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it is to this zone of occult instability where the people dwell that we must come
- Frantz Fanon

the thing becomes man [sic] during the same process by which it frees itself
- Frantz Fanon

It is force that counts, and chiefly the organised force of the masses. ..
It is what they think that matters
- C. L. R. James

one should not lose sight of the real

- Frantz Fanon

Start Something!
- Aimé Césaire
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Introduction

Introduction

Every time a man has contributed to the victory of the dignity of the spinit, every time a man has
said no to an attempt to subjugate his fellows, I have felt solidarity with his act.
- Fanon (1967a:226)

This thesis does not begin from within the crisis that gives birth to a struggle. This thesis is an
attempt to step back and develop a philosophical analysis of Fanon’s thinking from within
struggle. Tt begins with a question that is fundamental to Fanon’s humanism — the question of
ontology. The argument developed here is that Fanon, writing against attempts to legitumate
oppression in the language of ontological claims advanced against the dominated by their
dominators, proposes an ontology that is fundamentally open. Drawing heavily on existential

philosophy I argue that for Fanon every consciousness confronts a particular situation freely. The

arguments developed here are the philosophical foundation of all the arguments that follow.

The second chapter addresses the question of Fanon’s radical humanism. I argue that Fanon is
what he says he is — a radical humanist. The primary thrust of the argument developed here is that,
following Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri, a key definitional distinction needs to be drawn
berween reactionary humanism and revolutionary humanism. The former is described as ideas that
seek to fix one concept of humanity — usually an idea that a ruling class has of itself or its loyal
subordinates — as ideal or universal. The latter is described as ideas that seek to open the idea of
humanity to perpetual and multiple becoming. But because Hardt and Negri remain trapped in
Manicheanism and cannot think dialectically something needs to be added to their description of
revolutionary humanism — that is that the unfolding transformations produced by the fight to

realise universal becoming as a reality in the world are accorded particular value in revolutionary

humanism.
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The third chapter seeks to develop an understanding of Fanon’s commitment to dialectical praxis. I
begin with some general remarks about the concept of the dialectic in philosophy and seek to show
that dialectical thinking is not necessarily teleological or dogmatic. I then move on to look at
Fanon’s contributions to thinking about dialectical movement, and argue that Fanon’s dialectical
philosophy is a commitment to adopt a particular mode of thinking — characterised by fidelity to
experience - within struggles that seek movement towards a true humanity. This means that
struggle 1s the habitation of radical thought and not its object. It also means that ultimate values
can only emerge and be fought for within the evolving situations constituted by particular

struggles.

The fourth chaprer, the longest, takes up the question of solidarity. This chapter makes an
argument for the value, indeed the necessity, of organising from within particular communities of
resistance. It begins by looking at Fanon’s thinking of the relationship between the universal and
the particular. This section draws on and returns to Fanon's conception of human ontology and
argues that for Fanon the particular is necessarily the door to the universal. It then moves on to
consider in more detail Fanon’s commitment to taking seriously the lived reality of particular
experience. Using race as the central example I argue that while race has no extra-historical validity,
it is lived as a reality. Any denial of this would constitute bad faith. I then argue that radical social
change requires collective action and that this collective action should come from communities
constituted by oppression and reimagined in resistance. The chapter concludes by arguing that, for

Fanon, the chief way to avoid communities of struggle ossifying into objectifying identities that
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can be misused to justify new relations of domination is to work for a critical intellectual praxis

within struggle.

The idea of dialectical praxis runs through out this project. E. P. Thompson writes that “dialectics
was rudely snatched out of our grasp and made into the play.thing of scholasticism” (2001:45T).
The aim here is snatch it back and to assert dialectical philosophy as the living logic of revolt. For
this reason the fifth and final chapter seeks to develop an argument about what it might mean to
take Fanon seriously in contemporary South Africa. The arguments developed here owe much to
the activist and Africanist readings of Fanon by Ato Sekyi-Otu and Nigel Gibson and argue for an
intellectual praxis of transformative dialogical engagement within nodes of mulitant resistance. The
arguments made in this chapter often restate, in brief, the points developed at length in the
previous chapters and in some ways this chapter functions as a conclusion drawing the various

stands in the thesis together.

Nevertheless there is, also, a formal conclusion which aims to evaluate the work done and to pull it
together into one final restatement of the central argument. Here I suggest that any value in this

thesis probably lies in its attempts to synthesise the existential, activist and African situationist

readings of Fanon.



A Critical Ontology

Chapter 1

A CRITICAL ONTOLOGY

no attempt must be made to encase man

- Fanon (1967a:230)

1.1 Introduction

It makes a certain kind of sense to begin, explicitly or implicitly, a philosophical exploration of
a human problem, including the problematic at stake here — resistance to racism in colonial
and post-colonial contexts — with an idea of human being. After all, there is a strong sense in
which thinking about ontological questions, questions about the nature of human being, is
logically prior, in the sense of being fundamental, to ethical and political questions. We need a
theory of what it is to be human before we can have a rigorous theory of what constitutes
oppression and how it can be resisted. But the logical ordering of philosophical questioning for
the purposes of theoretical projects is not necessarily replicated in the lived experience of
suffering, action and reflection that constitutes praxis. On the contrary, as Fanon’s dialectical
explorations show, for an open consciousness, fundamental questions are endlessly rethought
in the vortex of experience. For this reason philosophical progress, when conceptualised as
reflection on the experience of being-in-the-world, takes a form more analogous to the
multiple complexities of an unfolding flower in which each expansion changes everything, than
to a linear trajectory which constructs fixed and solid realisations on top of each other like a

ladder. But here, in this theoretical project, I can begin with the question of being.

Fanon was famously sceptical about ontology and I will begin this chapter with the questions
raised by Fanon’s scepticism. I will argue that Fanon has good grounds for his scepticism

because ontological claims about the dominated by various avatars of the metropolitan
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missionary (from Placide Temple on to Octave Mannoni and their contemporaries in the
World Bank') and national elites, in struggle and in power, have functioned, via objectification
that naturalises a subjugation that should be historicised, to legitimate domination. But T will
also argue that Fanon found that the experience of suffering and struggle required him to
confront the question of ontology and that he answers that challenge with a critical, existential

ontology that refuses reification.

This chapter begins with Fanon’s assertion that ontology does not allow us to understand the
being of the black man. I agree with Fanon that ontology has no credibility as a mode of
investigation into oppression when it takes the being of the oppressed as the problem, because
the problem lies within the structures of oppression, and complicity with them, and not the
being of the oppressed. I then argue that this fact does not invalidate the need for a theory of
ontology in order to be able to theorise oppression and resistance. The second part of the
chaprer argues that Fanon’s ontology is largely Sartrean and I provide some evidence to
support this claim as well as an outline of Sartrean thinking on ontology. This chapter does
not offer much of an explanation or analysis of Fanon’s theorisation of the ethical
consequences of his ontology. But the work done here provides the foundation for the

arguments in this regard, which are developed in the following chapters.

' A detailed argument about the continuities with colonial thought and that of the World Bank is
laid out in Richard Pithouse ‘Producing the Poor: The World Bank’s new discourse of
domination’ African Sociological Review Vol. 7, No. 2, 2003

10
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I.2 ‘Ontology... does not permit us to understand the being of the black man’

Fanon’s critique of ontologies that seek to impose a fixed order on existence — on “the sheer
unrest of life” (Hegel, 1977:27) - emerges from his investigation of the lived experience of

anti-black racism. In Black Skin, White Masks Fanon wrote that:

As long as the black man is among his own, he will have no occasion, except in minor
internal conflicts, to experience his being through others. ..but every ontology is made
unattainable in a colonized and civilized society®... In the Weltanschauung of a
colonized people there is an impurity, a flaw that outlaws any ontological
explanation. Someone may object that this is the case with every individual, but such
an objection merely conceals a basic problem. Ontology — once it is finally admitted
as leaving existence by the wayside — does not permit us to understand the being of
the black man. For not only must the black man be black; he must be black in
relation to the white man (1967a: 109-110).

Fanon goes on to explain that the situation in which the black man must be black in relation
to the white man has an historical and not an ontological genesis. And that history is a

political history consequent to conquest and domination:

The black man has no ontological resistance in the eyes of the white

man...[because]... His metaphysics or, less pretentiously, his customs and the
sources on which they were based, were wiped out because they were in conflict

with a civilization that he did not know and that imposed itself on him
(19673:110).

In 7Towards the Aftican Revolution he explains the ideological function of the attack on

ontological grounds for resistance:

The object of lumping all Negroes together under the designation of ‘Negro
pgople' is to deprive them of any possibility of individual expression. What is

2 In.Sekyi-Otu’s better translation “every ontology is made unattainable in a society that has been
subjected to colonialism and its civilization” (1996: 19).
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attempted is to put them under the obligation of matching the idea one has of

them (1967b:17).2
Here it emerges that the black capacity for ontological resistance has, in Fanon’s view, not only
been weakened as an accidental outcome of domination, but is actively weakened in order to
sustain and legitimate that domination. Indeed, Fanon argues that “what is often called the
black soul is a white man’s artefact” (1967a:14). In other words oppressors create what they

claim to be the ‘soul’ of the oppressed. Fanon is clear that he is not reducing oppression or

resistance to a question of ontological domination — on the contrary he argues that:

If there is an inferiority complex, it is the outcome of a double process:
- primarily economic;
- subsequently, the internalization — or, better, the epidermalization

of this inferiority. ..
The black man must wage his war on both levels: Since historically they influence
each other, any unilateral liberation is incomplete, and the gravest mistake would
be to believe in their automatic independence (1967a:1T).

He is very clear that opposing the imposition of pejorative ontological ideas is not a project
that requires a return to some pristine past. He argues that “the black man’s disalienation 1s
not an individual question” (1967a:IT) but he sees collective situations and not collective
essences. And so he asks “What use are reflections on Bantu ontology when striking black

miners in South Africa are being shot down?” (1967a:85) and insists that

It 1s not because the Indo-Chinese has discovered a culture of his own that he is
in revolt. It is because ‘quite simply’ it was, in more than one way, becoming
impossible for him to breathe. When one remembers the stories with which, in
1938, old regular sergeants described the land of piastres and rickshaws, of cut-
rate boys and women, one understands only too well the rage with which the men

of the Viet-Minh go into battle...There are those who talk of the a so-called

? Edward Said makes a similar point in Orientalism where he writes that ‘we note immediately that “the
Arab” or “Arabs” have an aura of apartness, definiteness, and collective self-consistency such as to
wipe out any traces of individual Arabs with narratable life histories’ (1995:129).

12
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Asiatic attitude toward death. But these basement philosophers cannot convince

anyone. This Asiatic serenity, not so long ago, was a quality to be seen in the

‘bandits’ of Vencors and the ‘terrorists’ of the Resistance. The Vietnamese who

die before the firing squads are not hoping that their sacrifice will bring about the

reappearance of a past. It is for the sake of the present and the future that they are

willing to die (196732226-227).
It is not surprising that Fanon refused to have Black Skin, White Masks published by Présence
africaine, a publishing house linked to the famous journal of the same name, because Présence
afticaine had recently published Placide Tempel’s La Philosophie bantoue — a book which
claimed to elucidate ‘Bantu ontology’ in a move against the racist idea that Africans had no
philosophy. But Tempel also argued that “our civilizing mission alone can justify our
occupation of the lands of uncivilized people” (cited in Serequeberhan, 1998:237).
Unsurprisingly, Fanon was unconvinced of the value of this reply to racism. He replied that it
was pointless to discover “Being in Bantu thought, when Bantu existence subsists on the level
of nonbeing... There is nothing ontological about segregation. Enough of this rubbish™
(Fanon 1967a:185-186). But this rubbish, ‘scandal’ in David Macey’s translation (2000:157),
was repeated in Octave Mannont’s Prospero and Caliban: Psychology of Colonisation which
argued that the Malagasy “unconsciously expected — even desired” colonial subjugation and

that “Not all peoples can be colonized: only those who experience this need’ (Cited 1n

Gibson, 2003:53). This is, Fanon replied, the equivalent of a doctor reporting that:

The appearance of varicose veins in a patient does not arise out of his 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
(1967:85).

* For Césaire there was a great danger that too much talk of ontology will allow colonialism to claim
that “the Bantu only ask for satisfaction of an ontological nature (instead of) decent wages...comfortable

housing...food.” (1972: 38-39) Postmodern and/or multi-culturalist identity politics often make
precisely this claim.
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1.3 The need for a critical ontology

Lewis Gordon makes two good arguments in favour of Fanon’s critique of the value of
ontological explanations of black being. The first is that ontologies tend to be theoties about
the nature of well-adjusted being. But any person, black or white, who is ‘well adjusted’ to life
in a racist society is, in terms of the radical humanist view that will be explored in the
following chapter, an obscenity. The other side of this normalisation of what will in the next
chapter be called misanthropy is that a commitment to humanism is pathologised. Frederick
Douglass and John Brown were both thought to incarnate such deviance in their bodies
(because of the ideas that they acted on) that they were both hunted, literally, by constituted
white power. So it goes. What good is a normalising ideology of conformity in a world that is
perverse? Gordon also notes that in a racist society ideas like ‘Man’ or ‘Person’ have “peculiar
racialized residues of ‘White Man’, “White Person’...Their ‘glow’ permeates praxis”
(1995:11). Gordon is, of course, correct. Hegel, Hume, Kant, Locke and Mill all really meant
‘white man” when they said ‘man’. This is not just a problem of a particularism masquerading
as a universalism and thus denying or pathologising difference. It is also a problem where one
ontology is, often explicitly, constructed and defined in opposition to the pejoratively defined
Other. So the ontology of someone like Hegel or Mill who contrasts white man as reason with
black man as unreason is not only fallacious but also predatory. White identity feeds,
vampirically, off the black body via its material exploitation, which results in the unequal
distribution of wealth. This, in turn, produces the professionalised (via elite patronage or the
academy) philosophy that seeks to naturalise material inequalities with historical origins as a
consequence of, and therefore as evidence of, black inferiority. But this vampiric predation also
operates in a symbolic sphere, at times quite separate from the sphere of material

accumulation. The mere designation of some people as an inferior Other makes the
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designators superior in their own minds and, when their symbolic order is imposed on the
other, in the minds of some of the othered too.’ Later we will see that existential thought will

characterise this as bad faith.

The lived experience of blackness thus renders orthodox European thinking about ontology
(or any speculative ontology that, following Hegel, leaves human existence ‘by the wayside) to
be the enemy of any black person who seeks self-creation and authentic reciprocal recognition.®
Similarly any ontology, be it European or African in origin, that seeks to fix a positive concept
of black being rather than to provide an account of the lived experience of blackness is, in
Fanon’s terms, objectifying in that attempts to fix what is fluid. In the world there are “two
camps: the white and the black” (1967a:8) - the city has a settlers” quarter and a native quarter,
the film has a white hero and a pidgin speaking negro. “The white man is sealed in his
whiteness. The black man in his blackness” (1967a:9). Nevertheless it remains the case that
when, “stubbornly...we investigate both metaphysics...we shall find that they are often quite
fluid” (1967a:8). We will return shortly to this idea that while society might be Manichean in
both its material and symbolic aspects, consciousness is fluid and I will return to consider this

with regard to Fanon’s conception of dialectical praxis.

For Fanon, no reifying ontology will do, no matter where it fixes black consciousness, because
consciousness is free and should be recognised as such: “I am not merely here-and-now, sealed
into thingness. I am for somewhere else and for something else... He who is reluctant to

recognize me opposes me” (1967a:218). But, as Gordon observes:

* Said argues that “the modern Orient, in short, participates in its own Orientalizing” (p.235).

The lived experience of whiteness in a racist world similarly renders racist ontologies the enemy of
any white person seeking self-creation and authentic reciprocal recognition.

15



A Critical Ontology

Fanon faces a peculiar problem. If ontology offers nothing for the understanding

of the black man, then a scientific study of blacks would require a science that has

no ontology. Ontology must thus be “suspended.”...Yet, ironically, existence

pulls him back into the problem of not being able to “bracket” ontology

(1995:14).
Gordon goes on to argue that “Fanon rejects ontology but he does not reject the existential
phenomenological impact of what he ‘sees’. This is because he is fundamentally a radical,
critical, revolutionary, existential humanist” (1995:I1). Later Gordon remarks that “as a
radical humanist” Fanon “stands in a critical relation to ontology” and rejects “all ontology
that puts existence to the wayside” in favour of an existental philosophy that is “rigorous,
critical, self-reflective praxis” (1995:35). In other words Fanon thinks about ontology from

within a critical reflection on existence — he begins with lived experience. Hence his remark on

method in the introduction to Black Skin, White Masks:

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 botantists
and the mathematicians. There is a point at which methods devour themselves. I

should like to start from there (1967:12).
Later he describes himself as derelict again — this time when he catches himself talking down
to an old rural woman with dementia: “the fact that I condescend to her in my quest for a
diagnosis, are the stigmata of a dereliction in my relations with other people” (1967a:33). His
willingness to be derelict in the first case and his refusal to be derelict in the second case
indicates that his commitment to take existence as foundational is an ethical as well as an
epistemological commitment. [ will explore his ethics —a commitment to radical humanism —
in the next chapter. But with regard to the epistemological nature of this commitment we need
to note that, as Mabogo More (2000) reminds us, the dominant voices in Western philosophy
- Plato, Descartes, Kant, Hegel, and so on — have assumed a contemplative and disengaged

voice deliberately distant from the object of its concern. This assumption is predicated on a

16
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deeper assumption which is that the philosopher contemplates the phenomenal world from a
position of pure consciousness abstracted from body, place and time - hence the subject -
object distinction. But there was a movement against this within Western philosophy. The
phenomenological movement sought to return to the life world because: “Returning to the
life-world is to return to experience before ... objectifications and idealisations” (Moran, /
2000:12). Fanon worked, explicitly, within the phenomenological tradition that sought to
“revive our living contact with reality” with the aim of a radical

renewal of philosophy not bound to any historical tradition ... dogmatisms |
...(ot) a priori metaphysical systems.. .Phenomenology was seen as reviving our
living contact with reality...(and)...sought to remvigorace philosophy by
returning 1t to the life of the living human subject” (Moran 2000:5, my
emphasis).

For Maurice Merleau-Ponty this mode of apprehension is “primordial” not in the sense that
“everything derives from it by transformations and evolution” but rather in the sense “that it

reveals to us the permanent data of the problem which culture attempts to resolve” (1964:25).

