491  She notes that this tension has played 

out in negative ways with respect to many African women inasmuch as their 

individual rights have been trumped by group rights, the latter of which have 

490  Nkiru Uwechia Nzegwu, Family Matters: Feminist Concepts in African Philosophy of Culture 
(Albany: State University of New York Press, 2006), p. 5.

491  Ibid., p. 1.

153



been defended – if not codified – in terms of tradition and authenticity. 

However, as Nzegwu also notes, what is defended as authentically African is 

frequently not.  Often, it is the dual-product of colonialism and the neocolonial 

assumption of colonial values – patriarchal values, for example – by African men. 

(One of the striking things about Nzegwu's analysis is its distribution of 

responsibility.  Yes, she blames colonialism for much of the status quo, but she 

also blames African – specifically, Igbo – men for taking advantage of patriarchy 

as an institution.  This point is descriptive and evaluative; it is also emphasized 

throughout the text.)  Of course, what follows from this problematic is not only 

that there can be a tension between tradition and modernity – a common enough 

theme in Africana philosophy492 – but also that "tradition" as a category is 

suspect inasmuch as it has been infected with patriarchal values.  As Nzegwu 

explains, "Once scholars concede that women in African societies are culturally 

subordinate to men, it becomes difficult to uphold a human rights charter that 

simultaneously offers equality to women and safeguards the integrity of cultural 

traditions."493

This is not to say that Nzegwu favors a liberal account of African women's 

rights, or that she denies the importance of tradition to the sociopolitical world. 

It is only to say that she rejects the reification and a priori privileging of (what is 

believed to be) tradition.  Thus, even if the Igbo had been organized in terms of 

492  This tension is basic to many texts in Africana philosophy.  One of the best discussions of it is 
in D.A. Masolo, African Philosophy in Search of Identity (Bloomington: Indiana University 
Press, 1994).

493  Nzegwu, Family Matters, p. 2.
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gender, it does not follow that the continued subordination of Igbo women is 

defensible.  (Given her denial of an indigenous patriarchy among the Igbo, 

Nzegwu does not actually have to use this argument.  Having said that, it is on 

standby throughout the text.)  It should also be pointed out that this concern 

should not be understood in terms of the specter of essentialism – the ubiquitous 

fear of making necessary that which is contingent, of tearing human being from 

its becoming.  Nzegwu defends an Igbo essence, albeit one that has suffered from 

misinterpretation; she defends sexual difference – to say nothing of a dual-sex 

sociopolitical structure.  She does not, therefore, reject essences so much as the 

(admittedly unsafe) reductionistic approach to essentializing.  Indeed, she would 

almost certainly agree with Ato Sekyi-Otu, who explains in Fanon's Dialectic of  

Experience that "in these days of cavalier refusals of the language of essences, it is 

worth recalling that the protocol utterance of modern existentialism – 'existence 

precedes essence' – signified a repudiation not of essences but the ascription to 

them of a primordial ontological status [emphasis added]."494  She would agree, 

in other words, that there is a crucial difference between necessary and 

contingent essences, the latter of which are products of an intersubjective or 

social world.

This distinction is basic to Family Matters, and Nzegwu does not hesitate 

to bring it to bear on Western feminists, many of whom, according to her, appeal 

to the ubiquitous social constructivity thesis in an attempt to avoid difficult 

questions – if not reality itself.   Nzegwu also claims that many of their appeals to 

494  Ato Sekyi-Otu, Fanon's Dialectic of Experience (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1996), 
127.
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the social constructivity thesis, which is premised upon a radical appreciation of 

contingency, ultimately present the sociopolitical world in terms of necessity.  In 

other words, they are guilty of essentializing.  As she explains, this has resulted in 

an ironic, unholy alliance between Western feminists and Igbo men.  "Although 

philosophically opposed to each other," she writes,

both share the central assumption that the African family in 
general, and the Igbo family in particular, have always been male 
dominated.  Both are engaged in the enterprise of casting their 
patriarchal view of families as traditional and culturally rooted. 
Both share the task of representing African women as voiceless and 
inferior to men.  Both have successfully established as true the 
myth that African women lack agency.495

Harsh words, to be sure, but what is their purpose?  Their purpose is to expose 

the "convergence of interests"496 that has relegated the very of idea of Igbo women 

as agents to the possible worlds of science fiction; their purpose is to identify the 

discourse in which Igbo women are essentialized as necessarily subjugated, as 

necessarily oppressed.  But again, it is not essentializing itself that is worrisome 

to Nzegwu.  Rather, it is the construction of false essences – essences, in other 

words, that misrepresent the precolonial realities of the Igbo, either through 

"honest" misinterpretations or deliberate fabrications.

In Family Matters, the false essence under heavy scrutiny is that of an 

indigenous patriarchy among the Igbo, an ethnic group that is concentrated in 

the southeastern part of Nigeria.  Nzegwu begins with an exhaustive account of 

precolonial familial relations; she then explains how a gender-informed 

495  Nzegwu, Family Matters, p. 18, emphasis added.

496  Ibid.
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patriarchy came to be in Igboland – specifically, in the city of Onitsha.  Like 

Oyěwùmí in The Invention of Women, Nzegwu takes on the research of colonial 

ethnographers early in the text, whose epistemological role in the formation of an 

Igbo patriarchy cannot be overestimated.  "In recording what they saw," she 

writes, "these early chroniclers of Igbo culture consistently privileged men's 

experiences, completely respected men's voices and opinions, and methodically 

interpreted the world through their male-privileging lenses."497  Not surprisingly, 

a consequence of this privileging was the writing out of Igbo women's realities – 

realities, as a matter of fact, that were characterized by individual and 

sociopolitical agency.  Another consequence, as Nzegwu points out, has been the 

ironic application of this research to the Western feminist project of identifying 

patriarchies cross-culturally, of establishing the universality of patriarchy in the 

world.

This, then, is the discursive scenario in which Nzegwu finds herself – a 

scenario, to be sure, in which the cards are stacked against her, both in terms of 

Igbo male scholarship and Western feminist scholarship.  Fortunately, perhaps, 

Oyěwùmí has already taken on this scenario, has already dealt a blow to the 

cross-cultural assumption of gender and patriarchy – to say nothing of the 

historiographical consequences of this assumption.  But again, it would be wrong 

to read Family Matters merely as a critical exercise – an exercise, that is, without 

any normative content.  Nzegwu appeals to critical legal studies, yes, but she has 

committed herself to more than a descriptive account of precolonial, colonial, 

497  Ibid., p. 24.
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and neocolonial realities; she has committed herself to a prescriptive account – 

an account, in other words, that is forward-looking and constructive.  Indeed, not 

only does she propose a dual-sex sociopolitical structure for Igboland, Nigeria, 

and Africa; she proposes one for the United States – an ambitious prescription if 

there ever was one!

Having exposed the "male-privileging" biases of colonial ethnographers, 

Nzegwu proceeds to describe the precolonial realities of the traditional Igbo 

family, which was not a conjugal unit so much as a consanguineal line of kin. 

"Discussions of the Igbo family," she begins, "must be conducted on its own 

terms.  These should occur outside of the regulatory principles of the nuclear 

family and of the conjugality that the twentieth-century Western episteme 

upholds as the standard for any discourse on family."498  (Of course, the use of the 

word "episteme" is significant here inasmuch as it suggests the influence of 

Foucault, whose absence in Family Matters is somewhat conspicuous.  After all, 

is Nzegwu not defending a "subjugated knowledge" in the Foucauldian sense?  Is 

she not challenging an "order of knowledge" as Oyěwùmí has explicitly done?) 

And because the logic of the consanguineal family is not basic to the "twentieth-

century Western episteme," it is described at length in chapter one.  As Nzegwu 

writes:

Once the consanguineal logic of family descent is given epistemic 
priority in understanding Onitsha and northwestern Igbo families, 
two parallel lines of kin emerge into focus.  These are the line of 
umuada (daughters/sisters) and the line of umu okpala 
(sons/brothers).  At the head of the sororal or female line is isi ada 
(first-lineage daughter), and di okpala (first-lineage son) is the 

498  Ibid., p. 31, emphasis added.
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head of the male fraternal line.  Descending in hierarchal order are 
a multitude of generational nodal points among which are umunna 
(all adult children of the lineage), umuada (all adult lineage 
daughters who may or may not live within the family compounds), 
okpala (adult lineage sons), umu agbo (young unmarried girls), 
umu ikolobia (young unmarried boys), and umu aro (little 
children).499

According to Nzegwu, these two lines of kin – the umuada and the umu okpala – 

are parallel because the public/private dichotomy cannot be mapped onto them; 

they are parallel because each of them is characterized by individual and 

sociopolitical agency.  There is, then, no private sphere in this dual-sex structure 

to which women could be relegated – at least, not in the "traditional" Western 

sense.  To the contrary, in this structure the umuada and the umu okpala share 

power – to say nothing of responsibility – and both of them are respected as 

important sites of power.  Thus, while this structure is organized in terms of 

sexual difference, which does not necessarily suggest gender, its essence is 

decidedly not patriarchal.

Nzegwu does not claim that this dual-sex structure is without hierarchies. 

Indeed, not unlike Oyěwùmí in The Invention of Women, she stresses the 

importance of seniority as an indigenous organizing principle among the Igbo. 

However, having said that – and given the aforementioned discursive scenario in 

which she finds herself – this description of the traditional Igbo family is rather 

scandalous.  After all, it contradicts the research of Western feminists and Igbo 

men, who have – for altogether different reasons – committed themselves to the 

representation of an indigenous patriarchy in Igboland.  Furthermore, in 

499  Ibid., p. 31.

159



defending this dual-sex structure in Family Matters, Nzegwu is taking essences 

seriously and eschewing the idealized individual of political liberalism, to which 

many feminists are also committed – if only for pragmatic reasons.  Her 

anticipation of objections, therefore, both ethnological and philosophical, is not 

too surprising.  What is surprising, however, is her imaginative dialogical 

approach to meeting them later in the text.