As More observes:

Sartre, in line with the tenets of existentialism, held that contemplation
impoverishes the world and deprives it of its human richness and meaning,
Philosophy, Sartre insists, is engagement, participation, involvement and
commitment to, in, with and through the world. Hence, according to him in the
essay Intentionality: A fundamental idea of Husserl’s phenomenology ‘it is not in
some hiding-place that we will discover ourselves; it is on the road, in the city, in
the midst of the crowd, a thing among things, a man among men’ (More, 2000:

24).
Sartre follows Martin Heidegger in seeing the human being as being-in-the-world. And a
major part of Sartre’s project in Being and Nothingness is to show that intentionality means, |
pace Descartes, that the world has ontological priority over consciousness. Moreover, much of

Being and Nothingness is, as More notes, concerned with overcoming the “artificial traditional

17
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distinction between philosophy and action (2000:26). Indeed as More shows (2000:26) the |
mode of being Sartre describes as authenticity requires ontic fulfilment in that it can only be
realised by concrete action in the world. Fanon’s philosophy is located firmly within the

phenomenological movement against Plato’s legacy.

Fanon’s restless intelligence refuses to subordinate lived human experience to ideas about non-
human historical forces. He insists that “Man is motion toward the world” (1967a:41),
prescribes a “voracious taste for the concrete” (1976:74) and undoes the distance between the
sacred and the profane that is created when ‘real’ meaning, beauty, agency or import is
projected on to an inaccessible realm or force with a consequent devaluation of life as it is
experienced in the here and now. He begins Black Skin, White Masks by telling his readers
that: “I do not come with timeless truths. My consciousness is not illuminated with ultimate
radiances” (1967a:7). He ends The Wretched of the Earth by insisting that “If we wish to live
up to our people’s expectations, we must seek the response elsewhere than in Europe”
(1976:254). Throughout the whole corpus of his work he never once waivers from his
commitment to the immediate - to the phenomena that can be discerned in the here and the
now from a particular, embodied, position in the here and now. Fanon never turns theory into
an end-in-itself or seeks to subordinate lived experience to theory. One should not, Fanon
cautions, “lose sight of the real” (1967a:83). This is a demand for philosophical fidelity to
lived experience and so he insists that “the unemployed man, the starving native do not lay a
claim to the truth; they do not sap that they represent the truth, for they are the truth”
(1976:38). His trenchant attack on the narcissism of theorists for whom their work is an end
in-itself abstracted from and dominant over the lived experience of reality is memorably harsh:
“intellectual work became suffering and the reality was not at all that of a living man, working

and creating himself, but rather words, different combinations of words” (1976:253).

18
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Fanon’s work is an exemplary example of an intellect employing philosophy as a tool to

understand, engage with and change the wotld. He recommends, with Aimé Césaire, that the

solution to the problem of an anti-black world lies not in changing the consciousness of

people inhabiting black bodies in order to better accommodate them to the place that racism

has created for them in the world, but, rather, in changes in consciousness that can generate

action to end that world. For Fanon the value of theory is as a tool in the service of action:

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 (1967a:222)7

Fanon did have access to a way of thinking about ontology that didn’t leave existence by the

wayside — Sartrean existentialism which Gordon considers to be a “critical ontology” |

(1995:46). As Gordon points out “Problems of existence address the human confrontation
with freedom and degradation” (2000:7) and so while existentialism is a European
phenomenon the philosophy of existence, a philosophical confrontation with issues of
“freedom, anguish, responsibility, embodied agency, sociality and liberation” (2000:10) from
the perspective of situated lived existence, is a universal human project predicated on the view
that human beings universally confront existence without essence. And while Fanon was very
clear that particularisms should be exposed when they masquerade as universalisms he did not
collapse into a disabling relativism and, on the contrary, insisted that “The urgent thing s to
rediscover what is important beneath what is contingent” (1967b:18) and that “I sincerely

believe that a subjective experience can be understood by others (1967a:80). But it must

7 Many postmodernists and postcolonialists prefer the uncertainty of the explorations of identity and
hybridity by the Martiniquean novelists of Fanon’s generation to Fanon’s certainty that inhumanity must
be opposed with militant resistances. So it is interesting that Edouard Glissant has written that “It is
difficult for a French Carribbean individual to be the brother, the friend, or simply the associate or

fellow countryman of Fanon. Because of all French Carribbean intellectuals, he is the only one to have
acted on his ideas” (Macey 2000:197).
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immediately be noted that this reaching towards the universal does not lead Fanon to deny the
particularity of the situation. In his debate with Sartre on the question of how to understand
negritude dialectically Fanon laments that “Jean-Paul Sartre had forgotten that the Negro

suffers in his body quite differently from the white man" (1967a138).

Ato Sekyi-Otu also finds himself pulled back into ontology. He writes that in his early work
on Fanon he took Fanon’s rejection of ontology at face value, concluded that a universal
human ontology could only emerge after the end of colonial history, and found support for
the rejection of ontology in Theodor Adomo’s argument that “The question of man...is
ideological because its pure form dictates the invariant of the possible answer” (Sekyi-Otu,
[996:19). But, he explains, he later concluded that there were two reasons to revisit this

conclusion. The first is

what now seems to me to constitute a signal feature of Fanon’s discourse...I am
speaking of the irrepressible presence in Fanon’s critical vision of an openness to
the universal: its demand for the resumption by the colonized subject of the
“universality inherent in the human éondition”(l996tl6).

His second reason for returning to ontology is that his reading has been “educated by the
postcolonial experience” which has been characterised by national elites using the language of
nationalism and particularism to justify their authoritarian defence of “the collusive compact
of transnational capitalist dictatorship and local privilege” (1996:20). This crisis leads him to
conclude that what is required to be able to critique the self-serving and ideological claims to
both the particular, made by national elites, and to the universal, made by global capital,® and

to affirm opposition to domination that is legitimated through both claims to the particular

® Although we need to be mindful that national elites often speak the global language of global capital

when seeking external legitimation and global capital often speaks the particular language of national
elites when seeking local legitimation.
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and universal is an “axiological yardstick” (1996:21). Sekyi-Otu concludes that Fanon gives us
this ‘axiological yardstick’ — his revolutionary humanism. Humanism requires a theory of what
it is to be human at the level of being and hence an ontology. But that ontology must be a

critical ontology that refuses reification.

I.4 The philosophy of existence

Fanon’s critical ontology makes extensive use of Sartrean concepts. However, it needs to be
noted that, as Lewis Gordon says at the beginning of Fanon and the Crisis of European Man,
the explication of Sartre’s ontology with the aim of engaging more productively with Fanon’s
application of it is not to suggest that Fanon’s thought is derivative of Sartre’s. The two
philosophers do share a set of concerns though, and were both part of a movement in thought
that, amongst many other things, sought to return to lived experience, to assert the freedom of

the individual consciousness and to undo the assumption that European Man is Man.?

° Qf course we should add that the assumption that humanity is Man should be contested with equal
vigour.
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1.4.1 Consciousness

Sartre’s philosophy is premised on the idea of contingency which is to say that “Being just is”
(Moran 2000:356) and carries no inherent meaning. Sartre’s view that choice is possible has
its roots in his view that there are “two radically separated regions of being” (1992:30). He
calls these two modes of being: being-in-itself (ére -en-sor) and being-for-itself (éere- pour-

sor). He explains that

Being-in-itself has no within which is opposed to a without and which is

analogous to a judgement, a law, a consciousness of itself. The in-itself has

nothing secret; it is solid (massif) (1992:28).
“It is”, Sartre adds, “itself indefinitely and it exhausts itself in being” (1992:29). So, being-in-
itself has no capacity to become what it is not. It is identical to itself. Being-for-itself describes
consciousness which, unlike the being of inert objects, is not undifferentiated. It is, Sartre
writes, “impossible to define it as coincidence with itself (Sartre, 1992:121). Sartre describes it
as “being what it is not and not being what it is” (1992:28). The logic of this apparently
contradictory phrase inheres in the fact that the being of the for-itself exists as being in time
and while its past is fixed its future is not. Hence in the past its being must be what it is but in
the future its being does not have to be what it is. This is so because being-for-itself 1s not
identical to itself.’® So “Consciousness can always pass beyond the existent, not towards its
being, but towards the meaning of this being’ (1992:25). Sartre concludes that

“Consciousness is a being such that in its being, its being is in question” (1992:120).

Sartre declares that the self has a way of :

' Later we will see that for John Holloway dialectical thought is well characterised as, in a phrase he
takes from Adorno, “the consistent sense of non-identity” (2002:121).
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not being his own coincidence, of escaping identity while positing it as a unity —
in short of being in a perpetually unstable equilibrium between identity as
absolute cohesion without a trace of diversity and unity as a synthesis of

multiplicity. This is what we shall call presence to ieself (1992:124).

And he goes on to argue that:

Presence to self...supposes that an impalpable fissure has slipped into being. If
being is present to itself, it is because it is not wholly itself. Presence is an
immediate deterioration of coincidence, for it supposes separation (1992:124).
Sartre argues that it is ‘nothing’ which separates the subject from himself (sic) by allowing
consciousness to exist at a remove from consciousness and so “This fissure then is the pure

negative” (1992:125). For Sartre it is the nothingness, the pure negative, at the heart of being

that makes freedom not only possible but an ever present fact.

Sartre follows Edmund Husserl’s theory of intentionality and so holds that consciousness must
always be directed at something. For Sartre “It is in the very nature of consciousness to be
intentional and a consciousness that ceased to be consciousness of something would thereby
cease to exist” (2004:183). Intentionality implies that consciousness has no specific content
itself and is, in a memorable Sartrean phrase, as “clear as a strong wind, there is nothing in it”
(Cited in More, 2000:27). So “Consciousness for Sartre is complete translucidity facing the
opacity of the objective” (Desan 1966:6). For Sartre objects constitute consciousness. This

also applies to imagination which, for Sartre, is

not an empirical power added to consciousness... The irreal is produced outside
the world by a consciousness that remains in the world and it is because we are

transcendentally free that we can imagine (2004b:186).
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Being, therefore, does not inhere in consciousness. On the contrary, Sartre insists that
“consciousness does not have by itself any sufficiency of being as an absolute subjectivity; from
the start it refers to a thing” (1992:786). He notes that the phenomenological method of
observation does not reveal an ego inside consciousness and so he rejects the idea that
consciousness is inhabited by an ego serving as an organising force. On the contrary Sartre is
convinced that the ego is outside of consciousness and so consciousness is, indeed, a
nothingness and, therefore, fully spontaneous and, consequently, free. Existence thus precedes
essence. Being is a relation between consciousness and the world. Consciousness is prereflective
when it is consciousness of the world but it is reflective when it is consciousness of

consciousness of the world. The ego is observed and created when consciousness is reflective.

A key aspect of Sartre’s thinking about being-for-itself is that consciousness is in Stephen
Priest’s phrase, being “constantly projected towards the future in my free self-definition”
(2001:107). Consciousness therefore implies both freedom and project. Freedom is the

obligation to choose and project is the permanent, so long as life endures, process of choice.

As Thomas Martin notes:

While “being-in-itself /s what it is,” being-for-itself “has to be what it is.”
Another way of putting this is to say that being-for-itself must become what it is.
The reason for this is that being-for-itself is a perpetual flight from presence into
the future. That toward which being-for-itself directs itself is its project of
becoming, in the light of which the world is interpreted, but there is no final
resting place. As a perpetual flight into the future, a continual striving, being-for-
itself, once having reached a point, is already beyond it. Whatever being-for-itself
1s at any particular time is a manifestation of its free spontaneity. Being-for-itself
is continually creating itself, continually moving toward endless possibilities

(2002:17-18).
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The significance of ‘the perpetual flight into the future’ of being-for-itself for the broader
argument elaborated here will become evident in my reflections on the dialectical character of

Fanon’s thought.

Fanon doesn’t ever set out his views on the nature of consciousness in a systematic way but 1t
is quite clear, in all of his work, and most obviously in Black Skin, White Masks where he uses
language that resonates most directly with existential philosophy, that he assumes the freedom
of each consciousness. Indeed he concludes his first book by asserting that “No attempt must
be made to encase man” (1967a:230) and thar: "At the conclusion of this study, I want the

world to recognise, with me, the open door of every consciousness" (19672:232).

The political importance of this is clear: any ontology that does not recognise the freedom of
every consciousness — whether it be a legitimation of overt oppression, paternalism or a
vanguardist approach to resistance — functions to mask the truth about the nature of human

being.

1.4.2 Facticity and freedom

If our consciousness is pure spontaneity then we have no essence, are free, and must via our
choices make our selves. Hence Sartre’s famous rejection of the idea of human nature and his
even more famous assertion that existence precedes essence. But although consciousness is
empty and spontaneous, and therefore free, it is always situated in a particular body, at a
particular time, in a particular place and confronted by particular ideas, objects and beings
whose mode of being is being-in-itself as well as consciousnesses whose mode of being is

being-for-itself. Thus Gordon notes that “the question of existence, in itself is empty.
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Philosophy of existence 1s therefore always a conjunctive affair: it must, in other words, be
situated” (Gordon, 2000:1T). And there are situations within situations — to infinity. For
Herman Hesse “every man (sic) is not only himself; he is also the unique, particular, always
significant and remarkable point where the phenomena of the world intersect once and for all

and never again” (1969:7).

Sartre uses the term facticity to describe the given facts that apply in the world. Facticity
includes the past of every individual and of humanity, the brute ‘thereness’ of objects, the laws
of nature and the embodied, located, temporal and social nature of existence. These facts
provide the context for the exercise of our freedom. Indeed, just as it is impossible to
meaningfully separate the idea of consciousness from the world of facts to which it s directed,
and from which it thus arises, so too the idea of freedom cannot be meaningfully separated
from the world of facts. In a vacuum, direction is meaningless. It is the objects in space that
make the decision to move North or South meaningful. For Sartre “by its very projection
towards an end, freedom constitutes as a being in the midst of the world a particular datum

which it has to be” (1992:626). Sartre declares that:

We shall use the term situacion for the contingency of freedom in the plenum of
being of the world inasmuch as this dacum, which is there only in order nor to
constrain freedom, is revealed to this freedom only as already idluminared by the
end which freedom chooses. .. The for-itself discovers itself as engaged in being,
hemmed in by being, threatened by being; it discovers the state of things which
surrounds it is the cause for a reaction of defence or attack. But it can make this
discovery only because it freely posits the end in relation to which the state of
things is threatening or favourable (1992:626-627).

This quote implicitly alludes to the fact that, for Sartre, we do not confront the world alone.
Our situations are, in part, compromised by other consciousnesses. Hegel refutes solipsism by

arguing that self-consciousness requires an encounter with another consciousness, but solipsism
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assumes self-consciousness and is thus inherently contradictory. For Wittgenstein solipsism is
impossible because if it were true it would have to be theorised in a purely private language
and this is impossible. Sartre’s refutation of solipsism is based on lived experience - on the
emotion of shame. He uses the famous example of the man caught looking through a keyhole
to show that under the gaze of the other we feel shame. In a moment like this solipsism is
simply not a psychologically tenable position. This leads Sartre to assert that we are always
already in the wotld with others and that we must undertake our philosophy in the world with

others.

We must all choose but we must all choose independently. This 1s why, in Anti-Semite and
Jew, Sartre argues that we inhabit a universal human condition without a universal human
nature: “What is common to them [human beings] is not a ‘nature’ but a condition, in other
words a set of limits and compulsions: the necessity of dying, of working for a living, of
existing in a world already inhabited by other men” (1976:60). This means that human beings
are both facticity and transcendence. We are facticity in so far as the world, other people, our
bodies and the past mean that we must exercise our freedom within objective constraints but
we are transcendence in so far as our spontaneous consciousness means that we must choose,
with complete freedom, how we will respond to facticity. Because there is no human nature,

and in Sartrean philosophy no God, value is a choice and not an objective quality in the world.

In other words, situation emerges in the relationship between freedom and facticity. For Sartre
a man (sic) “cannot be distinguished from his situation, for it forms him and gives him his
possibilities; but, nversely, it is he who gives it meaning by making his choices within it”

(1976:60). Sartre gives many examples to indicate the degree to which we are thrown into
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situations. Two that are particularly important for thinking through Fanon’s philosophical

project are the focus on embodiment and the idea of the Us-object and the We-subject.

Taking the fact of embodiment seriously is at the heart of Sartre’s project. It is very important
for Sartre because embodiment shows, against Cartesianism, that we are fundamentally
engaged as actors within the world before we contemplate the world. This phenomenological
insight leads us to conclude that the physical world is not usually apprehended by us as
meaninglessness. Roquentin, Sartre’s character in his early novel Nausea, finds that he is unable
to see meaning in the physical world but, ordinarily, the sheer fact of our embodied being in
the world generates meaning, beginning with an apprehension of space and time appropriate to
the requirements of our embodiment. Fanon picks up on this phenomenological insight in
Black Skin, White Masks where he discusses the phenomenology of reaching for a cigarette

and argues that these kinds of bodily movements, result in:

A slow composition of my se/fas a body in the middle of a spatial and temporal
world — such seems to be the schema. It does not impose itself on me; it is, rather,
a definite structuring of the self and of the world — definite because it creates a
real dialectic between my body and the world (1976a:111).

The body, in this situation, exists, in Heidegger’s phrase, as ready-to-hand — as part of our
being. However, equipment that is ready-to-hand can become, when we step back and reflect
on it critically, detached from our being and, instead, an object to our consciousness.

Heidegger calls this less immediate relationship “being present-to-hand”. He explains this

shift, with regard to an item of equipment, as follows:

We discover its unusability, however, not by looking at it and establishing its
properties, but rather by the circumspection of the dealings in which we use it.
‘When unusuability is thus discovered, equipment becomes conspicuous. This
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conspicuousness presents the ready—to-hand equipment as in a certain un-

readiness-to-hand (1980:102-103).

Fanon shows that when a consciousness inhabits a black body in an anti-black social
environment the body becomes hyper conspicuous to the white gaze and, then, to the black

COnSCIOUsness:

"Dirty nigger!" Or simply, "Look, a Negro!"

I came into the world imbued with the will to find a meaning in things, my
spirit filled with the desire to attain to the source of the world, and then I found
that I was an object in the midst of other objects.

Sealed into that crushing objecthood, I turned beseechingly to others.
Their attention was a liberation, running over my body suddenly abraded into
nonbeing, endowing me once more with an agility that I thought I had lost, and
by taking me out of the world, restoring me to it. But just as I reached the other
side, I stumbled, and the movements, the attitudes, the glances of the other fixed
me there, in the sense in which a chemical solution is fixed by a dye. I was
indignant; I demanded an explanation. Nothing happened. 1 burst apart

(1967a:109).
He discovers that he exists embodied, as an object to the individual white gaze'" and as an

object constituted by the historicity of anti-black racism from which the individual racist gaze

draws its power:

the corporeal scheme crumbled, its place taken by a racial epidermal scheme...it
was no longer a question of being aware of my body in the third person but in the
triple person...I was given not one but two, three places...] moved toward the
other...and the evanescent other, hostile but not opaque, transparent, not there,

disappeared. Nausea (1967a:112).