Knowing that this description of the traditional Igbo family will raise any 

number of red flags among Western feminists, Nzegwu proceeds to demonstrate 

that the essential characteristics of patriarchy were absent from precolonial 

Igboland, and that their imposition by the British was opposed – angrily and 

publicly – by Igbo women, which speaks to their precolonial self-worth as Igbo 

women.  As she explains:

The four key required system-wide features [of patriarchy] are, 
first, the concentration of powers in the hands of men over women 
as a group; second, the division of a society into public and private 
spheres and the restriction of women to the private space of the 
home; third, the domestication and exploitation of women, 
including the control of their sexual and reproductive powers; and 
last, the systematic devaluation of women.500

These characteristics, according to Nzegwu, were neither indigenous to 

precolonial Igboland nor easily imposed onto it.  Their imposition, in fact, was 

achieved only through the violence – physical and discursive – associated with 

"missionary work, colonial administrators, and education."501  (Of course, they 

also had to be accepted by Igbo men, who saw their interests best furthered in a 

500  Ibid., p. 28, emphasis added.

501  Ibid.

160



patriarchal structure.)  Inasmuch as the umuada and the umu okpala were both 

sites of sociopolitical power, then, it is clear that the first two characteristics of 

patriarchy were altogether absent.  It is also clear that the third characteristic was 

absent inasmuch as the traditional Igbo woman could pursue any number of 

relationships in an effort to become a mother, which should not be understood 

here only in terms of pregnancy and childbirth.

It would hardly be an exaggeration to say that Nzegwu stresses the absence 

of this third characteristic from precolonial Igboland, that she stresses the 

absence of domestication and exploitation with respect to the "sexual and 

reproductive powers" of traditional Igbo women.  She dedicates several pages, in 

fact, to idigbe and woman-woman relationships – to say nothing of their 

sociopolitical significance – both of which were ultimately condemned by the 

authorities as immoral.  As she explains, the first relationship, idigbe, "allows a 

daughter to enter into a socially legitimate union with a man of her choosing,"502 

generally – but not necessarily – for the purpose of becoming pregnant and thus 

a mother.  The second relationship, on the other hand, allows a woman to become 

a female husband, to marry, in other words, another woman in an effort to 

become a mother for her children.  Needless to say, both of these relationships 

are at odds with patriarchy inasmuch as they privilege the "sexual and 

reproductive powers" of traditional Igbo women over and above any kind of 

conjugal exclusivity or male sexual pride.  Furthermore, they are only two of the 

many transmarital relationships that were allowed in precolonial Igboland.  "It is 

502  Ibid., p. 283.
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public knowledge," Nzegwu writes,

in respective Igbo communities that mothers had lovers and often 
switched the bloodlines of their families and reconstituted the 
"father" pole of families.  They did this by engaging in two types of 
transmarital relationships: those that were sanctioned by the 
community and those that were not.  Community-sanctioned 
transmarital relationships occurred when, for professional reasons, 
spouses such as Awka blacksmiths and Nri ritual specialists, 
undertook journeys that kept them away from their conjugal units 
for months on end; when a wife married other wives and the male 
genitor was not the husband (male) of the husband (female); when 
a husband had difficulties producing sons and a wife had relations 
with a man known to have a propensity for having sons; when the 
wife in the previous example of a woman-woman marriage…
married her own wife; when a groom died without the birth of a 
male child to continue his line, and the widow selected a paramour 
with whom to produce an heir and continue the line.503

And the list goes on.  Nzegwu actually gives at least fourteen examples of 

transmarital relationships, all of which were "community-sanctioned," all of 

which were fundamentally at odds with a gender-informed patriarchy.  According 

to her, these relationships were by no means exceptions to any patriarchal rule; 

they were the rule, and the rule was agency and autonomy with respect to the 

"sexual and reproductive powers" of traditional women in precolonial  

Igboland.  Even those transmarital relationships that were not typically 

encouraged were not regarded as "alu (abominable) or nso (unholy, unclean) and 

so did not have the fearsome stigma of impropriety attached to them,"504 the 

"fearsome stigma" that is so characteristic of patriarchal societies.

This freedom was premised upon the social value of motherhood – a value 

that ultimately trumped most others – and Nzegwu does not hesitate to defend 

503  Ibid., p. 45, emphasis added.

504  Ibid., p. 47.
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this value.  However, she is also quite aware of the likely Western feminist 

response to the social value of motherhood; she is aware of the likely response 

that it can – and frequently does – reduce women to mere child-producers.  This 

is a legitimate concern, to be sure, but, according to Nzegwu, it simply does not 

apply to the dual-sex sociopolitical structure of precolonial Igboland, in which 

both the umuada and the umu okpala were respected as dynamic, parallel sites 

of power.  In this structure, motherhood was an important social value, yes, but it 

was not the only social value, nor was motherhood the only social role for Igbo 

women.  As she explains, "We should note…that producing children provided 

them with the basis of their sexual autonomy and the socially authorized pathway 

to move to an elevated, empowered social level."505  Furthermore, their "desire to 

be mothers was rooted in their positive experiences of motherhood, in the social 

validation of their respective labor, and the emotional needs having children 

satisfied for them.”506

Having completed her account of precolonial familial and sociopolitical 

relations, Nzegwu proceeds in chapters two and three to explain how a gender-

informed patriarchy came to be in Igboland and how – notwithstanding recent, 

supposedly "progressive" legal developments – it continues to thrive in terms of 

inheritance laws that "relegate women to the category of social and legal 

minors."507  These chapters are largely historical and often technical; they are also 

505  Ibid., p. 40

506  Ibid.

507  Ibid., p. 103
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necessary with respect to her radical project of relativizing sociopolitical concepts 

– specifically, those concepts that have been basic to feminist analyses of the 

world.  

In chapter two, which is titled "Legalizing Patriarchy: Sorting through 

Customary Laws and Practices," Nzegwu describes at length the colonial 

imposition and subsequent neocolonial assumption of patriarchal values in 

Igboland, beginning with an "archaeological"508 study of native courts and 

warrant chiefs, the former of which were established by Frederick Dealtry Lugard 

in 1900.509  As she explains, "These courts were supposed to rule in accordance 

with native law and custom.  But from the onset, women were excluded from 

membership in these courts even though they had always been part of the 

indigenous judicial system and had adjudicated a wide range of cases."510  This 

exclusion, according to her, was followed by a gradual legal proscription of the 

"woman-affirming practices of the Igbo family scheme that...European morality 

codes…defined as contrary to natural law."511  Thus, idigbe and woman-woman 

relationships were outlawed – quite literally – and divorces (from men) seriously 

limited.  In the city of Onitsha, for example,

educated and Christianized…men saw the institution of idigbe (and 
a whole host of other liberal practices) as immoral and antithetical 

508  Ibid., p. 64.

509  In Olufemi Taiwo, "Reading the Colonizer's Mind: Lord Lugard and the Philosophical 
Foundations of British Colonialism," in Racism and Philosophy, eds. Susan E. Babbitt and Sue 
Campbell (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1999), Lugard is described as "the principle 
philosopher of Empire," p. 161.

510  Ibid., p. 65, emphasis added.

511  Ibid., p. 66, emphasis added.
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to the new "progressive" society that they were striving to build. 
They saw the options that were valid under the old morality code as 
"unnatural" and as giving far too much freedom to women.  Women 
who desired this option were ridiculed as harlots, and over time the 
ridicule achieved the goal of presenting patriarchal marriages as the 
only valid model of connubial relationships for women.512

It should also be pointed out that adultery became a serious crime during this 

transitional period, in which empowered warrant chiefs literally invented 

fictional customs "designed to control wives' sexuality,"513 including 

compensatory fines – in shillings, ironically – for the (male) paramours of Igbo 

women.  Needless to say, these so-called "customs" did not see Igbo women as 

autonomous agents; they saw them as objects to be dominated, as virtual 

property, the adulterous transfer of which required adequate compensation.

Given their precolonial self-worth, it is not surprising that Igbo women 

vigorously protested the imposition and subsequent assumption of these 

patriarchal "customs."  They knew, after all, that these "customs" were entirely 

contrary to tradition and its woman-affirming practices; they knew that these 

"customs" were being invented by men for their own sociopolitical advantage. 

"Because Igbo women," Nzegwu writes, "had always been political actors, they 

could analyze these…issues and political reasoning led them to challenge this 

attempt to exact their labor without compensation.  They used all the traditional 

political instruments that were available to them to conduct what has now 

become known as Ogu Umunwanyi,"514 or the Women's War.  This event, which 

512  Ibid., p. 71, emphasis added.

513  Ibid., p. 86.

514  Ibid., p. 90.
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was described by Lugard as "a strange phenomenon,"515 took place in 1929, and it 

saw Igbo women kidnapping warrant chiefs and forcing them to sing humiliating 

songs in public, besieging government offices in protest of taxation without 

representation, symbolically destroying official documents, boycotting the 

products of European firms, and protesting en masse against the establishment 

of an Igbo patriarchy.  It also saw them revolting against their husbands and 

fathers, "who were political rather than economic figures, and whose 

implementation of colonial policies affected their lives as women."516 

Overwhelmed – and somewhat confused – by these diverse acts of resistance, the 

colonial authorities ultimately turned to physical violence, and by the end of 

1929, fifty-five Igbo women had been shot and killed, and another fifty wounded.

These extreme measures did not quell the resistance of Igbo women, and it 

is telling that their organizing and protesting continued.  Unfortunately, however, 

their organizing and protesting were – and have consistently been – 

misinterpreted by commentators, few of whom, according to Nzegwu, have 

stressed their "anti-patriarchal edge."517  Unjust taxation, she admits, "broke the 

camel's back in 1929,"518 but it was not "the sole issue that galvanized women's 

anger and the numerous local and regional protests."519  Underlying it all, she 

515  Frederick John Dealtry Lugard, forward to C.K. Meek, Law and Authority in a Nigerian 
Tribe: A Study in Indirect Rule (London: Oxford University Press, 1937), p. vi, quoted in 
Family Maters, p. 79.