N.C. Manganyi, writing in a Fanonian existential vein, argues that in the context of racism
« : . : o : )
There can be no bickering about the existential significance of the body. It is precisely for

this reason that black consciousness has no choice but to start from the existential fact of the
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black body” (1973:18). Manganyi also notes that, under apartheid, “We have been compelled
to recognise that unlike the white man we live with the orginators of our absurdity. The source
of our suffering may be identified in the streets of Pretoria and Johannesburg” (1973:47). In
an anti-black world consciousness in a black body confronts a particular, and overtly hostile
force, white power, rather than the general absurdity diagnosed by an existential thinker like
Albert Camus. Hence the prayer with which Fanon ends Black Skin, White Masks: “Oh my

body, make of me a man who always questions" (1967a:232).

Something similar happens to a consciousness speaking a language coded as black in an anti-
black social space. In fact, Fanon begins his account of the limits of value of previously
mainstreamn philosophical thinking about ontology with the question of language. He moves
from the position that “to speak is to exist absolutely for the other” and that, furthermore,
“To speak...means above all to assume a culture” (1967a:17). The problem is that some ways
of speaking are understood to assume a white culture which is coded as fully human while
others are understood to assume a black culture which is coded as less than human. When
whiteness is exclusively associated with a fully human status the possibilities for authentic

human interaction via discursive interaction from within black language are radically

constrained.

The claim to a unique access to reason may well be the central pivot on which the ideological
legitimation for European dominance turns. Because racism assumes that the black subject and
the reasoning subject are ﬁmdamentally separate categories Fanon discovered that reason

g - .
played cat and mouse...when I was present, it was not; when it was there, | was no longer”

' Here Fanon’s philosophy resonates strongly with W.E.B. Du Bois’s theorisation of double

consciousness which he describes as “this sense of always looking at one’s self through the eyes of
others” (1989:3).
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(1967a:119-120). No matter how well the black subject has mastered what is assumed to be
the language and culture of whiteness, her body remains black. There is no prospect for escape.
So, Fanon reports: “1 shouted a greeting to the world and the world slashed away my joy. I was
told to stay within bounds, to go back where I belonged” (1967a:114-115). It is this
experience, a collective experience, that leads Fanon to conclude that “In the Weltanschauung

of a colonized people there is an impurity, a flaw that outlaws any ontological explanation”

(19672:110).

Sartre argues that we are thrown into social situations — “I am thrown into a worker’s world, a
French world...which offers me its meanings without my having done anything to disclose
them (Sartre, cited in Levy 2002:17). While these situations will have a particular material
basis they are, in Sartre’s view, also constituted by the fact that an oppressed class “is
experienced as an Us-object in the face of an undifferentiated “They” which is the Third or
the oppressing class” (1992:554). But Sartre doesn’t see a collective social identity as
necessarily objectifying. He also argues that when “I am engaged with others in a common
rhythm which I contribute to creating...(I am likely to)...apprehend myself as engaged as a
We-subject” (1992:549). This possibility for individuals in oppressed classes to exist as non-

self objectifying We-subjects is crucial to the argument about solidarity advanced in chapter

five.

Sartre uses the example of a large rock alongside a road to concretise his claim that we are
required to give meaning to situations. For a “simple traveller who passes over this road and
whose free project is a pure aesthetic ordering of the landscape” the rock is merely beautiful or
ugly. But for someone whose project is to climb the rock it appears “in the light of a projected

scaling” (1992:627). The political importance of this for a philosopher of struggle like Fanon
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is clear and I would like to make two points in this regard. The first is that if consciousness
must constitute itself in a situation then for the political militant, the material structures of
oppression must be considered in the light of a projected overcoming. A genuinely liberatory
philosophy must occur, precisely, in the relationship between free thought and brute facticity.
Hence, as Stathis Kouvelakis reminds us, a crucial aspect of Marx’s break with Hegelianism is
that “criticism’s ultimate objective, the becoming-philosophical of the world, is simultaneously

a becoming worldly of philosophy” (2003:239).

The second is that, contrary to the dogmatism of so much Stalinist and Trotsykist thought,
there can be no formulae for praxis. The dynamism of the political situation is well captured
in Fanon’s accounts of the changing roles of the veil, medicine and the radio in the Algerian

revolution. A key consequence of this dynamism is that, as Alain Badiou observes:
A political situation is always singular; it is never repeated. Therefore political
writings — directives or commands — are justified inasmuch as they inscribe not a
repetition but, on the contrary, the unrepeatable. When the content of a political
statement is a repetition the statement is rhetorical and empty. It does not form

part of thinking. On this basis one can distinguish between crue political activists
and politicians. .. True political activists think a singular situation; politicians do

not think (2003:82 emphasis original).
Later I will argue that dialectical praxis requires the courage to be permanently attentive to the
singularity of the situation and thus demands that its thinkers take on the responsibility of

living on the edge of time, between the situation and the void.

The entire corpus of Fanon’s work is a sustained engagement with freedom and facticity in
explicitly existential terms. This could be demonstrated on most pages of his four books. But
his acknowledgement of facticity and his commitment to freedom is stated with particular

poetic power at the end of Black Skin, White Masks.

32



A Critical Ontology

The body of history does not determine a single one of my actions. [ am my own

foundation. And it is by going beyond the historical, instrumental hypothesis that

I will initiate the cycle of my freedom. The disaster of the man of color lies in the

fact that he was enslaved. The disaster and the inhumanity of the white man lie in

the fact that somewhere he has killed man....The Negro is not. Any more than

the white man (1967:231).
Fanon’s commitment to freedom means that he always works within the spirit of Frederic
Jameson’s more recent injunction to always historicise and never naturalise humanity.”> But
Fanon’s commitment to freedom also put him at direct odds with the forms of orthodox
Marxism®, dominant in his day, which assumed that History had a nature and an inevitable
direction to which individual freedom was, to varying degrees, subordinated.™ It also puts him

in equal opposition to anti-humanisms that assume that humanity 1s passively produced by

discourses and/or material structures.

1.4.3 Anguish and bad faith

12 70 historicise means to always show how people came to be in the condition that they are in and not
to assume that it is their inherent nature to be in that condition. For example it would be important to
show that the racialised nature of material inequality in South African is a consequence of conquest,
domination and exploitation and not because of white or black ‘essences’ or the essential nature of the
poor.

" David Renton usefully describes dissident Marxism as a term “used to refer to people who did not
treat their socialism as an inherited canon of knowledge, but at each moment were willing to think their
politics anew. The acid test of dissidence was a willingness to criticise the conduct of the Soviet state”
(2004:7). Although Renton correctly includes Fanon in this tradition he, unfortunately and in a manner
not untypical of sections of the white metropolitan left (neither Michael Hardt and Antonion Negri nor
Slavoj Zizek even bother to spell Fanon’s first name correctly) he has clearly not read Fanon and
assumes that this is no impediment to opining on Fanon’s work.

"It is interesting to note that while Sartre is widely regarded as the pre-eminent philosophical theorist
of freedom a number of commentators have noted that, in practice, Sartre affiliated himself (closely
although not directly), for much of his life, to a distinctly historicist and therefore mechanistic form of
Marxism and “advocated unquestioned obedience on the part of the workers to a party [the Communist
Party] which was their only guarantee of freedom ir the future” (McLellan, 1998: 313 my emphasis).
Fanon condemned both Western capitalism (and political systems through which they were articulated -
colonialism and imperialism) and Soviet communism as well as the forms of Marxism that implied that
the Soviet Union carried History’s sanction. And, as Sekyi-Otu shows particularly well Fanon’s
thinking about the liberatory and authoritarian possibilities inherent in political parties and movements

is extraordinarily nuanced and illuminating. In this sense Fanon was a far better Sartrean, in practice,
than Sartre.
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Of course it is true that facts can set objective constraints to our material power to act.
Imprisonment may confine us in ways that we are powetless to overcome. But no facts negate
the necessity for us to choose the manner of our response to facticity. Material freedom can be
limited from without but ontological freedom can not. Sartre insists that “the slave in chains 1s
as free as his master” (cited in Martin, 2002: 23). And so a woman in prison must choose how
to respond to the fact of her imprisonment. In South Africa, and large parts of the broader
black world, Steve Biko has become a symbol of the realisation that rebellion is always
possible. Thus while the material exercise of power can be limited, ontological freedom is

never limited.

Sartre points out that our freedom implies that we are responsible for our choices. In Fanon’s
£ . .

words “Every one of my acts commits me as a man. Every one of my silences, every one of my

cowardices reveals me as a man" (1967a: 88- 89). For Sartre the consequent challenge of

taking full responsibility for each of our choices leads to anguish.

Martin usefully describes anguish as follows:

The for-itself’s reflection on its freedom is anguished because through such
reflection the for-itself realizes that there is nothing to compel it to act in a
particular way. Thus the for-itself bears responsibility for what it will do. The
future is open and no past act or state of affairs can fully determine a future act

(2002:15).

, i ) . L
Fanon’s powerful and poetic account of his own encounter with anguish is amongst the best

known passages 1n his work. It speaks for itself.
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awakening to the world, I saw the sky turn upon itself utterly and wholly. I

wanted to rise but the disembowelled silence fell back upon me, its wings

paralysed. Without responsibility, straddling Nothingness and Infinity, I began to

weep (1967:140).
Sartre argues that in order to escape anguish people deny their responsibility by denying their
freedom. Freedom can be denied both by denying that one has freedom to choose and by
denying facticity. The latter is the identification of the self as pure transcendence, the fantasy
of being a for-itself in a factless vacuum, and it makes freedom just as impossible as the self-
objectifying identification of oneself as an in-itself. In each instance, Sartre terms the flight
from freedom, and thus self-creativity, as bad faith, which he contrasts with authenticity — an
acceptance of freedom and therefore responsibility. In the case of the apprehension of other
humans Sartre identifies two forms of bad faith - sadism and masochism. Ontologies that

objectify the Other in a relation of dominance are described as sadistic which means that they

are an attempt to ossify the Other into complete objectivity in order to evade the sight of

others. As Gordon observes the sadist:

fancies himself a pure, disembodied anonymous subject — pure mastery, absolute
negation of specificity. He fancies himself God. But since the human being is neither
thing nor God, his fancy manifests an oblique reference to an eliminated humanity.

The sadist is fundamentally misanthropic (1995:19-20).
And fancying oneself to be God is to objectify oneself, so sadism ultimately objectifies the
sadist and those he objectifies. A response to sadism that seeks to replace the pejorative
ontology imposed on the other with a more positive alternative is, in existential terms,
masochism which is, as Gordon explains, the equally misanthropic attempt to fix a gaze on
oneself. And, again, this attempt to fix oneself also has the consequence of fixing those who

look at oneself. Sadism and masochism are both incompatible with sociality — the mutual

35



A Critical Ontology

recognition of changing agency. And, again following Gordon, this does not just lead to

problems at the level of identity and recognition. On the contrary when

human being 1s bounded, kept at bay, and held secure as a stabilized entity that
suppotts self-delusion. . .Institutions take their place in a superstructural ontology
that marks the irrelevance of human being” with the result that “history loses its
significance to the governing fiction of security (1995:23).

The human choices and actions that made and make the wotld are disguised to the extent that

current relations of domination appear to be natural and perhaps even inevitable.

Fanon explores these ideas (but without making use of the Sartrean terminology) in
considerable depth in the two chapters in Black Skin, White Masks on inauthentic sexual
relationships between black and white people. In his analysis the parties are attracted to the
qualities projected on to whiteness or blackness rather than the actual qualities of the actual

individuals with whom they are involved.

A key dimension of Sartre’s thinking about responsibility is his view that in choosing for
ourselves, we implicitly choose for others. “Man”, Sartre writes in Being and Nothingness,
“being condemned to be free carries the weight of the whole world on his shoulders; he is

responsible for the world and for himself as a way of being” (2001a:194).

The Marxist philosopher and Zapatista intellectual John Holloway puts fetishism, a
philosophical concept which functions very much like that of bad faith, at the centre of his

project. For Holloway

Our scream-against is a scream-against—oppression, and in that sense it is shaped
by oppression; but there is more than that, for the scream-against-oppression is a
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scream against the negation of ourselves, of our humanity, of our power-to create.
Non-identity is the core of our scream, but to say “We are not’ is not just a dark
void. To negate Is-ness is to assert becoming, movement, creation, the
emancipation of power-to. We are not, we do not be, we become.
“We are not’ becomes, therefore, “We are not yet, but only if ‘not yet’ is
understood not as a certain future, secure homecoming, but as a possibility, as a
becoming with not guarantees, no security. If we are not yet, then our not-yet-
ness already exists as project, as overflowing, as pushing beyond (2002:152).
Although Holloway never cites Sartre or Fanon in his book, the existential nature of his
key conceptual categories is clear. Sartre’s most famous examples of bad faith — the
woman on a date who pretends that her hand is an inert object in the hands of her
would-be seducer, and the waiter who plays at being a waiter — are not overtly political
(although, of course, they can both be read politically e.g. through the lenses of sexism
and proletarian alienation respectively). But Sartre makes much political use of the
concept of bad faith — perhaps most famously in Anci-Semite and Jew where he
develops a theory of racism as bad faith.’* For Sartre anti-Semitism is a passion and the
“anti-Semite has chosen to live on the plane of passion” (1976:18). Sartre declares that

the “anti-Semite has chosen hate because hate is a faicth” (1976:19) and argues that the

fundamental attraction of this faith is

a longing for impenetrability. The rational man groans as he gropes for the truth;
he knows that his reasoning is no more than tentative, that other considerations
may supervene to cast doubt on it. He never sees very clearly where he 1s going; he
is “open”; he may even appear to be hesitant. But there are people who are
attracted by the durability of a stone. They wish to be massive and impenetrable;
they wish not to change. Where, indeed, would change take them? We have here
a basic fear of oneself and of truth...It is as if their own existence were in

continual suspension (1976:18-19).

'S Lewis Gordon (2000) points out that an important aspect of bad faith is not seeing. Certain people,

places and facts about certain people and places can become invisible or overdetermined by linguistic
or cultural conventions. Sartre himself succumbs to the form of bad faith which simply fails to see in his

conclusion to Anti-Semite and Jew where he discusses Zionism without any reference to Palestinians.
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Sartre identifies other reasons for this bad faith too.'s He describes anti-Semitism as “a poor

man’s snobbery” (1976:26) and notes that:

By treating the Jew as an inferior and pernicious being, I affirm at the same time
that I belong to the elite. The elite, in contrast to those of modern times which
are based on merit or labor, closely resembles an aristocracy of birth. There is
nothing I have to do to merit my superiority, and neither can | lose it. It is given

once and for all. It is a tng (1976:27).
Sartre also explores the idea of race through the lens of bad faith and concludes that while he
believes in the idea of race as something abstracted from lived experience “no more than I
believe in ouija boards” (1976:60) there is such a thing as race when we consider the Jew as “a
being in a situation” (1976:60). “To be a Jew is to be thrown into — to be abandoned to — the
situation of a Jew” (1976:89). How could Jewishness not be a lived reality in the face of the
Shoa? Consequently, for Sartre, responses to the situation of the Jew, whether from Jews or
non-Jewish ‘democrats’ (the kind of people Biko would later call ‘liberals), that seek to deny
Jewish particularity [“to deny their situation as Jews” (1976:110)] by asserting the
universalism of humanity are in bad faith as they are seeking to become “blind to the reality of
Jewishness” (1976:110). Similarly Fanon, writing about the position of inauthentic French
democrats on the colonial war in Algeria, notes that “the French democrat is constantly

resorting to abstractions as point of reference” (1967b:34).

But Sartre goes further than the mere assertion that the denial of the lived experience of race is

bad faith. He historicises the situation of the Jew. It is, he argues, “the Christians who have

'S In his latter work Sartre is far more attentive to the economic basis of many forms of oppression. For
example in an essay on the French use of torture in Algeria Sartre argues that:

For most of the Europeans of Algeria, there are two complementary and inseparable
truths: the colonists are human beings by divine right, and the natives are subhumans.
That is the mythical interpretation of a precise fact, since the wealth of the former
depends on the extreme poverty of the latter (2001b:75).
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created the Jew” (1976:68). This is not a denial of Jewish agency but merely opposition to the
bad faith inherent in naturalising the present by avoiding an acknowledgement of how the
present was made. This task remains urgent in contemporary South Africa where all kinds of
discourses seek to naturalise a condition (pervasive black poverty) that should be historicised
(via a consideration of a history of racialised conquest, domination, exploitation and

marginalisation etc.).

For Sartre, the Jew “can choose to be authentic by asserting his place as a Jew” (1965:139)
and French society must grant rights to people “as Jews, Negroes, or Arabs — that is, as

concrete persons” (1965:146).

Fanon quotes Sartre’s observation that Jews who are “poisoned by the fear of the stereorype
that others have of them” often find themselves in a situation where “their conduct is

perpetually overdetermined from the inside” (1967a:115). But Fanon goes on to argue that

All the same the Jew can be unknown in his Jewishness...He is a white man,
and...can sometimes go unnoticed...The Jew is disliked from the moment that
he is tracked down. But in my case everything takes on a new guise. I am given no
chance. I am overdetermined from without. I am the slave not of the “idea” that

others have of me but of my own appearance....] am fixed” (1967a:115-1 16).

If there is no way out then good faith requires that the lived reality of race and racism be faced

up to. And, indeed, Fanon reports that once he arrived at this recognition:

I resolved, since it was impossible for me to get away from an inborn complex, to
assert myself as BLACK MAN. Since the other hesitated to recognize me, there
remained only one solution: to make myself known (1967a:115).

I will return to this in the third and fourth chapters but for the moment I will just note that
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Fanon sees this moment as the beginning of a dialectic that passes through the self-
objectification of Négritude which is premised on the assumption that “it is not I who make a
meaning for myself, but it is the meaning that was already there, pre-existing, waiting for me”
(1967a:134). However, Fanon thinks that this bad faith must be embraced as an end in-itself
when circumstances demand an absolute commitment to a movement of revolt against the
greater bad faith of denying or accepting oppression: “This struggle. ..had to take on an aspect
of completeness” (1967a:135). But, in a necessary paradox that will be explored in the
chapters three and four, he nevertheless looks beyond this towards a black consciousness of
freedom: “black consciousness is immanent in its own eyes. I am not a potentiality of
something. I am wholly what I am. I do not have to look for the universal. ...It is”

(1967a:135). Hence black consciousness emerges as the authentic identity of a We-subject.