516  Nzegwu, Family Matters, p. 93.

517  Ibid., p. 93.

518  Ibid., p. 97.

519  Ibid.
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argues, was their resistance to patriarchy and the sociopolitical reclassification of 

Igbo women into virtual property.  "The women's responses," she writes,

exposed the government's sexist ideology and revealed women's 
unwillingness to accept the damaging consequences of that 
patriarchal ideology.  Warrant chiefs, court clerks, and messengers 
were the direct recipients of their anger because they were the 
enforcers of offensive policies at the local community level. 
Although there were economic motivations for the war, Igbo 
women's unrest...was tied to the steady erosion of their 
sociopolitical powers.  They perceptively grasped that the erosion 
was tied to the Native Authority system and a gender ideology that 
placed women outside the boundaries of what it meant to be 
social.520

They understood, in other words, that the "colonial offer of modernity and 

progress to Igbo women was a life of violence and gender domination (FM, 99; 

emphasis added), a life that was not emancipating – as the colonial authorities 

self-righteously argued – but rather oppressively binding.521  And while the 

Women's War was unsuccessful in the long run, it is, as an historical event, 

evidence proper of the precolonial self-worth of traditional Igbo women; it is, 

according to Nzegwu, evidence proper of the absence of that last essential 

characteristic of patriarchy – specifically, "the systematic devaluation of 

women."522

Not surprisingly, the long-term effects of these patriarchal, so-called 

"customs" on the traditional Igbo family have been dramatic, and in chapter 

three, which is titled "Customs and Misrepresentations: Widows and Daughters 

520  Ibid., p. 95.

521  Ibid., p. 99.

522  Ibid., p. 28.
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in Inheritance Disputes," Nzegwu describes them at length and in great detail.  In 

this chapter, which also happens to be the longest in Family Matters, several 

legal cases are scrutinized – two, in particular – all of which speak to the 

neocolonial codification of gender inequality and its disastrous impact on the 

well-being of the Igbo family.  Nzegwu begins with Mojekwu v. Mojekwu, a 

landmark 1997 ruling by the Appeals Court that was widely hailed as a 

progressive judgment with respect to the rights of Nigerian women.  In it, the 

"custom" of oli ekpe was deemed "'repugnant to natural justice, equity and good 

conscience'"523 by (male) Justice Niki Tobi, who – to the surprise of Nzegwu – 

explicitly spoke to the issue of female subordination in his ruling.  (Oli ekpe, 

incidentally, denied any inheritance rights whatsoever to the widow or daughters 

of the deceased, whose property went to the next male in line, no matter how 

distant.)  "They [women] are regarded as inferior to the menfolk," Tobi wrote,

Why should it be so?  All human beings – male and female – are 
born into a free world and are expected to participate freely, 
without any inhibition on grounds of sex; and this is constitutional. 
Any form of societal discrimination on grounds of sex, apart from 
being unconstitutional, is antithesis to a society built on the tenets 
of democracy which we have freely chosen as a people.524

Wonderful words, to be sure, but do they really speak to a substantive, qualitative 

change in Nigeria with respect to the sociopolitical status of women?  According 

to Nzegwu, the answer to this question has to be no.  As she points out, Mojekwu 

v. Mojekwu took thirty-nine years to be decided – the better part of the victor's 

523  Niki Tobi, Mojekwu v. Mojekwu 7 NWLR 283 (1997), quoted in Nzegwu, Family Matters, p. 
114.

524  Ibid.

168



adult life!  Furthermore, the status of oli ekpe as a "custom" was never 

interrogated.  "Had such a question been posed," she writes, "we would have had 

to confront a whole corpus of customs that were invented under the colonial 

patriarchal scheme to respond to colonial patriarchal experience.525  This 

historiographical confrontation did not occur, however, and oli ekpe was thus 

rejected as an unethical, out-of-date custom, not as an invented "custom" whose 

sole purpose was to ensure female subordination.

Having voiced her worries about the limitations of Mojekwu v. Mojekwu, 

Nzegwu proceeds in "a personal case study"526 to demonstrate how damaging 

these "customs" have been on the traditional Igbo family.  Unfortunately, her 

case study, which is written in the first person, is quite complicated and does not 

allow for much of a summary – at least, not one that can do justice to its many 

nuances.  Suffice it to say, then, that it involves the legal validation of oku ekpe, 

the Onitsha variant of oli ekpe, by the very same Justice Tobi who – five months 

later – would decide Mojekwu v. Mojekwu.  As Nzegwu explains, this blatantly 

sexist "custom" has not only pitted Igbo women against Igbo men; it has pitted 

Igbo women against other Igbo women.  In effect, it has divided and conquered 

the traditional, woman-affirming Igbo family – to say nothing of the dual-sex 

sociopolitical structure that was its corollary.  "Widows," she writes,

are thus forced to prove their loyalty to their marital family [as 
opposed to their consanguineal family], and the only available 
proof is their acceptance of a brother-in-law's hegemonic authority. 
Herein lies the paradox of modern life.  The brother derives his 

525  Nzegwu, Family Matters, p. 116, emphasis added.

526  Ibid., p. 117.
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right to appropriate his deceased brother's property on the ground 
that they are maternal siblings.  But the validity of this uterine tie is 
continually being eroded by the male-privileging ideology that 
governs modern Igbo family life.527