1.5 Conclusion

This first chapter has been largely explanatory and foundational. It has outlined the reasons for
Fanon’s scepticism towards ontology and his commitment to a critical ontology. Furthermore
it has offered an explanation of the basic ideas in existential thinking about critical ontology,
ideas which are central to Fanon’s thought, and has sought to show the connections between
Fanon’s thinking and Sartrean ontology. The chapter has concluded with an explanation of
Fanon’s arguments about what the lived experience of blackness means for thinking about
black ontology. I will build on this in the work that follows, particularly in the next chapter

where I explain Fanon’s radical humanism — an ethics which is congruent with the ontology

elaborated here.
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Lewis Gordon writes that: “Something is achieved through achieving what is deemed an
impossibility, a feat against nature. All liberation struggles are to an extent that: a defiance of
‘nature’ as ontological closure” (2000:52). Because oppression always seeks to legitimise itself
by appearing to be natural its ontological speculations, it will offer nothing to the oppressed.
But an ontology that seeks to recognise, with Fanon, “the open door of every consciousness”

(1967:232) renders every mode of oppression contingent and, therefore, offers every hope to

the oppressed.
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Chapter 2

Radical Humanism

Man is a yes. I will never stop reiterating that. Yes to life. Yes to love. Yes to generosity.
Bur man is also a no. No to scomn of man. No to degradation of man. No to exploitation of
man. No to the butchery of what is most human in man: freedom.

- Fanon (1967a:222)

2. I Introduction

John Holloway observes that:

Postgraduate theses typically begin with a definition or delimitation of the object
of study. Definition is the description of an identity which is distinct from other
identities. . .Definition aims to delimit identities in a non-contradictory manner: if
I define x, it does not make any sense, from a definitional perspective, to say that
x is both x and non-x. Definition fixes social relations in their static, fragmented,

reified is-ness (2002:62).
There is an important point here. While a complete refusal to delimit identities would make
theses and all meaningful thought and action impossible, the attempt to reify what is dynamic
and multiple and uncertain for the sake of apparent rigour, whether motivated by the desire for
the elegance of mathematical clarity or to appease an academic bureaucracy’s need for clear
outcomes, is a flight from the ‘sheer unrest of life’ amidst which lived expenience occurs. It is a
flight into bad faith. Statistics and graphs and tight definitions have their place, but sometimes
more light is thrown on certain experiences by a suggestive metaphor or, as in the case of
Sartre’s definition of being-for-itself', an apparent paradox, than an attempt at social scrence.
For reasons that will become clear, and which can be deduced from the ontological

foundations elaborated in the last chapter, humanism as a sensibility and a project is not well

! As mentioned in the previous chapter Sartre describes being-for-itself as “being what it is not and not
being what it is” (1992:28).
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served by precise definitions. As Tony Davies notes “On the question of humanism, nothing is

more suspect than clarity” (1997:130).

While this chapter does not offer a precise and fixed analysis of humanism, it does atcempt to
think around the open heart of Fanon’s humanism. I begin with some remarks on the historical
trajectory of philosophical humanism within radical political projects. I argue that white
humanism is often acknowledged to have animated much radical thought in the past it has
now, generally, lost credibility amongst theorists. I then go on to look at different types of
humanism and here, following Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri, I make a key definitional
distinction which is between reactionary humanism and revolutionary humanism. The former
is described as ideas that seek to fix one concept of humanity — usually an idea that a ruling
class has of itself or its subordinates — as ideal or universal. The latter is described as ideas that
seek to open the idea of humanity to perpetual and multiple becoming. I argue that Fanon’s
humanism is a radical humanism. But I go on to argue that because Hardt and Negri remain
trapped in a primitive Manicheanism and do not think dialectically something needs to be
added to their description of revolutionary humanism. My primary claim here is that the
unfolding transformations produced by the fight to realise universal becoming as a reality in

the world are accorded particular value in revolutionary humanism. This is well captured by

Sub-Commandante Insurgente Marcos:

A citizen of the world, El Che recalls what we have known since the times of
Spartacus, and which we often forget: the fight against injustice is a step that
elevates humanity, which makes it better, which makes it more human (2001:94).

I then move on to look at anti-humanisms and argue that Fanon’s radical humanism can

survive anti-humanist attacks. [ suggest that many anti-humanisms are, in fact, attacks on

reactionary humanism and that many other anti-humanisms pose a transcendent power out of
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the reach of human agency. The following section looks at Fanon’s humanism and here I begin
by noting that Fanon declared himself a humanist and that he was well aware that humanist
claims are used to justify oppression, but that he proposed a new universalisable humanism. I
argue that Fanon was careful to ensure that his new humanism could not be reified into
ideological cover for domination, because its central ethical thrust is towards the valorisation
of the free exercise of historical agency by the dominated rather than any particular policy or
mode of organisation. The next section looks at the most common critique of Fanon’s
humanism — the claim that it is contradicted by his support for violent resistance to
colonialism. I argue that this argument is deeply flawed and, indeed, pejoratively so. The final
section of this chapter looks at the religious tone of much of Fanon’s writing on humanism
and I argue that this can be understood as a form of poeticism. I also argue that Fanon does

not provide an argument as to why everyone should accept radical humanism but that he,

rather, chooses it as an existential project.
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2.2 Humanism

For a long time humanism was a broad movement in thought and action in which key radical
thinkers explicitly located their work. In 1844 Marx wrote that ‘Communism ...is
humanism’(1983:149).2 Gramsci, writing in Mussolini’s prison in the early 1930s, argued that
“The philosophy of praxis is absolute ‘historicism’, the absolute secularisation and earthliness
of thought, an absolute humanism of history” (1971:465). And in 1945 Sartre gave his
famous lecture Existentialism 1s a humanism (1987). In 1970’s South Africa Steven Biko and
Richard Turner, the leading theorists of the two currents of insurgent democratic resistance to
apartheid, Black Consciousness and the trade union movement, both took an explicitly
humanist position.* But, despite a spirited defence from Edward Said and Noam Chomsky,
dominant theories in the contemporary academy usually consider humanism to be, at best, a
naive anachronism, and, at worst, dangerously repressive. Indeed it is often casually assumed
that the.term is pejorative. Martin Heidegger's 1947 Lerter on Humanism, written against
Sartre’s Existentialism is a Humanism, slowly developed into an influential critique of
humanism. And, since Michel Foucault heralded the possibility of the death of Man (sic) in
The Order of Things in 1966, post-structuralist and postmodern thinkers have increasingly
tended to present humanism as a central pillar of the ideological structure of modernity and
colonialism. In more orthodox Marxist circles Louis Althusser’s 1969 essay Marxism and
Humanism won many intellectuals to his theoretical anti-humanism despite vigorous

opposition from E.P. Thompson’s rejoinder in 7he Poverty of Theory. Given the academic

? Raya Dunayevskaya cites Marx’s statement that “Communism is humanism mediated by the
transcendence of private property” and the distinction that he drew between “positive humanism” and

“vulgar communism” (1988:58) and argues that for Marx the economic project of communism was a
sub-project of a greater humanist project.

*For the best discussions of Biko’s philosophy see More (2000) and Gordon (2002), The best
discussion of Turner’s philosophy is provided by Andrew Nash (1999). Nash also gives a good account
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currency of anti-humanism, it is perhaps not surprisingly that many theorists sympathetic to
Fanon have rushed through mumbled excuses for his humanism while others have just ignored
it altogether. So we find, as just one example, that while David Macey takes Foucault’s anti-
humanism very seriously in his Foucault biography (1994) humanism is not even indexed in

his 600 page Fanon biography (2000).

But although humanism, has become a deeply unfashionable idea in the academy, the

Zapatista National Liberation Army (EZLN), via Sub-Commandante Insurgente Marcos’s
explicitly humanist writings* - ‘For humanity and against neo-liberalism!” — made it a self-
consciousness material force in Chiapas in 1994. And since the Battle of Seattle in November
1999 it has become a major animating thrust® in the movement of movements that have
constituted themselves into a force antagonistic to market fundamentalism and U.S. led
imperialism. But while all this means that humanism has to, again, be taken with some degree
of seriousness as a political force confronting theory, it does not mean that we are necessarily
compelled to consider it with any degree of seriousness as a voice within theory. After all
Althusser’s conclusion was, precisely, that the popular resonance of humanism made it an
effective although fictitious ideological tool for mobilization despite its theoretical poverty.®
This seems to be the de facto position of many contemporary radical intellectuals who despise
theoretical humanism but embrace its strategic value as an effective mobulising tool. If we want

to reject anti-democractic vanguardism we have two choices: take theoretical humanism

of how democratic leftism was sucked into the dogmatic and authoritarian practices of the South
African Communist Party after the unbanning of the party in 1990.

* See, especially Our Word is Our Weapon (2001)

* See, for example, the implicit and explicit humanism of so much of the writing at key movement sites
like Z-Net (http.//www.zmag.org), Autonomedia (http:/slash.autonomedia.org) and Indymedia
(http://www.indymedia.org).
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seriously or work to disabuse people of the superstition of ideological humanism. My
. N . b
argument is that we should move against dominant academic currents and take Fanon’s

theoretical humanism seriously.

2.2.1. Types of humanism

Tony Davies notes that: “It is almost impossible to think of a crime that has not been
committed in the name of humanity” (1996:131). Yet, in full awareness of this, many
philosophers of liberation, and in particular many anti-colonial philosophers, have continued
to argue for humanism. This apparent tension is best understood by the fact that there are
different types of humanism. Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri make an influential and useful
argument in this regard. They argue that there have been two opposing types of humanism in
modernity - one revolutionary and one reactionary. For them revolutionary humanism is a
movement in which “the powers of creation that had previously been consigned exclusively to
the heavens are now bought down to earth. This is the discovery of the fullness of the plane of
immanence” (2000:73).” Hardr and Negri are committed to immanence because it takes lived
experience as the zone of the real and thus makes possible a democratic praxis as “the
continuous constituent project to create and re-create ourselves and our world” (Hardt and

Negri, 2000:92). Fanon gives a particulatly powerful statement of his commitment to

immanence in his remarks on political education:

% He argued that “it [humanism] can serve as a practical, ideological slogan in so far as it is exactly
adequate to its function and not confused with a quite different function; that there is no way in which it
can abrogate the attributes of a theoretical concept” (Althusser, 1969: 246),

7 Hardt and Negri use the terms ‘immanence’ and ‘transcendence’ in completely different ways to
Sartre. Their meanings for these terms are explained in the text that follows.
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To educate the masses politically does not mean, cannot mean making a political
speech. What it means is to try, relentlessly and passionately, to teach the masses
that everything depends on them; that if we stagnate it is their responsibility, and
if we go forward it is due to them too, that there is no such thing as a demiurge,
that there is no famous man who will take responsibility for everything, but that
the demiurge is the people themselves and the magic hands are finally only the
magic hands of the people (1976:159).

Hardt and Negri argue that reactionary humanism poses a transcendent constituted power
against an immanent constituent power, order against desire” (2000:74). They describe
transcendence as the postulation of a realm or agency outside the grasp - in time, space or
capacity - of ordinary people. They describe a group operating on the plane of immanence as
a self organising ‘multitude’ and a group operating under a transcendent power as ‘a people’

subject to external authority.

Although Hardt and Negri’s philosophy is primarily based on a Deleuzian reading of Spinoza,
the basic distinction between revolutionary and reactionary humanism can be well understood
in terms of the existential ontology elaborated in the last chapter. Revolutionary humanism is a
democratic humanism that recognises, in Fanon’s language the “open door of every
consciousness” (19672:232) while reactionary humanism is an objectifying ideological project
in the service of domination. However Hardt and Negn’s basic distinction between
revolutionary and reactionary humanism needs to be developed further if it is to enable us to

effectively distinguish Fanon’s radical humanism from various reactionary humanisms. I make

three arguments in this regard.

Firstly Harde and Negri’s philosophy poses a static and anti-dialectical Manicheanism which
doesn’t allow for a proper consideration of tendencies towards what Sartre terms ‘sclerosis’

(objectification) within the ‘multitude’. Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari introduce some
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nuance here. They describe philosophical immanence as “a plane from which all idols have
been cleared” (1994:43). But, unlike Harde and Negri, Deleuze and Guattari also speak of the
“vertigo of immanence from which so many philosophers try in vein to escape” (1994:48) and
of “our not being able to tolerate infinite movements” (1994:49). This vertigo is very similar
to the anguish that tempts people to escape into bad faith and the acknowledgement of this
allows us to understand that the bad faith of postulating transcendent power is a constant
temptation and, so, there must always be struggle within each struggle to remain on the plane

of immanence.

Secondly, Hardt and Negri’s rejection of all transcendent value makes it impossible to make
sense of the ethical aspect of their preference for radical humanism. The fact that every
consciousness is an open door and that the postulation of transcendent power is bad faith does
not mean that we ought to act as though these facts have ethical implications. After all, many
kinds of actions can occur on the plane of immanence — this is where counter-power is
constituted but it is also, often, where capital and imperialism hunt. While the refusal of a
transcendent realm or agency does mean that latent power is here and now, and can be
constituted into a counter power, it does not provide, in-itself, an ethics for the use of that
power. Thinking can be on the plane of immanence without being egalitarian - Nietzsche’s
contempt for the herd is a paradigmatic philosophical example of this. It is equally important
to note that action on the plane of immanence does not necessarily acknowledge its location
nor recommend it, nor indeed allow it, for the majority. Indeed, the global market operates
purely on the plane of immanence - the drive for profit recognises no transcendent powers.

Marx and Engels made chis point 150 years ago in the Communist Manifesto® However,

The bourgeoisie, wherever it has got the upper hand, has put an end to all feudal,
patriarchal, idyllic relations. It has pitilessly torn asunder the motley feudal ties that
bound man to his ‘natural superiors’, and has left remaining no other nexus between man
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capital, in alliance with other forces, uses all sorts of appeals to transcendence to discipline the .
multitude. The market even objectifies itself as a new transcendence which must, at all costs,
be obeyed - 1.e. the omnipotent and omniscient (and, bizarrely, simultaneously naturalised and
theologised) Market which, despite the fact that it can’t be pinned down anywhere, is
everywhere - watching, judging, taking, breaking, making and sentencing. The attempt to
discipline people in the name of the global market usually goes together with attempts to
discipline in the name of more local transcendence. For example Arundhati Roy writes that in
India “The two arms of the Indian Government have evolved the perfect pincer action. While
one arm is busy selling India off in chunks, the other, to divert attention, is orchestrating a

howling, baying chorus of Hindu nationalism and religious fascism” (2003b:7).

It 1s clear, therefore, that without some fundamental axiological commitment, an affirmation of
the value of the plane of immanence can not, by itself, produce a democratic ethics. This
problem can be avoided by opposing our alienation from transcendence rather than opposing
transcendence in-itself. This is not a new idea in political philosophy. Kojéve reads the
conclusion of Hegel’s Phenomonolgy to mean that “The Phenomenology ends with a radical
denial of all transcendence...the infinite in question is Man’s infinite” (Cited in Soper,
1986:42). Similarly for the young Sartre the point 1s not to abandon the idea of the Absolute
but to concretise it in humanity. “It is”, Sartre wrote in Sttuations, “unfortunate that a man
(sic) can still write that the absolute is not a man (sic)” (Cited in Dunayevskaya, 1989:5). In

other words an affirmation of immanence can only be radical, in the sense in which Marx uses

and man than naked self-interest, than callous ‘cash payment’. It has drowned the most
heavenly ecstasies of religious fervour, of chivalrous enthusiasm, of philistine
sentimentalism, in the icy water of egotistical calculation. It has resolved personal worth
into exchange value, and in the place of the numberless indefensible chartered freedoms,
has set up that single, unconscionable freedom - Free Trade. In one word, for
exploitation, veiled by religious and political illusions, it has substituted naked,
shameless, direct, brutal exploitation (Marx and Engels, 1985: 82).

54



Radical Humanism

the term, if immanence and transcendence are united by transcendent value being given to the

recognition of the openness of each consciousness.

Thirdly there is the problem of Hardt and Negri’s assumption that a radical commitment is an
essential characteristic of a consciousness not subjected to transcendent authority. For example
Negri, writing alone this time, states that “The poorer the body — that is the more it 1s
exposed and open to the immeasurable — the more it concentrates the power of living labour
and of love within itself” (Negri, 2003: 246) and hence there is a “triumph of love that surges
up from the multitude of the poor” (Negri, 2003: 253). This tendency to essentialise the poor
leads Negri (and Hardt) to dismiss dialectical thought as mystification and to conceptualise
the praxis of radical humanism as a politics of pure unmediated Manichean antagonism — the
multitude against Empire. Here their humanism parts company with Fanon’s. The next
chapter is dedicated to Fanon’s conception of dialectic praxis but the point that needs to be
made here is that Fanon’s humanism does not simply reverse the Manicheanism that objectifies
the dominated as sub-human and the dominators as fully human. While Hardt and Negri
naturalise the poor through Fransican tropes of ontological abundance, the reality is that, like
everyone else, poor people make their lives within and against history. For Fanon
“Consciousness is a process of transcendence” that requires enlightenment via reflection on
action and “this transcendence is haunted by the problems of love and understanding”
(1967:7). Moreover for Fanon the fight is not only consequent to the consciousness of the

oppressed but 1s also constituent of it: “it is the essence of the fight which explodes old truchs

and reveals unexpected facets” (Cited in Gibson, 2001b:384).

2.3 Anti-humanisms
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Just as there are humanisms there are anti-humanisms (and post-humanisms). When these are a
. . } } ) ) .. £ the “ il
critique of the presentation of particularisms as universalisms or a critique of the “pre-critic
humanisms” (Fryer, 2003: 247) that fail to take into account Wollstonecraft, Marx,
Nietzsche, Fanon and their relatives and descendents then they are often really attempts to
enrich humanism. When they are a critique of reactionary humanisms that are normalising
ideologies functioning to legitimate domination they are often attempts to assert Biko's ‘true

humanism’ — a humanism that can include all of humanity.

Perhaps the most influential strand of anti-humanism in contemporary theory runs from

Nietzsche, through Heidegger and on to Foucault. For Nietzsche

All philosophers involuntarily think of ‘man’ as an aererna veritas [eternal truth],
p P Y
as something that remains constant in the midst of all flux, as a sure measure of
things...many, without being aware of i, even take the most recent
manifestations of man, such as has arisen under the impress of certain religions,
even certain political events, as the fixed form from. . .but everything has become:
there are no eternal facts or absolute truths (Cited 1n Davies, 1997:33).
Heidegger's Letter on Humanism is also an attack on metaphysical abstraction from
experience. As Dermot Moran explains “Humanisms remain metaphysical concepts whereas
Heidegger wants a thinking which is a thinking of Being. Being appears through humankind,
humankind is the ‘shepherd of Being’ and ‘language is the house of Being™” (2000:216). For

Foucault “man is an invention of recent date. And one perhaps nearing its end” (1973: 386-

387).

These critiques of metaphysical humanisms are a critique of a specific type of humanism - the
type which Hardt and Negri identify as reactionary and explain as the replacement of the

transcendence of God with the transcendence of Man. This line of critique is not, therefore, a
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definitive refutation of the humanism Hardt and Negri define as revolutionary. Indeed they
argue, with regard to the poststructuralist critique of humanism, that: “Michel Foucault’s final
works on the history of sexuality bring to life once again that same revolutionary impulse that
animated Renaissance humanism. The ethical care of the self re-emerges as a constituent power
of self creation” (Hardt and Negri, 2000: 91). In their view there is only an apparent paradox
between Foucault’s assertion of an anti-humanism and the clearly humanist content of his later

work. They argue that:

Antihumanism follows directly on Renaissance humanism’s secularizing project,
or more precisely, its discovery of the plane of immanence. Both projects are
founded on an attack on transcendence. There is a strict continuity between the
religious thought that accords a power above nature to God and the modern
‘secular’ thought that accords the same power above nature to Man. The
transcendence of God is simply transformed to Man. Like God before it, this
Man that stands separate from and above nature has no place in a philosophy of
immanence. Like God, too, this transcendent figure of Man leads quickly to the
imposition of social hierarchy and domination. Antihumanism, then, conceived as
a refusal of any transcendence, should in no way be confused with a negation of

the vis viva, the creative life force that animates the revolutionary stream of the
modern tradition (2000:91-92).

We can see why Soper argues that most anti-humanisms “secrete a humanist rhetoric”

(1986:182) that in, Davies’ phrase, “betrays their hidden affinity with what they deny”

(1997:35).

But there are at least three genuine forms of anti-humanism present in thought that claims to
be progressive. One is expressed by the set of thinkers that reject humanism as “a remnant of a
universalist project that they no longer consider valid in a fragmented world” (Moran, 2003:
248). This position is genuinely antithetical to revolutionary humanism which, although it
demands a respect for particularity and becoming in its more sophisticated forms (such us in

, . L o
Fanon’s philosophy) also accepts that there are commonalities in the human situation and real
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possibilities for the development of solidarities that transcend particularities. Another set of
anti-humanisms includes theories that see human consciousness as completely determined by
economic structure or discourses. For example Althusser’s faith thar “Marx founded a new
science. The science of history” (Althusser, 2001:4) was predicated on the idea that “Marx
broke radically with every theory that based history and politics on an essence of man...This
rupture with...humanism is no secondary detail; it is Marx’s scientific discovery” (Althusser,
1969: 227). This is compatible with revolutionary humanism in so far as it is a break with the
idea of a human essence (rather than situation) but when science is taken to mean an extra
human dialectic out of the reach of human agency then there is a genuine anti-humanism. If
science is taken to mean that, in Marx’s phrase, the forces and relations of production operate
“outside man and independent of his will” (cited in Davies, [997:63) then there is only a
genuine anti-humanism if it is held that the forces and relations of production determine

human behaviour. A revolutionary humanist could go so far as to assert that:

The subject in capitalist society is not the capitalist.. It is capital...the leading
members of society are quite simply its most loyal servants, its most servile
courtiers. This is true not only of capitalists themselves, but also of politicians,
civil servants, professors and so on (Holloway, 2002: 34).

This is not an anti-humanist position as long as it accepted that this servility is a choice for

which responsibility must be taken. As Sartre argues:

‘the ruthless play of economic laws’...is a fundamental structure of liberal
ideology. But it is not things which are ruthless, it is men. Thus alienation
transfers the principal feature of oppression — which must be ruthless in order to
exist — into the process itself and thereby betrays its human origin: it is only
through the practico-inert (multiple actions deriving inertia from material,

inorganic, mediation) that a necessity can be affected by the practical quality of
ruthlessness (2004:748).
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Fanon’s position is absolutely clear: “It is by going beyond the historical, tnstrumental

hypothesis that I will initiate the cycle for my freedom” (1967:230).

A third set of anti-humanisms can be grouped around the idea that the interests of actually
existing humans should be subordinated to some higher goal. For example Heidegger railed
against “this humanistic tendency to treat humans as the ultimate goal, rather than as a means
to achieving the authentic goal” (cited in Davies, 1997:130). Various forms of Stalinist anti-
humanism would share the view that actually existing humans are not the ultimate goal. This is
not the same as confronting the reality that there are tragic situations where human well-being
can only be served by serious attempts to stop barbarism that include liberatory violence. In
the latter case, the project is sull under-girded by a universalism that asserts that all human
beings matter. This differs from what we could call the Nietzscheanism of the former position
where, in both its left and right articulations, there is an active desire to elevate some kind of
elect super human or group of humans at the expense of the rest, who are designated,
implicitly or explicitly, as the herd. Conceptions of the militant that see militancy as an
ontological project for the militant risk collapsing into a left Nietzcheanism by reducing

struggle to a means for the achievement of the militant’s personal ontological ends.’

® For an argument that suggests that the philosophy of Hardt and Negri has contributed to this pathology

in South African movements see Richard Pithouse Towards a True Humanity: Critical questions about
radical internationalist solidarities (2005).
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2.4 Fanon’s humanism

Fanon tells his readers, on the first page of his first book, Black Skin, White Masks, that he
writes “for a new humanism” (1967a:7). He ends his last book, The Wrecched of the Earth,
written after his immersion in the full barbarism of French colonialism and the FLN’s violent
resistance with these famous words: “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” (1976:255). His commitment to humanism is explicit, constant and resolute.

Fanon, like other anti-colonial thinkers such as Aimé Césaire, Jean-Paul Sartre, Albert Memmi,
and Steve Biko, was fully aware that humanism had been used as a legitimating ideology for
racism and colonialism. However, unlike most postmodernists and postcolonialists — none of
whom has offered a politically enabling alternative to the humanism that drove the anti-
colonial project and which still has powerful and popular political resonance in various
struggles against neo-colonialism and local domination - they did not see this as a reason for
opposing humanism. Their view was that this was a perverted form of humanism as it
objectified the bulk of humanity. Hence Sartre opened his preface to 7he Wretched of the
Earth by arguing that: “Not so very long ago, the earth numbered two thousand million
inhabitants: five hundred million men, and one thousand five hundred million natives” (In
Fanon, 1976:8). The anti-colonial humanists thought that the solution was to retain the idea
of humanism but to expand it to include all of humanity. Hence Biko's passionate
commitment to a “true humanity” (1996:47) and Aimé Césaire’s attachment to “a true
humanism ...a humanism made to the measure of the world” (1972:56) as opposed to a
humanism made to measure to some reifying idea of what humanity should be that serves the

interests of some predatory elite. Like, for example, the 19* century humanitarian movement
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in the Western Cape that opposed slavery but supported measures to force Africans off their

land and in to wage labour in the name of humanism.

But anti-colonial thinkers have not only sought to separate racist petversions of humanism
(which would be reactionary humanisms in the terms elaborated above) from true humanism
(which would be a radical humanism in the terms elaborated above) as part of a general project
of ideological deracialisation that includes, say, separating eugenics from true biology. On the
contrary, anti-colonial thinkers have consistently employed humanistic ideas and registers with
particular vigour for the specific purpose of asserting the humanity of the dehumanised. In an
important essay on African-American philosophy Lewis Gordon concludes that “I have
perused the texts of African-American theoretical work from a multitude of ideological
perspectives, and I have constantly found that all these texts culminate in a statement on
humanism and the philosophic problematic of the human being” (1998:1). For Gordon the

position on humanism is the key point of difference

between paths taken by European and dominant cultural thinkers in the New
Worlds versus the conquered and colonized communities in the realm of ideas.
Take, for instance, the recent declarations of the death of “man” and humanism
in postmodern thought. It is not only African-American moderns, but also
African-American postmodemns like Conel West and Patricia Hill Collins, who
find such declarations difficult to stomach. West and Collins consider themselves
humanists for obvious reasons; dominant groups can “give up” humanism for the
simple fact that their humanism is presumed, while other communities have
struggled too long for the humanistic prize. To tell them that the human being is
passé is to render them too late on the scene, much like, unfortunately, the 1980s

and 1990s phenomenon of black mayors of cities whose capital has already taken
flighe (1998:1).

' See Terreblanche, 4 History of Inequality in South Africa 1652 — 2002 (2002:201 — 204).
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Fanon’s political project is centrally concerned with revolutionary opposition to situations —
metropolitan racism, colonialism and neo-colonialism - in which the humanity of some is not
recognised in symbolic and material terms. So, with regard to the former he, as noted in the
previous chapter, looks forward to a world that will “recognize...the open door of every
consciousness” (1967a:232). And with regard to the latter he looks forward to, from the very
beginning of his first book, a world in which “things, in the most materialistic meaning of the
word, will have been restored to their proper places” (1967a:12). His positive vision is of a
world in which everyone can be “a living man (sic), working and creating himself (sic)”
(Fanon, 1976:253). “[A] prospect”, he writes, “is human because conscious and sovereign men
(sic) dwell therein” (1976:165). His affirmation of an anti-ideological humanism is predicated
on his existential ontology which is fundamentally open. In other words his humanism is

theoretically serious and not just a mobilising tool to be deployed for the consumption of the

masses.

Fanon’s humanism does not, in the mode in which analytical philosophy often approaches
ethics, seek to deduce a set of universal ethical principles that can then be applied to all
situations. In the conclusion to Black Skin, White Masks he writes that “the moral law is not
certain of itself” (19672:227) and he is very clear that ethical projects, personal and collective,
must be under permanent construction. Moreover, they need to begin from, and remain
attentive to, the changing nature of a particular situation. A project must “start from living
reality” (1976:167) and remain attentive to the fact that situations change living reality —
“Every human problem must be considered from the standpoint of time” (1967a:13). And so,
for example, while négritude or the nation may, at one point, be an essential vehicle for
enabling the transformation of Us-objects into We-subjects these identities may also exhaust

their progressive potential. They are neither ends-in-themselves nor means to another end.
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They are, when they are functioning to enable mass dialogical participation in the praxis of
resistance, the living expression of resistance as 1t exists at that moment. The fact that struggle
has to start from a particular situation means that Fanon does not demand that resistance
emerges fully formed. It is always becoming and it is always becoming in the context of a
changing situation. Hence the critical importance in his thought of dialectical movement. This

is discussed in depth in the next chapter.

Fanon is clear that collective strategies for moving towards humanism must not be reified as
humanism. He makes three extremely important arguments in this regard. The first is that “a
new humanism...is prefigured in the objectives and methods of the conflict” (1976:198).
This does not mean that every mode of resistance must meet an ethics check list drawn up by
some academic or struggle bureaucracy. It means that resistance begins where it finds itself and
works, from the beginning, for mass reflective and dialogical engagement to produce We-
subjects from Us-objects'!. Fanon argues that in order for this to be achieved the use of
everyday language, the practice of dialogical political education, and commitments to

decentralisation and democratisation are essential tools.

The second argument against the reification of attempts to move towards humanism is well

summed up in a comment on national consciousness:

The bourgeois leaders of the under—developed countries imprison national
consciousness in sterile formalism. It is only when men and women are included

"' This is well explained in Paulo Freire’s Fanonian inspired insistence on struggle as the over coming
of objectification (in other words understanding struggle as humanisation):

T l.le oppressed have been destroyed precisely because their situation has reduced them to
things. In order to regain their humanity they must cease to be things and fight as men and

women. This is a radical requirement. They cannot enter the subject as objects in order
later to become human beings (1993:53).
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on a vast scale in enlightened and fruitful work that form and body are given to

that consciousness (Fanon, 1976:165).
In other words it is the lived experience of a collective project rather than whart 1s claimed
about that project that matters. Humanism, therefore, is about the experience of actually
existing humans rather than, as is so often the case with human rights, the nature of claims

made in this regard.

And then there is the famous argument about the bridge. For Fanon a developmental project is
not humanist if it simply delivers development. And so he takes what seems to be a very strong
position and goes so far as to argue that: “If the building of a bridge does not enrich the
awareness of those who work on it, then that bridge ought not to be built and the citizens can
go on swimming across the river or going by boat” (1976:162). Fanon argues that instead of
being “‘parachuted down’ from above”...(it should be)...taken up and conceived, and the
responsibility for it assumed by the citizen” (1976:162). So humanism is about a particular
quality of experience — the attainment of collective relations premised on individual and
collective self creation through reflection on action and action on reflection. He makes a
similar argument with regard to developmentalism at a global level in his conclusion to 7he

Wretched of the Earch which, despite its polemical tone, makes his position clear:

No, we do not want to catch up with anyone. What we want to do is to go
forward all the time, night and day, in the company of Man (sic), in the company
of all men (sic). The caravan should not be stretched out, for in that case each
line will hardly see those who precede it; and men who no longer recognise each
other meet less and less together, and talk to each other less and less...So,
comrades, let us not pay tribute to Europe by creating states, institutions and
societies which draw their inspiration from her. Humanity 1s waiting for
something other from us than such an imitation, which would be an obscene

caricature (1976:254).
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This is not to deny the materiality of misanthropic relations of domination. It is an
affirmation of the need to enable, as means and end, the conscious, reflective, dialogical and

collective assumption of historical agency.

If one sees the capture of state or other power as the central goal of struggle, or if one sees the
achievement of some particular social arrangement as the goal of post-colonial politics, then
some sott of two-stage thinking (‘obey now, critique can flourish after we have won”) makes
some sense. But if we are with Fanon then we must conclude that “leaders who deny praxis
[the opportunity for reflection and action]| to the oppressed thereby invalidate their own
praxis” (Freire, 1993:107). Ato Sekyi-Otu explains that for Fanon “the ultimate virtue of the
revolution, the goal of historical action, is not the conquest of power but the resurrection of
repressed questions and the disclosure of ‘unexpressed values™ (2003:17). Nigel Gibson
comes to a similar understanding when he concludes that for Fanon “the test of a successful
decolonization lay in the degree of human self-determination” (2003:178). And for Lewis
Gordon “the call is to fight, to struggle against the system of his oppression. But in that

struggle, Fanon calls for a pedagogy to build a questioning humanity” (2000:35).

2.5 Fanon’s humanism and the question of violence

It seems inevitable that, when writing or speaking about Fanon’s humanism, one will be told
that Fanon’s claim to humanism is rendered unacceptable by his endorsement of violence.
Indeed, Fanon is routinely reduced to an ‘apostle of violence’ on the basis of his theoretical
and material support of armed resistance to the extraordinarily violent French suppression of
the Algerian independence movement. Said calls this a “caricatural reduction more suited to

the Cold War than to what Fanon actually says and to how he says it” (1999:209). But there
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is also a significant degree to which this caricature is motivated by two common articulations
of the racist double standard that predated, and has outlived, the Cold War and which, as
mentioned in the previous chapter, led Fanon to conclude of white reason: “where I was

present, it was not; when it was there, I was no longer” (1967:1 19-120).

White reason'? is, by definition, not present when black oppression or black resistances require
acknowledgement. Mainstream Western thought, which remains materially dominant in many
elite African publics, is well able to recognise that certain situations are an intolerable ethical
scandal but unable to recognise others as such. This inconsistency 1s often highly racialised.

Lewis Gordon observes that, under colonialism

in the midst of thousands of colored deaths, it is the loss of an occasional white
life that rips into the consciousness of the world — the world, in this case, usually
coded as ‘free’ or ‘civilized’ which means, ultimately, European, Western, White

(1995:76).
This remains the case in the contemporary world. Hence Raj Patel and Philip McMichael
(2004) defend Paul Gilroy’s use of the term global fascism to describe colonial and neo-
colonial reality on the grounds of empirical claims about the scale, nature and severity of
colonial and neo-colonial modes of oppression, and arguments about how the language used to
describe oppression as extreme is often reserved for certain groups of people. Gordon makes a
second crucial point: “As long as the justice of the szarus quo is presumed, any response that
portends real change will take the form of violence” (1995:77). Together these three points

enable us to recognise the pervasive horror at the supposedly violent Fanon as, in significant

12 . . - . . .
White reason is reason mediated through the idea of Whiteness. It is not the case that the reason of all

_white people is always White. It is also not the case that the reason of all black people is necessarily
immune from mediation through Whiteness.
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part, a racist blindness to the extreme systemic oppression against which Fanon, and the

movement of which he was part, was in rebellion.

The racist double standard is equally evident in the absence of any scandal about the fact that
most of the political philosophers in the Western canon gave theoretical endorsement to the
use of liberatory violence in certain circumstances - Sartre’s support for the (violent)
Resistance always counts in his favour and so on. It seems that many people are still not ready

for a black man who does not carry his gun for the US. military."?

Actually reading Fanon shows that he was appalled by violence. The sceptical have Simone de
Beauvoir’s autobiography to make it clear that the author of Concerming Violence, the first
chapter of The Wretched of the Earth, was always “horrified by it” (de Beauvoir, 1983:609).
We have no similar evidence that, for example, John Locke was similarly appalled at the
violence that sustained the slave trade that generated his prosperity. But Locke is not routinely

placed on trial. His whiteness usually means that he does not require witnesses.

It is tempting to leave all that there. But the association of Fanon with violence is so strong
that it 1s generally necessary to continue and to point out that, as Ato Sekyi-Otu shows,
Fanon’s comments on violence are routinely misinterpreted as ‘a doctrinal prescription’” when
they are better understood as a “dramatic dialectical natrative” (Sekyi-Otu, 1996:4); that is
Fanon is giving an account of what happens in certain situations and not an account of what
he desires to happen. It is also worth pointing to Lewis Gordon’s insightful argument that

Fanon’s comments on violence should be read through the prism of dramatic tragedy — “a

" In an excellent (and in fact humanist) reading of Othello Ben Okri notes that “When a black man is
portrayed as noble in the West it usually means he is neutralized. When white people speak so highly of
a black man’s nobility they are usually referring to his impotence” (1997:77). It is instructive to contrast
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tragic text about a tragic world” (Gordon, 1995:83). Fanon did not create the colonial
situation where ordinary white life is sustained by black oppression and placed at nisk by black
rebellion. Merleau-Ponty argued that “Marxism is the only humanism which dares to develop
its consequences” (1964:215). This is a useful phrase and if we consider the context of a very
violent French defence of a very brutal colonialism it is clear that a humanism seeking to take
itself seriously as a project in that situation — rather than to function as an excuse for inaction
— would have to face up to the tragic consequences the situation, constituted by colonial

brutality, presents for liberatory praxis.