And while colonialism is largely to blame for this "male-privileging ideology," it 

cannot be denied, according to Nzegwu, that Igbo men have taken advantage of 

patriarchy as an institution; it cannot be denied that the subjugation of women in 

present-day Igboland has become the sociopolitical project of sexist – if not 

misogynist – Igbo men.  "Although it is legitimate to observe," she explains,

that the legal system installed during the colonial period laid the 
basis for the inherent weaknesses of Nigeria's present judicial 
system, we cannot but recognize the failure of Nigerians 
themselves and of Igbos especially, to radically reform their 
system.  Once the issue of responsibility is raised, we begin to see 
the limitations of blaming colonialism for the current ills of the 
judicial system especially since the British had radically revised 
their own laws….The reluctance of the Igbos to do the same exposes 
their disregard for their daughters and wives.528

Harsh words, once again, but certainly not exceptional ones.  In Tradition and 

Modernity, for example, Kwame Gyekye also emphasizes African agency, 

responsibility, and failure, as do Achille Mbembe and Elias K. Bongmba in On the 

Postcolony and The Dialectics of Transformation in Africa, respectively.529  Like 

these authors – all of whom are Fanonian in their analyses, their methodological 

differences notwithstanding – Nzegwu concludes that neocolonialism is chiefly a 
527  Ibid., p. 129.

528  Ibid., p. 133, emphasis added.

529  Kwame Gyekye, Tradition and Modernity: Philosophical Reflections on the African 
Experience (New York: Oxford University Press, 1997), Achille Mbembe, On the Postcolony 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 2001), and Elias K. Bongmba, The Dialectics of 
Transformation in Africa (New York: Palgrave, 2006).
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product of Africans themselves, elite Africans who have selfishly, uncritically 

embraced colonial values and institutions.  In her view, the invention of oku ekpe 

– to say nothing of its subsequent legal validation in Nzegwus v. Nzegwu – is but 

one example of this agency in tragic action.

To illustrate these issues better – and perhaps to allow herself her full 

range of expression – Nzegwu proceeds in chapter four to present a Socratic 

dialogue with a remarkably diverse dramatis personae.  This chapter, which is 

titled "The Conclave: A Dialogic Search for Equality," features six characters, all 

of whom are "complex cultural types."530  On the one hand, there are Simone de 

Beauvoir, Germaine Greer, and Helen Henderson, who represent the "different 

levels of Western women's knowledge of African social life: the uninformed, the 

fascinated, and the informed,"531 respectively.  On the other hand, the "social life" 

of traditional Igbo women is represented by Omu Nwagboka (a former head of 

Ikporo Onitsha, or the Council of Mothers), Onowu (a diplomatic Prime 

Minister), and Onyeamama (a no-nonsense guardian of traditional 

consanguinity).  As Nzegwu explains, this creative format "reveals the crucial 

lines of disagreement and the complex ways cultural perspectives and worldviews 

shape people's conceptions of equality."532  And while several issues are addressed 

in this dialogical encounter, it is "equality" as a category that is ultimately 

contested; it is "equality" as a category that is of central concern.

530  Ibid., p. 158.

531  Ibid., p. 158-159.

532  Ibid., p. 158.
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In Act IV, for example, which is titled "Political Structures and the Quest 

for Elusive Equality," Omu Nwagboka notes that her Western feminist guests 

have appealed to the category of equality – to the ideal of equality – in their 

objections to bridewealths and polygamous marriages, the later of which, as she 

points out, were not sanctioned for Igbo men alone.  (Given that "husband" as a 

category was not understood in terms of gender in precolonial Igboland, 

traditional Igbo women could become female husbands and take as wives any 

number of other Igbo women.)  She then asks for a definition of "equality," at 

which point de Beauvoir eagerly speaks up.  "It," she explains,

means [not] being denied what is granted to men.  It means having 
the same powers and rights as men in society, and being able to do 
the same things.  It means not being told that motherhood is the 
only career option for women.  It means not having to choose 
between motherhood and a career.  And when we work, it means 
not being relegated to menial jobs and positions because one is a 
woman.  It means sharing the same set of attributes, not one set for 
women and another one for men.  It means having the same social 
opportunities, the same social expectations.  It means not being 
declared subordinate because one is a woman, or having one's 
rights and life options limited.  It means not treating biological sex 
as a basis of systematic disadvantage.533

Of course, this account of "equality" is generally associated with liberal, first-

wave feminism, which has been criticized not only for privileging the idealized 

individual of political liberalism, but also – and more precisely – for believing in 

its sexlessness and/or genderlessness.  As many second-wave feminists have 

pointed out, this belief is unwarranted and even dangerous.  The idealized 

individual of political liberalism, they have argued, is merely masculinity in the 

abstract; it is a masculinity that dares not speak its name, for its strength is its 
533  Ibid., p. 180-181.
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invisibility.  And while none of the traditional Igbo women in this dialogue are 

second-wave feminists – obviously, they are not part of Western feminist 

discourse at all – they, too, see that this idealized individual is imbued with 

masculine characteristics.  As an irritated Onyeamama explains:

Being a woman does not mean living a life of oppression and being 
subordinate to men.  The fact that you have a great need to 
emphasize your similarity to men, to be perceived as socially 
relevant, tells us that your society is anti-women.  You do not see 
women as worthy.  So when you want us to define ourselves by your 
perception of equality, you imagine us to be like you and your 
society.  It is because we are different from you that we have no 
need to define equality and ourselves on male terms.  We are not 
yearning to be men.  We have a voice, and we are social  
complements of men in an interdependent complex.534

This explanation is greeted with skepticism by de Beauvoir and Greer, the latter 

of whom accuses the traditional Igbo women of behaving "just like [Carol] 

Gilligan,"535 of foolishly validating "motherhood, sexuality, and spirituality, the 

triple factors of women's universal oppression."536  (Clearly, this is an appeal to 

the Marxist category of "false consciousness," which is frequently used in "last 

ditch" efforts to undermine oppositional legitimacy.)  Omu Nwagboka, Onowu, 

and Onyeamama, however, do not accept this biased – if not paternalistic – 

interpretation of the traditional Igbo family, and the dialogue ultimately ends in 

frustration.  And what is the lesson?  As Nzegwu explains, the lesson is that 

"imagining [a familial and/or sociopolitical] alternative requires…radically 

different ways of being, which world travelers do not easily have.  Not because 

534  Ibid., p. 186, emphasis added.

535  Ibid., p. 188.

536  Ibid., p. 188, emphasis added.
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they do not want to...but because of their heavy investment – conscious or 

unconscious – in their society's conceptual scheme."537

This important lesson is carried into the fifth and final chapter of Family 

Matters, in which Nzegwu contests the liberal account of equality and defends 

the complementary account of equality upon which precolonial Igboland was 

organized.  In this chapter, she appeals to the work of James C. Hsiung, Charles 

W. Mills, and Catherine MacKinnon, all of whom have demonstrated that liberal 

equality has long been infected with cultural, historical biases – biases that have 

worked against women and people of color, in particular.  "With all these 

critiques in mind," she writes, "we need to determine if under a different 

sociopolitical structure, a notion of 'individual' and 'rights' would emerge that 

would foster a nonpatriarchal political ideology.538  In her view, the dual-sex 

sociopolitical structure of precolonial Igboland is one such structure, and she 

proceeds to prescribe it – but again, not only for present-day Igboland, Nigeria, 

and Africa, but also for the United States.  And to do this effectively, she has to 

address some of the possible – and likely – criticisms that could be raised against 

it.

One of these criticisms, not surprisingly, is that a dual-sex sociopolitical 

structure would promote "a rigid gender system,"539 that it would ultimately 

succumb to the vices of a patriarchal, mono-sex sociopolitical structure.  Using 

537  Ibid., p. 196.

538  Ibid., p. 211, emphasis added.

539  Ibid., p. 219.

174



sexual difference as an organizing principle, after all, does sound a lot like 

gender, and there is occasionally something to be said for slippery-slope 

arguments.  Nzegwu, however, does not think that this criticism is legitimate. 

"The proposed dual-sex system," she explains,

does not presuppose gender or gender-based assumptions.  Quite 
unlike the mono-sex system, the cultural scheme within which the 
dual-sex system is embedded publicly recognizes biological or sex 
differences, but unlike the former, it does not define those 
differences within a paradigm of domination and subordination. 
What gives the patriarchal mono-sex system its distinct sexual 
dimorphic characteristic is not its recognition of sexual difference, 
but the male-privileging principle of sex inequality that lies at the 
heart of the system.540

And what is to be made of this response?  What is to be made is that Nzegwu does 

not accept the popular premise that recognizing differences necessarily leads to 

domination and subordination; what it to be made is that Nzegwu is optimistic – 

but not naïve – about the possibility of sociopolitical realities that do not require 

abstract human beings, living, as it were, behind Rawlsian "veils of ignorance," 

but rather embodied human beings, whose publicly recognized differences can 

inform equality – not disfigure it.  "Stepping outside of the mono-sex system," 

she writes, "opens up a range of possibilities for other forms of social 

organization without erasing the differences between biological sexes,"541 and 

this need not lead to anything like the "separate-but-equal policy of white 

supremacists in the post-Reconstruction era United States."542  To the contrary, it 

540  Ibid., p. 220, emphasis added.

541  Ibid., p. 220, emphasis added.

542  Ibid., p. 233.
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could lead a superior account of equality; it could lead to an account of equality 

as complementarity.  As she explains at the end of chapter five:

This system shift from a mono-sex to a dual-sex system would give 
women the opportunity and the right to be at the center of things – 
at the crucial point of decision, rather than at the periphery.  At the 
same time, the dual-sex system recognizes that there are important 
differences between men and women that must not be blurred. 
These differences would receive consideration in the formulation of 
policy and laws.  Whereas women were once in a vulnerable 
position vis-à-vis legal matters, now they would have a strong voice, 
because laws would not only reflect their concerns, they would 
adjudicate them.  Thus, just as men…safeguard and champion 
issues that are of importance to them, women could safeguard and 
champion issues that are of interest to women.  This dynamic would 
bring about numerous changes at the philosophical, ethical, 
economic, social, and political levels.543

That this dual-sex sociopolitical structure would bring about "numerous changes" 

should go without saying.  Indeed, such a structure would change things so 

radically that it is difficult for the Western feminist reader not to scoff, not to 

relegate it to the possible worlds of science fiction.  Having said that, however, it 

should be pointed out that Oyěwùmí and Nzegwu both have demonstrated in 

their respective texts that this structure has thrived in its time; it should be 

pointed out – at the very least – that there are sociopolitical alternatives to a 

gender-informed patriarchy and the political liberalism that has effectively 

nurtured it for so long.