None of this should be misread as a claim that Fanon’s horror at violence, and his view that it
is the regrettably inevitable outcome of colonial situations, means that he does not endorse
liberatory violence — he clearly does. But this endorsement needs to be qualified in two
important ways. Firstly Fanon does not, as the vast majority of commentators (sympathetic
and hostile) assume, prescribe violence as some kind of general solution to the colonial
condition. On the contrary he makes it very clear that his endorsement of the violence of the

Algerian struggle was in response to a particular situation:

If we have taken the example of Algeria to illustrate our subject, it is not at all
with the intention of glorifying our own people, but simply to show the
important part played by the war in leading them towards consciousness of
themselves. It is clear that other peoples have come to the same conclusion in
different ways. We know for sure that in Algeria the test of force was inevitable;
but other countries through political action and through the work of clarification

undertaken by a party have led their people to the same resulcs (1976:155).

This is hardly the statement of man who fetishised violence. Secondly, Fanon’s endorsement of

violence in the Algerian liberation struggle is given within the context of an ethical

the white and Western reception of Mohandas Gandhi, Martin Luther King and Nelson Mandela with
Patrice Lumumba, Malcolm X or, indeed, Frantz Fanon.
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commitment to existential good faith that requires the person who has decided to resist armed
domination with counter liberatory force to move, dialectically, towards a recognition of the
full humanity of the enemy. Even here, where people are perhaps most tempted to collapse
into bad faith — killing people is not easy, objectification is very attractive in this context —
Fanon insists on a dialectical (experiential) development towards the utmost ethical
responsibility. If we must grow, via reflection on experience, to reject the temptation to
objectify the armed oppressor before attacking and possibly killing him - then our violence is
hardly likely to become gratuitous and we are only likely to carry it out when to fail to do

would result in more inhumanity.

For some it is specifically Fanon’s claims that violence can liberate both the oppressed and the
oppressor from self and other objectification that is objectionable. Sekyi-Otu and Gordon’s
observations apply to this claim but there is also an enormous amount of evidence from
accounts of the lived experience of oppression to indicate that Fanon (and, indeed respectable
white Hegel - whom Fanon uses to give philosophic content to his argument on the liberatory
potential of liberatory violence') is quite right. Consider just one: Frederick Douglass’s

account of the aftermath of his fight with notorious ‘N egro Breaker’ Covey:

I was a changed being after that fight. I was nothing before; I was a man now. It
recalled to life my crushed self-respect, and my self-confidence, and inspired me
with a renewed determination to be a fee man...He only can understand the
effect of this combat on my spirit, who has himself incurred something, hazarded
something in repelling the unjust and cruel aggressions of a tyrant. Covey was a
tyrant and a cowardly one withal. After resisting him, I felt as I never felt before.
It was a resurrection from the dark and pestiferous tomb of slavery, to the heaven
of comparative freedom. I was no longer a servile coward. . .but my long-cowed
spirit was roused to an attitude of independence. I had reached the point at which

** For Hegel “The individual who has not risked his life may well be recognized as a person, but he has
not attained to the truth of this recognition as an independent self-consciousness” (1977: 114).
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I was nor afrard to dre. This spirit made me a freeman in fact, though I remained

a slave in form(1996:103).
I will not address the claim by the new right — people like Paul Johnson's and Anthony
Daniels' - that Fanon’s work is responsible for the fate of post-colonial Algeria except to say
that, as with the ANC, there were struggles within a struggle. Indeed, the attacks on the bodies
and ideas of FLN progressives by right wing nationalists began before independence was won.
These attacks threatened Fanon and cost the lives of some of his closest comrades, including
Abane Ramdane. It is a somewhat desperate irony that the poet, Kéita Fodéba, who Fanon
quotes at length in the chapter On Natronal Culture in The Wretched of the Earch, was later
killed by the same Sékou Touré cited at the beginning of that chapter, after Touré became the
tyrannical Leader of Guinea and engaged in a “manic hunt for conspirators” (Sekyi-Out,
1996:41). It is difficult to imagine that Fanon would not have risked a similar fate in Algeria
after the 1988 clampdown that left 500 dead. Macey’s account holds that Josie Fanon,

Frantz's wife, committed suicide in direct response to the FLIN’s descent into murderous

oppression:

From the balcony of her flat in the El Biar district, Josie Fanon watched the
youths of Algiers setting police vehicles on fire, and the troops opening fire on
them. Speaking on the telephone [to her friend Assia] Djebar, she sighed: ‘Oh
Frantz, the wretched of the earth again (Macey, 2000: 506-507).

" See, especially, Intellectuals (1988) pp. 245 — 246 and Modern Times (1992) p. 697.

' Frantz Fanon: the platonic form of resentment’, The New Criterion, May 2001
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2. 6 Fanon'’s prayer

As T have noted, and will note again, Fanon concludes Black Skin, White Masks with a prayer:
"My final prayer: Oh my body, make of me a man who always questions" (1967:232), There
are many moments when Fanon’s passionate synthesis of logical analysis, polemic and poetry is
beautiful in the way the writings of a religious mystic can be beautiful. Consider, as one

example, the following remarks in 7he Wrerched of the Earth:

We must join (the people)...in that fluctuating movement which they are just
giving a shape to, and which, as soon as it has started, will be the signal for
everything to be called into question. Let there be no mistake about it; it is to this
zone of occult instability where the people dwell that we must come; and it is
there that our souls are crystallized and that our perceptions and our lives are

transfused with light (1976:182-183).

Hardr and Negri present revolutionary humanism as a secular and, indeed, anti-religious
philosophy. Yet they claim Spinoza, a pantheist who sought to remove the sacred from the
distant heavens and rediscover it in the here and now, as an intellectual ancestor, and they end
their book by celebrating Saint Francis of Assisi as an icon of immanent militancy. Like
Buddhism, Pantheism is often characterised as a form of religious atheism but, as leading
Spinoza scholar Anthony Quinton says: “We must admit that in the emotional economy of
human life as a whole these attitudes are genuinely religious, even if they are directed towards
objects which are not the familiar objects of religious attitudes in our culture” (Cited in
Magee, 1988:107). This is not a new departure for radical thought. Thomas Paine is described
as proposing a “religion of humanity” (Cited in Davies, 1996: 26) and Ludwig Feuerbach

proposed that “man is God to man” (Cited in Davies, 1996: 28).
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Marx was explicitly anti-religion. Indeed he argued that “the criticism of religion is the
prerequisite of all criticism” (1992:244).7 But Erich Fromm argues that Marx was “deeply
rooted in the spiritual, though non-theistic tradition, which stretches not only from Spinoza,

and Goethe to Hegel, but which also goes back to Prophetic Messianism” (2004:59). For

Fromm, Marxism

is the synthesis of the prophetic-Christian idea of society as the plane of spiritual
realisation, and of the idea of individual freedom. For this reason, it is opposed to
the Church because of its restriction of the mind, and to liberalism because of its
separation of society and moral values. ..Socialism is the abolition of human self-
alienation, the return of man as a real human being (2004:55).
Marx’s work shows no sign of the Nietzschean fear that atheism will necessarily lead to a
destructive nihilism but he is careful to point out that atheism is, in and by itself, no guarantee
of social progress. He saw no necessary connection between atheism and humanism and argued
that “Communism begins where atheism begins...but, atheism 1s at the outset still far from

being communism; indeed it is still for the most part an abstraction” (1983:151). So he does

not assume, as Hardt and Negri do, that the mere refusal of the transcendent guarantees a

radical ethic.

The religious aspect of Fanon’s way of writing could be dismissed as a mere question of style
with no significance to the content of Fanon’s work. But I would argue that it is a fundamental
part of his rebellion against objectification - material and symbolic. For a start, his style was
deliberate. When Francis Jeanson, an editor on Les 7emps Modernes, asked Fanon to clarify a
phrase that he had used in an article he replied that: “I cannot explain that phrase more fully. I

try, when I write such things, to touch the nerves of my reader... That is to say, irrationally -

17 « I . s . .
He also argues that “The criticism of religion ends with the doctrine that for man the supreme being is
man, and thus with the categorical imperative to overthrow all conditions in which man is a debased,
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almost sensually” (Cited in Ehlen, 2000:103). Fanon’s way of writing is not a unique
idiosyncrasy. Paget Henry (2000) has argued, persuasively, that this aspect of Fanon’s work
should be understood as part of a poeticist movement in Caribbean writing that sought to

inspire new sensibilities.

And Fanon's work does have an unusually transformative impact for many people. George
Jackson’s prison diary, Soledad Brother provides classic testimony in this regard and the Third
Worldist journal, Partisans, spoke for many when its editors noted that “:inyone who has...read
those pages that blaze with lucidity, inevitably finds born in them a new vision of men and a
burning desire to take the dimensions of this vision into the future” (Cited in Macey,
2000:23). Sympathetic commentators, of the highest intellectual status, seem unable to resist
metaphors of light when describing Fanon’s work and life. Words like ‘brilliant’, ‘radiant’
‘incandescent’, and ‘luminescence’ abound. Of course a lot of people, amongst whom many
make major contributions to the radical humanist project, are not inspired by this way of
writing and some even find it overblown and melodramatic. I merely note that it inspires
many, and do not claim, or even suggest, that everybody should write like this or be inspired
by this kind of writing. Different approaches work differently for different people at different

moments in their lives. We do not have to choose between jazz and dub and blues and punk

and drum’n’bass. . ..

A commitment to immanence can be rooted in, or opposed by, a religious sensibility. And it is
equally clear that neither atheism nor secularism guarantee respect for humanity. On the
contrary, secular ideologies, particularly those based on historicism (be they in the name of

Communism, Development or The Market) and Herbert Spencer style perversions of

enslaved, neglected and contemptible being” (1992:251).
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Darwinism, have legitimated the most appallingly anti-human actions. The critique of (secular)

instrumental reason is well established.

The religious tone of Fanon’s work allows him to retain a sense of the sacred via the religious
mode of apprehension best described as awe or reverence. A sense of the sacred can be
reactionary but when, as with Fanon, it 1s located, in a neo-pantheistic manner, in the creative
powers of ordinary people rather than in any fetish, abstraction or transcendent realm, it is
revolutionary. What this means is that in Fanon’s work there is no extra-human transcendent
realm. Rather, he chooses to accord transcendent value to the capacity of each human
individual to create themselves in the world and to create liberatory events (events which
enable a collective assumption of agency) in the immanent realm — hence the resonance of
Hegel’s concept of concrete universal. The fact that liberatory events such as, in the most
obvious example, revolutionary violence, will at times do damage to individuals, does not

indicate a contradiction. Not acting and therefore allowing oppression to continue also has

costs and, S0, Fanon asserts that:

[E]verybody will have to be compromised in the fight for the common good. No
one has clean hands; there are no innocents and no onlookers. We all have dirty
hands; we are all soiling them in the swamps of our country and in the terrifying
emptiness of our brains. Every onlooker is either a coward or a traitor

(1976:161).
The value that Fanon gives to the recognition of freedom, and to events that enhance this in
the symbolic and material spheres, provides an ethical reference point, a capacity for ethical
assessment and a source of ethical inspiration. We are not left with the ‘flac’ or ‘empty’
secularism that so often sinks into nihilism or, when it claims to choose progressive principles,

a sterile technicism. While orthodox religion has often been presented as the great enemy of
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immanence many, and probably most of the popular, and therefore effective, prophets of
humanistic immanence have, despite their hostility to orthodox religion, had a markedly
religious tone to their thought — examples include William Blake, Walt Whitman, Woody

Guthrie, John Steinbeck, Pablo Neruda, Bob Marley and Bruce Springsteen.

However it seems that, as Deleuze and Guattari (1994) note, it 1s difficule for philosophers
and schools of philosophy to sustain a commitment to immanence. The most historically
significant example of this s Marxism. The Theses on Feuerbach is a clear attack on secular
thought which “raises itself above itself and establishes for itself an independent realm in the
clouds” and a defence of “revolutionary practice” as “practical, human-sensuous activity”
(1983:156). But many of Marx’s followers, including the bureaucrats of the Soviet Union
came to believe that, as Engels put it in his eulogy at Marx’s funeral: “Just as Darwin
discovered the law of development of organic nature, so Marx discovered the law of

development of human history” (Engels in Marx, 1983:68).

Fanon never falls into this trap. He never abandons his commitment to immanence. He never
seeks a justification for his revolutionary passions that is external to the lived realities that
inspire and contain them. His work, despite its incandescent passion, is always characterised by
a lightness - an openness. He does not turn his immanent existential humanism into a new
transcendence beyond the creative powers of ordinary people. But his vision could be called
spiritual in the sense that Viktor Frankl uses the term. Frankl, who identifies himself as an
existential humanist, argues (1985) that the human being has a will-to-meaning and that this,
together with the capacity to choose, gives the human being a spiritual dimension. This sense
of spiritual - that is when ‘spiritual’ refers to a free being’s will-to-meaning rather than the

possession of a non-material soul or a human connection with God - would allow us to
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describe Fanon’s work as spiritual and to speculate that some of its power to inspire radical
humanist subjectivities may inhere in its spirituality. A spirituality that, unlike that of certain
forms of orthodox religion, does not preclude human freedom. Indeed, Fanon’s prayer, with its
hope that the experience of oppression can make him a man who always questions, makes it

clear that this is a spirituality ofhuman freedom.

This sense that there is some sacred potential in humanity, a potential which can and is
actualised from time to time, can lead to a sense of reverence and therefore of respect for
human (self and world making) creativicy. And this feeling, this subjectivity, has an
extraordinarily persuasive power. Not simply in that it wins readers to Fanon’s project but also
in that it can create, in the reader, the subjectivities that generate an emotional or, in Frankl’s
terms, a spiritual identification with what is human. This can, in turn, inspire action aimed at
realising a more human world - where ‘human’ describes the realisation of the positive

potential for the assumption of agency that exists in every human being.

Bakunin realised that this mode of apprehension carries with it extraordinary power when he
wrote that “we are the sons of the Revolution and we have inherited from it the Religion of
Humanity which we have to found upon the ruins of the Religion of Divinity” (1953:142). If
atheism or secularism is understood to necessarily lead to the abandonment of these modes of
apprehending and being in the world, then secularism strips humanity of a mode of being that
generates and focuses powerful energies. This could be likened to throwing the proverbial baby
out with the bath water. The listlessness and anomie that result may not be overtly reactionary

but they are hardly able to fuel the energies required for real transformation.
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There are at least three great dangers in shifting transcendent value from a transcendent realm
and into the immanent realm inhabited by actually existing humanity. The first is the
temptation, which has been such a problem for the left, to assume that there is a particular
category of people that have a unique ontological priority that includes a particular capacity to
act as rhe revolutionary agent that will redeem all of huma'nity. A universal ontological priority
has been claimed for the proletariat, peasants, students, women, homosexuals, blacks and a
variety of other groups. Fanon would agree that certain groups have an ontological priority in
experiencing and resisting certain situations but he does not, pace the widespread Third
Worldist misreading of his work in the 70s, see the Third World peasantry and urban poor as
a universally revolutionary agent with a unique ontological priority across space and time. On
the contrary he sees a ‘new humanity’ arising out of every genuine transcendence of the
divisions and hierarchies that push us into unequal spaces and trap us in limited, reductive
identities. So Fanon looks forward to “the Third World starting 4" rather than “the new
history of Man” (Fanon, 1976:245 my emphasis). A new history founded on “not only the
disappearance of colonialism but also the disappearance of the colonized man” (Fanon,
1976:198) and thus logically and necessarily inhabited by a “new man” (Fanon, 1976:255).
That does not mean that the overcoming of colonialism is the end of history. It just means
that it is one step forward. Particular groups of people do have a particular stake in particular

struggles but there is no particular group able to permanently redeem all of humanity across

space and time.

The second danger risked with proposing transcendent value in humanity is the fetishisation of

a particular liberatory project. Heidegger, writing about ontological striving in general, makes

the point that:
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striving can be an inauthentic comportment...Striving is then fixed in one

direction. This self-consuming striving then leads to the destruction of the

inauthentic self...What is striven for is not Aad, but on the contrary has the

striver, in such a way that the latter is ensnared within his own striving and loses

sight of his ownmost self. Such striving is all the more ensnaring for its

appearance of activity, vitality and diversity (2002:154).
Individuals and groups can loose themselves in projects that began as a liberatory movement
but become fetishized as the liberatory movement, either at the expense of other liberatory
movements or after the movement in question is no longer liberatory. When bad faith re-
emerges, new relations of domination are likely to be inscribed. For example Renate Zahar
argues that négritude shifted from “a revolutionary movement to an ideology of the
establishment” (1974:68) and cites Ezekiel Mphahlele’s description of its latter incarnation as
“the intellectual pastime of a governing elite” (Mphahlele cited by Zahar,1974:68). Fanon
never collapses into this form of bad faith. His entire project is premised on engagement with
the particular situation, but because he takes very seriously the fact that situations change he
never collapses into the bad faith inherent in fixing a particular situation as a permanent
reality. Moreover he proposes a dialectic that reaches towards the universal from the particular.
This general characteristic of his work, a feature of his philosophy that is discussed in the
following chapter, is concretised in his well known comment on internationalism: “Far from
keeping aloof from other nations, therefore, it is national liberation which leads the nation to
play its part on the stage of the history. It is at the heart of national consciousness that
international consciousness lives and grows” 1976:199). The ethics that he proposes, although

it moves from a militant and complete engagement with the particular, moves toward the

universal. Consider the foHowing two remarks in Black Skin, White Masks.

I cannot disassociate myself from the future that is proposed for my brother.
Every one of my acts commits me as a man. Every one of my silences, every one
of my cowardices reveals me as a man (I967a:88—9).

78



Radical Humanism

Every time a man has contributed to the victory of the dignity of the spirit, every

time a man has said no to an attempt to subjugate his fellows, I have felt

solidarity with his act (1967a:226).
A third danger of postulating transcendent value in humanity is that milicants risk
appropriating this value for themselves by objectifying themselves as highly ethical agents that
(must) stand outside of the messiness of the lived experience of actual struggle. But while
Fanon’s praxis of action and reflection within the FLN produces an acute awareness that there
are struggles within struggles, and that the most noble struggles can produce new forms of
domination or ossify into sclerosis, he provides no alibi for a fear of commitment to the real
and insists that “one should not lose sight of the real” (Fanon, 1967a:83). Fanonian
philosophy accords precisely with Hegel’s famous criticism of the conscience for which
“Anything that exists an sich is demoted to a mere moment” (1977:574) with the result that

Consciousness, the relation of mind to something objective, has vanished into

empty self-consciousness, and what we have is really the untruth of the moral

consciousness rather than its truth. What emerges out of this emptying of

morality is the beautiful soul, which is too fine to commit itself to anything. It

lacks force to externalize itself and endure existence. It does not want to stain the

radiance of its pure conscience be deciding to do anything particular. It keeps its

heart pure by fleeing from contact with actuality and preserving its impotence. Its
activity consists in yearning, and it is like a shapeless vapour fading into

nothingness (Hegel,1977:575-576).
The commitment to action requires us to reject the attractions of a sentimentality abstracted
from the sometimes difficult work of actually existing struggle. Fanon, in other words,
demands a political praxis that is an engagement with the real rather than the bad faith of the
development of a political identity for the militant that, while allowing her to appear

committed (to herself and to others), actually functions to shield her from the challenges of

the real.
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Fanon’s most fundamental and consistent political question is a direct challenge to every alibi

that a radical humanist could employ to legitimate inaction:

[A]ll the problems which man faces on the subject of man can be reduced to this

one question: ‘Have I not, because of what I have done or failed to do,

contributed to an impoverishment of human reality? The question could also be

formulated in this way: Have I at all times demanded and brought out the man

that is in me?’ (1967b:34).
But where does the fundamental ethical commitment to ‘bring out the man’ (sic) come from?
Who is obligated to adhere to it and why? To answer these questions in a way that takes
Fanon’s critical ontology seriously it is useful to go back to Sartre. Sartre concludes Being and
Nothingness by asserting that: “Ontology itself cannot formulate ethical precepts”
(1992:795). Since David Hume philosophy has largely agreed that an empirical ‘is’ can not

generate an ethical ‘ought’. Sartre does not, however, leave the matter there. He goes on to

argue that his work on ontology has shown that we must, to avoid bad faith:

repudiate the spirit of seriousness. The spirits of seriousness has two
characteristics: it considers values as transcendent givens independent of human
subjectivity and it transfers the quality of “desireable” from the ontological
structure of things to their simple material constitution (1992:796).

Sartre explains that the spirit of seriousness puts us

on the moral plane but concurrently on that of bad faith, for it is an ethics which
is ashamed of itself and does not dare speak its name. It has obscured all its goals
in order to free itself from anguish. Man (sic) pursues being blindly by hiding
from himself the free project which is this pursuit...he is nothing in himself but
the passive obedience to these demands (1992:796).
So to accept an ethics that is assumed to exist as an objective fact outside of consciousness is a

form of bad faith. Ethics becomes a question of subjection rather than choice. Gordon explains

({3 . - - - .
that “We regard the spirit of seriousness as a form of bad faith because it calls for the
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elimination of the anguish of responsibility over values: objectified values negate the anguish of

being responsible for those values by living them” (2000:122).

Fanon, as was shown in the last chapter, rejects all ontologies that blame the oppressed for
their position in society. He historicises domination instead of naturalising it. Furthermore he
understands human beings to be free and, therefore, to be able to develop into historical
agents. This means that any attempt to, in his phrase, “encase man” (1967a:230) via any
assumption of an objectifying ontology has to be predicated on a denial of truth. However, it
is not the case that an acceptance of the truth of human existential freedom necessarily
commits one to work to realise a recognition of that freedom. On the contrary, it is entirely
possible to recognise that each consciousness is open but, in full awareness of this, to seek to
dominate. This is, after all, precisely what Nietzsche recommends. Moreover even if we did
allow ‘is’ to slip into ‘ought’, ethics would then collapse into the spirit of seriousness. How
then are we to make sense of Fanon’s comments that seek to imply a fixed ethics? Consider the

fuller context of his comment about not encasing man (sic):

No attempt must be made to encase man, for it is his destiny to be set free. The

body of history does not determine a single one of my actions. I am my own

foundation. And it is by going beyond the historical, instrumental hypothesis that

I will initiate the cycle of my freedom (1967a:230).
How can he assert existential freedom so clearly in this rejection of historical determinism but
at the same time argue that it is the destiny of man (sic) to be set free? If destiny is understood
as something inevitable then Fanon has collapsed back into historical determinism and there
appears to be a direct contradiction. However, if human freedom is Fanon’s freely chosen

project then, for him and others who choose this project, human reality must be considered

from the point of view of this project. In this case Fanon is optimistic, perhaps with historical
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hindsight too optimistic, but not contradictory. This seems to be the best way to read Fanon.
Perhaps his most useful comment on the question of how his ethics is derived is as follows:
“What an idealist people will say. Not at all: Tt is just that the others are scum” (1967a:33).
The others are not ignorant or poorly informed. They are scum. This seems to indicate a
commitment to a chosen project rather than an appeal to an ethics that inheres in the essence
of the world, an appeal to authority or an attempt to arrive at a foundational ethical principle

by logical deduction.

2. 5. Conclusion

It has been said that Fanon often functions more like a Rorschach test than a theorist. As
Lewis Gordon notes the problem is not that Fanon is not clear — it is that many people have
not felt that they need to read Fanon before opining on his work. Fanon is taken as a symptom
rather than an historical actor engaged in action and reflection. As Gordon points out the
convenience with which this fits with the racist assumption that blacks provide experience and
whites provide ideas is not accidental. Much of the secondary literature on Fanon provides an
instructive example of how profoundly theory can be disembowelled as it travels. Nigel
Gibson gives a particularly good account of how Fanon’s work has been misappropriated in
cultural studies and post-colonialism in a way that “emphasizes uncertainty and fragmentation,
almost replacing social analysis with psychoanalysis” (1999b:101). In view of the academic
currency of the image of Fanon so sucked into endless spirals of speculation about the
complexities and ambiguities of identity that he appears to be a Lacanian theorist with no
meaningful concern outside of himself, it is necessary to conclude by repeating that Fanon was
militantly opposed to any attempt to posit ontological claims as solutions to material

problems. Fanon is what he says he is: a revolutionary humanist.
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This chapter has explained the distinction between radical and revolutionary humanism,
defended the value of the latter and argued that Fanon’s humanism is well described as
revolutionary. The previous chapter laid the foundations for the assertion that Fanon's
humanism is theoretical serious. The next chapter will begin the discussion of how Fanon

understands the movement towards humanising a misanthropic world.
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Chapter 3

Dialectical Praxis

We Aftican politicians must have very clear ideas on the situation of our people. But this clarity of
ideas must be profoundly dialectical.
- Fanon (1976:156)

3.1 Introduction

Writing on Fanon’s thinking of dialectical praxis often frames its project as an elaboration, defence
or critique of ‘Fanon’s dialectic’ — of, in other words, as an engagement with the particular story
that Fanon tells about how a personal struggle against metropolitan racism, or a national struggle
against colonialism and then neo-colonialism, unfolds. There is a much to be learned from an
examination of these particular accounts of particular resistances but to read them as if they were
universally authoritative scripts, rather than reflections on engagements with particular historical
situations, would not be to read Fanon as a Fanonian. On the contrary, fidelity to Fanon’s
philosophical project requires us to consider his thinking of dialectical praxis primarily in terms of
what can be learned about the rationality of revolt. The central claim of the argument elaborated
here is that Fanon’s dialectical philosophy is a mode of political engagement characterised by

ongoing critical reflection on experience within movements of revolt against objectification.

Dialectical philosophy has suffered serious abuse at the hands of various forms of what Foucault
described as “the terrorists of theory, those who would preserve the pure order of politics and
political discourse. Bureaucrats of the revolution and civil servants of Truth” (1983:xit). Very

many of those who have sought to subordinate the restlessness and untidiness of actual life and
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actual struggle to abstracted theories of politics have done so in the name of the dialectic (often,
although not inevitably, the definitive article is telling). Nevertheless | propose that, as with the
idea of humanism (not to mention liberation, freedom, etc.) the idea of dialectical movement is too
important to abandon to its debasers. Consequently this chapter begins with a general outline of
the central aspects of dialectical philosophy as understood in the radical tradition that begins from
Marx’s appropriation of Hegelian philosophy. This section also looks at some common critiques
of dialectical philosophy and argues that they do not apply to critical and non-dogmatic
conceptions of dialectical praxis. This next section looks more specifically at Fanon’s dialectical
philosophy. I begin with an overview of how the secondary literature has understood the dialectical
aspect of Fanon’s work before moving onto a closer consideration of what Ato Sekyi-Otu calls
Fanon's ‘deviant Hegelianism.” Here a key argument is that Fanon, unlike Hegel, is willing to
commit absolutely to the negative moment. The next section considers Fanon’s arguments about
the need to transcend the Manicheanism that gives birth to revolt. The most important argument
here 1s that, for Fanon, reflection on the experience within the movement of revolt must develop
that movement towards a more rational understanding of its project. This leads on to the final
section which focuses on Fanon’s idea that the experience of struggle produces truths that can
guide the development of the movement of revolt. I conclude that Fanon’s dialectical philosophy 1s

the logic of the praxis that stems from his existential ontology and radical humanist ethics.

3.2 Dialectical philosophy

Martin Heidegger observed that “Discussions about the dialectic are like an attempt to explain a

surging fountain in terms of the stagnant waters of the sewer” (Sekyi-Otu:101). Although there is
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some truth to this, there are things that can be usefully said. Indeed, Fanon was sufficiently
interested in the practical import of Sartre’s Critique of Dialectical Reason for the praxis of

struggle to give lectures on the book to FLN troops in Tunisia (Macey, 2000:453).

There are a number of key concepts in the radical tradition of dialectical philosophy tha; begins
from Marx’s attempt to turn Hegel on his feet’ and in which Fanon was an important innovator.
The ideas central to this school of dialectical philosophy include a focus on both ways of seeing
the wotld and acting in the world. Two central concepts with regard to the former are the
importance given to movement and to totality. Dialectical philosophy recommends that society
should not be analysed in a way that reifies the present by excluding a consideration of the past
and potential futures. The liberatory consequence of this is that oppression is historicised rather
than being naturalised, and is therefore not reified as an essential or fixed condition. The focus on
totality serves a similar function. By attempting to understand as many of the forces that produce
reality as is possible, the dialectical mode of analysis seeks to avoid the fetish of reductionism (e.g.
culturalism, economism, a particular national drama, etc.) and to develop an accurate as possible
understanding of the multi-casual production of reality. This does not mean that any final
explanation 1s proposed. On the contrary, the development of a dialectical analysis of a social
situation will be a continually self critical and expansive project that remains attentive to the ways
in which things are changing. Dialectical philosophy also focuses on contradiction. Contradiction

is considered as both a mode of analysis and action. As a mode of analysis it considers social

' “Hegel has merely discovered the abstract, logical, speculative expression of the movement of history.
This movement of history is not yet the real history of man” (Marx 1992:382).... “the result is the dialectic
of pure thought” (Marx 1992:384).

“In direct contrast to German philosophy, which descends from heaven to earth, here we ascend from earth
to heaven. That is to say, we do not set out from what men say, imagine, conceive, nor from men as

narrated, thought of, imagined, conceived, in order to arrive at men in the flesh. We set out from real, active
men” (Marx 1983:169).
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contradictions to be particulatly important because they can enable the production of radical
changes in social relations. As a mode of action contradictions are important because radical
changes in social relations in favour of the dominated are desired. Dialectical philosophy is also
characterised by a commitment to certain modes of praxis. Philosophers have taken a range of
positions here but there is a general view that the dialectical mode of analysis (focussing on
movement, totality and contradiction) needs to be linked to a political project amed at actively
pushing social contradictions towards a radical change in favour of the dominated. Humanist
Marxist philosophy has sought to adhere to a praxis committed to the view that disalienation — the
recognition of freedom and the assumption of historical agency — must be fought for within, as
well as from struggles, and must be fought for endlessly. The ethical foundation inherent in the
idea of dialectical movement as disalienating movement means that dialectical praxis is not a fetish
of destruction. On the contrary, it is a commitment to the creative movement of disalienation that
is willing to destroy to defend itself. This does not mean that it is proposed to, again, subordinate
reality to fantasy by, this time, subordinating the actually existing enemies of some metaphysical
hope to that hope. This is because creative negative movement 1s as real as what it opposes. This is

a philosophy of reality — of immanence. In the words of Marx and Engels:

Communism 1s for us not a stable state which is to be established, an ideal to which
reality will have to adjust itself. We call communism the real movement which
abolishes the present state of things. The conditions of this movement result from the
premises now in existence (Marx and Engels 1983:179)
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Although thinkers like John Holloway? and Alain Badiou® are reinvigorating dialectical philosophy,
a general suspicion endures. Much of this can be ascribed to the fact that Marxism, especially in
the hands of party and state bureaucrats, has consistently, and often effectively, misrepresented
Marx’s dialectical philosophy as the postulation of an extra-human historical determinism. A lot of
textual exegesis, some of it very persuasive,* has been developed to show that Marx did not propose
a deterministic dialectic. One of the most important arguments in this regard is Raya
Dunayevskaya’s work on the negative dialectic. She argues that the division of Marx’s work into an
early youthful humanism and a later mature scientific economism is false and posits the 7844
Manuscripts as the philosophical foundation to all of Marx’s later work.S Here Marx affirms “the
dialectic of negativity as the moving and creative principle” (1992:386). The significance of chis is
that, as in Marx’s reading of Hegel, dialectical movement is driven by the “negation of the
negation, not synthesis...not synthetic cognition, but the dialectic of self development through a
double negation” (Dunayevskaya 1989:13). Dunayevskaya explains that, unlike with the triadic
form (thesis-antithesis-synthesis) of Fichte and Schelling which assumes a uniting of opposites,
negation (and then the negation of the negation) assumes a new beginning that is, crucially,

produced from within the contemporary reality constructed by the past, but not scripted by it.

% See, especially, Change the World Without Taking Power (2002).
? See, especially, “Democratic Materialism and Dialectic” (2005).
* Examples include Dunayevskaya (1989), Ollman (2003) and Rees (1998).

5 So, for Dunayevskaya:

[T]he general principles of Historical Materialism — the material, objective conditions of
human existence, the self-development of labor, of the labourer, as against any “objective”
development of mind; the historic processes as against any “eternal truths”; dialectical
development through contradiction as against any mechanical, or abstract, contemplative or
merely empiric continuity of that which is — is as inseparable from the “mature” Marx as
from the young. Indeed nowhere is Marx more “Hegelian” than in the strictly economic
Notebooks written in 1857-58 after a full decade of concentration on economics (1989:60).
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Furthermore there is no resolution of contradiction. Each negation must be negated in tumn. This
implies a praxis of permanent critique rather than subordination to some extra-human agency
driving historical development in a particular direction. Hence Badiou’s remark that by dialectic
“we understand the deployment of a critique of all critique” (2005:24).5 But if the negation of the
negation is still thought in terms of one trajectory of struggle - for example the struggle of the
working class or, the Euro-American working class — then dialectical thought will remain open to
the critique that, even when putatively radical, it is “the philosophical order’s, and perhaps the
political order’s, way of colonizing...(the) bitter and partisan discourse of basic warfare”
(Foucault, 2003:59). It can withstand this critique when it does not reify one struggle and remains

open to multiple and contradictory expressions of negativity.

The critique of the dismissal of dialectical philosophy as necessarily teleological is not exhausted
by discussion around Marx’s arguments. Many philosophers have laboured to develop non-
teleological and non-dogmatic conceptions of dialectical movement. However, Sartre’s arguments
in the Crtique of Dialectical Reason fit particularly well with Fanon's thinking given the
existential concerns of both philosophers. Sartre defends a critical and experiential — “it is the very
experience of living” (2004:39) - conception of the dialectic against the theoretical dogmatism of
Stalin’s dialectical materialism. He argues that “the dialectical movement is not some powerful
unitary force revealing itself behind History like the will of God. It is first and foremost the
resultant” (2004:37). Sartre speculates that the dogmatic understanding of the dialectic emerges
when dialectical rationality discovered in situated practice is projected “as an unconditional law”

(2004:33) and then reimposed on situated human relations. He is also careful to explain that

® If we accept this then we must also affirm with Holloway that “if critical theory is understood as part of
the movement of anti-fetishisation against fetishisation...then it is clear that we are all, in different ways,
the subjects of critical theory in so far as we are a part of that movement” (1996:104).
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there is no such thing as man; there are people, wholly defined by their society and by
the historical movement which carries them along; if we do not wish the dialectic to
become a divine law again, a metaphysical fate, it must proceed from dividuals and

not from some kind of supra—individual ensemble (2000:32).7

This understanding of dialectical philosophy is not susceptible to Antonio Negri's argument that,
because dialectical philosophy postulates a transcendent historical force, it diminishes the power of
the immanent decision: “Dialectics, in as much as it forms transcendental thinking, denies the
decision the power to generate ex nihilo (and to produce plenitude, the fullness of being in the
void, against the void)” (2003:25T). The first problem is that this argument assumes, incorrectly,
that all dialectical thinking is transcendent. However there is a more fundamental disagreement
because Negri’s assumption that there can be generative action out of nothing is, in Sartrean terms,
an instance of the bad faith that identifies purely with the freedom of the consciousness without

acknowledging that it is situated in a wotld of facticity.® Sartre also argues that although dialectical

7 Hence Sartre’s dialectical philosophy would not fall foul of Hannah Arendt’s warning against attempts to
divine a key to history:

Caution in handling generally accepted opinions that claim to explain whole trends of history
is especially important for the historian of modern times, because the last century has
produced an abundance of ideologies that pretend to be keys to history but are actually

nothing but desperate attempts to escape responsibility (Arendt, 1967:9).

8 Negri’s position is also opposed to Gramsci’s view that ‘choice’, analogous to Negri’s ‘decision’ is made
in a historical context. As Gramsci’s biographer explains, for Gramsci: “The past is complex, an
interwoven tapestry of the live and the dead, and the choice cannot be made arbitrarily or in an a priori
fashion, by an individual or political movement” (Fiori, 1970:240). John Holloway’s criticism of Negri’s
opposition to dialectical thought fits well with the Sartrean critique developed here. For Holloway Negri’s

concern is to develop the concept of revolutionary power (the potentia of the multitude), as a
positive, non-dialectical ontological concept. Autonomy is implicitly understood as the
existing, positive drive of the potential of the multitude, pushing porestas (the power of
rulers) onto ever new terrains. To treat the subject as positive is attractive but it is inevitably
a fiction. In a world that dehumanizes us, the only way in which we can exist as humans is
negatively, by struggling against our dehumanization. To understand the subject as positively
autonomous (rather than as potentially autonomous) is rather like a prisoner in a cell
imagining that she is already free: an attractive and stimulating idea, but a fiction, a fiction
that easily leads onto other fictions, to the construction of a whole fictional world (2002:167).