In the end, the greatest virtue of Family Matters is that it takes seriously 

familial and sociopolitical possibilities, that it does not fall into the trap of 

presenting the familial and sociopolitical world in terms of necessity.  According 

to Nzegwu, the world is contingent – a product of free human beings – and can 
543  Ibid., p. 238, emphasis added.
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therefore be changed.  And while this change can be entirely innovative, it can 

also be informed by indigenous values and institutions; it can take old traditions 

seriously, revise them, and revive them.  (Given her commitment to all thought as 

living and dynamic, it would be wrong to locate Nzegwu within the so-called 

"ethnophilosophical" tradition,544 in which precolonial traditions are described 

but not evaluated.)  As a text, then, Family Matters not only exposes the 

deliberate misinterpretations of precolonial Igboland; it also raises the bar for 

philosophy as a critical and humanistic enterprise, an enterprise that can and 

should be more expansive with respect to difference.

Meaning as Artifact

An “artifact” is, etymologically speaking, something that is “made with skill,” and 

we generally think of artifacts in a material sense, which is to say that we think of 

material things like screwdrivers or airplanes.  Such things are artifacts, to be 

sure, but I contend that there is another artifact that is worthy of investigation: 

namely, meaning.  Meaning is something that is created with skill.  And which 

skill?  Quite simply, one of the most unique and important skills that human 

beings have: the skill to produce meaning.  It could be argued that some animals 

are able to produce meanings, but their meanings are undoubtedly simple and 

more or less immediate to the situation at hand.  Also, they do not have inertia 

544  Because it lacks this evaluative element, ethnophilosophy has been criticized for being 
descriptive anthropology and nothing more.  Perhaps the harshest criticism is in Paulin J. 
Hountondji, African Philosophy: Myth and Reality, 2nd ed., (Bloomington: Indiana 
University Press, 1996). 
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across time, across generations.  Human beings, on the other hand, do have the 

ability or skill to create complex, cross-generational meanings, and these 

meanings, which are human artifacts, can and should be studied – especially in 

sociopolitical situations characterized by exploitation, oppression, and 

dehumanization.

In A Dying Colonialism, Frantz Fanon described the Algerian people and 

the various ways they “played” with meaning in the name of liberation.  Radios, 

for example, which were largely ignored before the revolution, became something 

new – not physically, of course, but semantically.  The meaning attached to them 

changed, and all because of the liberatory goals of the Algerian Revolutionary 

War.  The same was true with veils; the same was true with western medicine; the 

same was even true with respect to family structure.  The meanings of these 

things changed, and it was the Algerian people who changed them.  They did not 

accept their petrified status; they were not serious with respect to these things. 

Rather, they recognized that the meanings that had been attached to radios and 

so on were contingent and not necessary, and that they could therefore change 

them as they saw fit in the name of independence and liberation.  This 

phenomenon, which I refer to as “philosophical archaeology,” and which Nzegwu 

demonstrates in Family Matters, is the antidote to petrification and an essential 

form of liberatory praxis.
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CONCLUSION

TOWARD A TERRIFYING FUTURE:
FANON AND OUR CONTINUED RELEVANCE

Nigel C. Gibson received the Frantz Fanon Prize at the annual meeting of 

the Caribbean Philosophical Association in 2009.  In his acceptance speech, he 

observed that one of the most common questions about Frantz Fanon these days 

is whether or not he is still relevant, whether or not he is still worthy of serious 

theoretical and/or practical attention.  Gibson argued that this is the wrong 

question, and that the right question is really whether or not we are relevant to 

Fanon.  Fanon left us a legacy, in other words, a legacy of liberatory thought and 

action, and we should set ourselves against it, asking how – and to what extent – 

we have contributed to the cause of human liberation in the world, asking how – 

and to what extent – we have committed our bodies and our minds to the 

struggle against exploitation, oppression, and dehumanization.

I have argued we live in misanthropic times, and that neocolonialism is an 

undeniable reality in many parts of the world.  I have also argued that there is a 

privileging of ethics among those who are hierarchically superior, and that this 

privileging militates against political criticism and activism – to say nothing of 

revolutionary action.  To challenge this reality – to challenge the petrification of 

oppressive values and institutions – I have suggested that we return to A Dying 

Colonialism, a text that describes political playfulness, a text that describes 
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philosophical archaeology – the descriptive and evaluative analysis of meanings 

as human artifacts.  In the end, it is my hope that the argument that I have 

advanced, however imperfect, will make a contribution, however small, to the 

philosophy of liberation and – more importantly – to the cause of liberation.
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