93



Dialectical Praxis

movement proceeds from the lived experience of individuals in general, particular individuals have

to confront it as necessity:

The dialectic as the living logic of action is invisible to a contemplative reason: it
appears in the course of praxis as a necessary moment of it; in other words, it is
created anew in each action (though actions arise only on the basis of a world entirely
constituted by the dialectical praxis of the past) and becomes a theoretical and
practical method when action in the course of development begins to give an
explanation of itself. In the course of this action, the dialectic appears to the
individual as rational transparency is so far as he produces it, and as absolute necessity
is so far as it escapes him, that is o say, quite simply, in so far as it is produced by

others (Sartre 2002:38).
This idea of necessity, especially given that totality appears as necessity in the sense that it exists as
facticity, is very problematic for many postcolonial thinkers influenced by postmodernism® and
poststructutalism, who have taken up Nietzsche’s affirmation of pluralism and rejection of
dialectics. This line of critique often suggests that dialectical thinking has a “preference for the
concrete totality over the separate, abstract parts” (Jameson, 1971:4-5) and 1s therefore inherently
totalitarian and unable to recognise that there are multiple forms of life and desire as well as

domination and resistance.”® This leads to an affirmation of plurality that “affirms difference apart

It may also be worth referring the anti-dialectical proponents of a Deleuzean and Negrian politics of free
floating desire that will, it is alleged, produce a new order, by the mere fact of being unleashed, back to
Hegel’s critique of the “The arbitrary caprice of prophetic utterance” exercised without any recognition for
the “the seriousness, the suffering, the patience and the labour of the negative” (Hegel, cited in
Dunayevskaya, 1989:16).

® It must, however, be noted that not all postmodern thinkers reject dialectical thought. Frederic Jameson,
working in a Gramscian spirit, defends dialectical thinking, which he often describes as “stereoscopic
thinking” (1992:28), as “reflexivity, self-conciousness” (1992:25).

' For example Steven Best and Douglas Kellner explain that for Gilles Deleuze dialectical thought is

a theological outlook where differences are always subsumed to an underlying unity,
contradictions always seek a higher synthesis, and movement ultimately results in stasis and
death. Lost in scientific abstractions and mired in the logic of identity dialectical thought is
“unaware of the real element from which forces, their qualities and their relations derive” and
is blind to “the far more subtle and subterranean differential mechanisms” that constitute
reality through the will to power” (1999:171).
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from a relation to a ‘higher’ unity” (Best & Kellner, 1991:82) which in tumn can lead to what
Sekyi-Otu calls a “fetish of the micro-local” (1996:47). Sekyi-Otu is highly attentive to
“challenges from poststructuralist notions of the complexity of ...social agents and the manner in
which they configure into structures of meaning and historical action” (1996:20). Nevertheless he
is equally aware that there are forces of domination with a global reach with which we would be

complicit were we to deny the range and depth of their power:

It may well be that what is ideological in our present circumstances is not at all the
question of human universals but rather the idea of absolute difference...What
indeed could be more ideological in the postcolonial condition than such a simplistic
and reactive relativism...After all, what is our situation? An omnivorous capital that
requires repressive local political agencies to discipline their populace into acquiescing
to its draconian measures; a free market of material and cultural commodities whose
necessary condition of existence is the authoritarian state; the incoherent nationalism
of dominant elites who are in reality transmitters and enforcers of capital’s coercive
universals: this is our historic situation (1996:20).

3.3 Fanon'’s dialectical philosophy

Fanon made some very direct and clear statements on his theorisation of dialectical praxis. He
asserted that “there 1s no ‘objective dialectic’ possessing the character of an ‘absolutely inevirable
mechanism™ (1967b:170) and insisted that “It is rigorously false to pretend and to believe that
this decolonization is the fruic of an objective dialectic” (1967b:170).11 Nevercheless Fanon's
thinking about dialectical praxis has often been conflated with Stalinist or orthodox Marxist
thinking and thus demonstrably misinterpreted as dogmatic and mechanistic. For example Jock
McCulloch argues that Fanon postulates a “relentless dialectic...[that]... appears to guarantee

genuine independence for the colonial world” (1983:181). McCulloch concludes that the

"It is, he goes on to argue, “the direct product of the revolutionary action of the African masses”
(1967b:171).
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“numerous problems that the concept of the relentless dialectic poses...are ignored in Fanon’s
analysis” (1983: 181). For McCulloch the most central of these problems is that it cannot account
for ‘false decolonisation.” David Caute does acknowledge that Fanon was “not...an orthodox
Marxist (1970:61) but reads Fanon as “sympathetic to the dialectical method of Marxism”
(1970:52) and so fails to consider Fanon’s innovations with regard to thinking about dialectical

praxis.

The idea of dialectical movement is only directly present in Renate Zahat's Frantz Fanon:
Colonialism and Alienation via a citation from Sartre. Nevertheless it is implicitly present in both
Zahar’s sketches of Fanon’s various account of the evolution of consciousness within struggle and,
more interestingly, the fact that she understands Fanon’s work as a theory of movement towards
disalienation. Zahar argues that Fanon’s thinking about alienation should not be understood in the
economistic terms of orthodox Marxism but rather, in the manner of the ‘early” Marx [she accepts
the standard division between the early and later Marx] as “the alienation of man from his own
potentialities” (1974:13). Although she does not say much about how this situates Fanon’s work
in the broader philosophical tradition it is clear that her reading places Fanon as a radical innovator
within the dialectical tradition. Fanon’s innovations would, from Zahar’s reading, centre on an
understanding of alienation that - unlike Hegel’s idealistic thinking of the dialectic of white

recognition'? or orthodox Marxism’s materialistic conception of alienation as the appropriation of

12 Hegel’s racism extends beyond his notorious view that Africa has no history and is, in fact, a passion
within his thought and a deliberate justification for flesh and blood (Western) European dominance of the
colonised world. As one example of this consider the following comment “The Negro, as already observed,
exhibits the natural man in his completely wild and untamed state. We must lay aside all thought of
reverence and morality-all that we call feeling-if we would rightly comprehend him" (Hegel 2002:17). Also
see Gibson (2003:21-22) and Serequeberhan (1998:237) for accounts of Hegel’s racist passions.
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the products of white labour’® - move from a concern with the symbolic and material
Manicheanism of metropolitian and colonial racism. By symbolic Manicheanism, I mean ideas and
habits of thought and cultural production that produce people who, for example, believe that “The
Negro of the Antilles will be proportionately whiter — that 1s, he will come closer to being a real
human being — in direct ratio to his mastery of the French language” (Fanon, 1967a:18). By
material Manicheanism I mean the physical division of people into separate material situations:
“The colonial world is a world cut in two. The dividing line, the frontiers are shown by barracks
and police stations” (Fanon, 1976:29). Together symbolic and material Manicheanism produce a

situation in which “The cause 1s the consequence; you are rich because you are white, you are white

because you are rich” (1976:31).

Many of the thinkers who have read Fanon through the lens of postcolonialism or cultural studies
(a lens largely shaped by post-structuralism and polished by post-modernism) have tended to

simply abandon Fanon’s thinking about the dialectical transformation of the material realm'

"* Orthodox Marxism privileges the experience of the (white) metropolitan working class at the expense of
the rest of humanity. Frank Wilderson makes this argument and explores some of the key consequences of
this ethnocentricism:

Capital was kick-started by the rape of the African continent. This phenomenon is central to
neither Gramsci or Marx. The theoretical importance of emphasising this in the early twenty-
first century is two-fold: first, the ‘socio-political order of the New World® was kick-started
by approaching a particular body (a black body) with direct relations of force, not by
approaching a white body with variable capital. Thus, one could say that slavery — the
‘accumulation’ of black bodies regardless of their utility as labourers through an idiom of
despotic power — is closer to capital’s primal desire than is waged oppression — the
‘exploitation’ of unraced bodies (Marx, Lenin, Gramsci) that labour through an idiom of
rational/symbolic (the wage) power: A relation of terror as opposed to a relation of
hegemony (Wilderson, 2003:229-230).

" This is not surprising. Neil Lazarus notes that “dialectical theory is almost universally discredited in the
various subfields of cultural studies today” (1999:184). As Nigel Gibson argues the Fanon in cultural

studies “is a Fanon which emphasizes uncertainty and fragmentation, almost replacing social analysis with
psychoanalysis” (1999:101). That, clearly, is not Fanon’s Fanon - a man committed to “face the possibility
of annihilation in order that two or three truths may cast their eternal brilliance over the world (1967a:227-
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(money, space, political power etc.) and to focus purely on Fanon’s dialectic of recognition's and
largely on Black Skin, Whire Masks. This in spite of Fanon’s assertion in his introduction to Black
Skin, White Masks that “the black man’s alienation is not an individual question...[and is]...
primarily, economic” (1967a:11). Some have gone so far as to argue, against what Fanon says
about his philosophical project, that the real strength of Fanon’s thought is in his account of the
“antidialectical movement of subaltern insistence” (Bhabha, 1990:198). And Christopher Miller,
writing in the postmodemn vein that Sekyi-Otu characterises as a fetish of micro-local, insists that
Fanon subordinates “history...to History, particular to universal, local to global” (1990:50). Ato
Seky-Otu (1996) and Neil Lazarus (1999) marshal decisive textual evidence against these claims.
Lou Turner (1999) shifts through evidence adduced in support of the various accounts of the
Algerian war to develop an account of how Fanon’s theorising about the struggles to transform

national consciousness into social consciousness were directly related to the struggles of, and,

crucially, within the FLN. Turner concludes that:

Fanon’s thinking on revolution and the party in 7he Wrerched of the Earth lies not
in an abstract belief in the spontaneity of the masses or in his supposed metaphysics
of violence. Instead, the dialectic of a work like 7he Wretched of the Earth flows
from the concrete and contradictory relations Fanon witnessed, and at many points
participated in, between the organizational vicissitudes of the FLN, the theoretical

perspectives of his revolutionary mentor Ramdane Abane, and the dialectics of the
Algerian Revolution (1999:386).

Richard Onwuanibe does a lot better than McCulloch, Caute, Zahar, and che poststructuralists,‘

and argues that Fanon stresses developments in the “socio-cultural milieu” in addition to Marx’s

8). Gibson (1999b) provides ample textual evidence to decisively refute the cultural studies misreading of
Fanon.

"* See for example Homi Bhabha’s influential introduction to the Pluto edition of Black Skin, White Masks:
‘Remembering Fanon: Self. Psyche, and the Colonial Condition’ (1999).
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narrower focus on economics. He also quotes Fanon’s various very clear statements of his rejection
of mechanistic dialectics' to argue that for Fanon “each person is responsible for shaping his
destiny and is not entirely at the mercy of blind forces” (Onwunaibe, 1983:31) and that this
position leads Fanon to stress “the human intervention in the dialectics of the historical process of
decolonisation on the part of the colonized” (Onwuanibe,1983:31). But Onwuanibe doesn’t take

his analysis any further.

The secondary literature on Fanon'’s thinking of dialectical movement improves markedly with
Edward Said’s Culture and Imperialism. Like Zahar, Said does not focus on Fanon's theorisation
of dialectical praxis. In fact he only alludes to the dialectical nature of Fanon’s thought by referring
to it as “quasi-Hegelian” (1994:323). But he does show how Fanon’s analysis “forcibly deforms
imperialist culture and its nationalist antagonist in the process of looking beyond both towards
liberation” (1994:325). In so far as dialectical thought is predicated on self-transforming negative
movement against misanthropic social relations, Said’s analysis reveals Fanon's thought to be

dialectical.

Lewis Gordon does not take up dialectical praxis as a particular theme of his work on Fanon. But
Gordon does make some observations that are important for developing an understanding of the
nature of Fanon’s conception of dialecrical praxis, amongst which is the carefully substantiated

argument, referred to in the first chapter, that Fanon “rejects all ontology that puts existence to the

'® One of the clearest statements by Fanon in this regard is the following:

Africa will not be free through the mechanical development of material forces, but it is the
hand of the African and his brain that will set into motion and implement the dialectics of the
liberation of the continent...the Africans must remember that there is not an objective
optimism that is more or less mechanically inevitable, but that optimism must be the

sentiment that accompanies the revolutionary commitment and the combat (Cited in revised
translation by Onwuanibe, 1983:32).
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wayside. ..(and) demands a ‘high-level’, rigorous, critical, self-reflective praxis” (Gordon, 1995:35).
A philosophy cannot be dialectical, no matter the extent of its theoretical commitment to

disalienation, if it is not an ongoing reflection on practice. Holloway makes this point well:

All struggle....involves identification....The difference 1s between an identification
that stops there and an identification that negates itself in the process of identifying.
The difference is between conceptualising on the basis of being and conceptualising
on the basis of doing. To think on the basis of doing is to identify and, in the same
breath, to negate that identification. This is to recognise the inadequacy of the
concept to that which 1s conceptualised: “The name of dialectics says no more, to
begin with, than that objects do not go into their concepts without leaving a
remainder, that they come to contradict the traditional norm of adequacy’ (Adormno).
Thinking on the basis of doing means, then, thinking against-and-beyond our own
thought: “We can think against our own thought’, and if it were possible to define
dialectics, this would be definition worth suggesting (2002:102).
Zahar has shown that Fanon’s philosophy is a philosophy of movement against racism and
colonialism and towards disalienation. Said has shown that Fanon's thought is dialectical, and
Onwuanibe and Gordon have shown that Fanon’s thought is clearly opposed to all forms of

mechanism and historicism that deny agency and is, on the contrary, a philosophy of self-reflective

thinking and action, which is to say, self-movement.

The secondary literature on Fanon’s conception of dialectical movement takes a major, indeed
quantum, leap forward with the work of Ato Sekyi-Otu and Nigel Gibson — Fanon’s two most
attentive “African-situationist” (Sekyi-Otu, 1996:3) readers. Although Gibson (1999:15) does not
accept Sekyi-Otu’s (1996:34-36) characterisation of Fanon’s writing about dialectical movement
as dramaturgical, both philosophers would agree that Fanon’s statements, often presented as simple
declarations and then later re-evaluated in the light of new experience, must be read within the

context of a dialectical movement. And that is a movement in which thinking develops in response

100



Dialectical Praxis

to experience, and never seeks to unshackle itself from its responsibility to confront the
particularity of changing situations and, in the spirit of seriousness, set itself up as a new

transcendence.

And while Gibson, who mostly writes to elucidate and defend Fanon’s philosophy, generally tends
to conceptualise experience as direct participation in struggle and Sekyi-Otu, who describes himself
as “exercised first and foremost by the disasters of the postindependence experience in Africa”
(1996:2), often considers experience as awareness of broader historical trajectories — the fate of
movements, nations and regions — they are agreed that action 1n fidelity to ongoing reflection on
the flow of experience is at the heart of Fanon’s conception of dialectical movement. They would
agree that for Fanon the engendering of this movement is a project within a project - that, as
Gibson puts it, “Fanon’s dialectic. . .attempts to create meaning for lived experience in the specific
context of the anticolonial movement” (1999:119). For Sekyi-Otu, Fanon’s dialectical work is an
mnwvitation to honour “consciousness pledged to experience” (Fanon, cited in revised translation by

Sekyi-Otu 1996:54). Sekyi-Otu calls Fanon’s philosophy of the movement of struggle dialectical

because:

I. “it narrates the generation of relations infinitely more complex than the ‘mass relationship’
or ‘simplifying’ logic of the colonizer-colonized opposition”.
2. “it testifies to the dissolution of the “two metaphysics” of absolute difference to which

colonizer and colonized alike subscribe”.
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3. “this movement of experience consists, according to Fanon, in a ‘progressive enlightening
of consciousness’ occasioned by the appearance or resuscitation of realities hidden from

the inaugural purview of the colonized subject™ (1996:26).

Seky1-Ortu 1s also concerned to show that Fanon’s dialectic is a certain type of dialectic. He makes

three key claims in this regard. The first is that:

Fanon repudiates an ‘objective dialectic of history’ but ‘unlike the radical ethical
voluntarism of a successor thinker like Ayi Kwei Armah, Fanon's dialectic, for all tts
openness, remains a dialectic — that is to say, a vision of historical possibilities as
determinate prospects not entirely left to the unencumbered freedom and optional
decision making of the moral subject (Sekyi-Otu,1996:171).
In other words, we can make history via acts of will but not under circumstances of our choosing.
The second key claim is that Fanon’s discourse is radically political because it is dialogical and so
“in consequence essentially contestable and inescapably open” (Sekyi-Otu,1996:31). Sekyi-Ortu is
careful to make the point that this openness exists both within and between the development of
understanding of, and resistance to, different forms of domination and so no ontological priority is
given to particular forms of domination and there is, in consequence, an entangled multiplicity of
movements towards disalienation. For Sekyi-Otu, Fanon is especially concerned to add class and

gender to his concern with race. But in Sekyi—Otu’s estimation the most original feature of Fanon'’s

dialectical philosophy is that:

[This insurgent claim of the inessential to paramountcy, this veritable Foucauldian
insurrection of subjugated knowledge, does not in Fanon ultimately lead to the radical
refusal of the discourse of the universal now so fashionable in post-Foucauldian social

thought (1996:16).
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Fanon, as Sekyi-Otu stresses, sees struggle as an opening to the universal.

Colonialism reaches its perfection when the symbolic and material causes and consequences of the
connection between whiteness and wealth become indistinguishable. To adequately philosophise
against this objectification of social relations Fanon, as a radical humanist, requires a theoretical
methodology that recognises social movement (historical, contemporary and potential); and seeks
to grasp the plurality of channels through which power flows. Moreover the methodology must be
committed to actual resistance and the actual project of pushing social contradictions towards
radical breaks with oppressive social relations. His dialectical philosophy gives him the
methodology that he needs. Having established that Fanon’s method is dialectical and that it is a
non-dogmatic form of dialectical philosophy they next two sections will seek to develop a more

detailed account of Fanon'’s dialectical philosophy.

3.3. I Fanon's ‘deviant Hegelianism’

Fanon actively and famously engages with Hegel’s allegory of the master and slave in Black Skin,
White Masks and a number of attentive readers have discerned clear resonances of the Eighteenth
Brumaire of Lours Bonaparte in Towards a Dying Colonialism — and, as Dunyevskya

(1989:49)notes, it is telling that the first world of the Brumaire is ‘Hegel'.
Although Hegel is often characterised as a philosopher of pure abstraction, the Pbenomeno]og}/

asserts the need for thought and experience to continually recreate each other. In the Preface he

o g - .
insists that Philosophy...is not the abstract or non-actual, but the actual, that which posits itself
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and is alive within itself, existence within its own Notion. It is the process which begets and
traverses its own movements” (1977:27). He argues that it is necessary to “point out the
limitations” of mathematical reason and to “show the necessity for a different kind of knowledge”.
For Hegel neither the “principle of magnitude, of difference” nor the “principle of equality, of
abstract lifeless unity” can cope with the “sheer unrest of life and its absolute distinction”
(1977:27). “Truth”, he argues, “is its own self-movement, whereas. ..[mathematical reason] is the
mode of cognition that remains external to its material” (1977:28). However, the assertion of this
principal did not save Hegel from what Marx called a “logical, pantheistic mysticism” (1992:61).

For Marx the Phenomenology 1s

concealed and mystifying criticism, criticism which has not attained self-clarity; but in

so far as it grasps the estrangement of man — even though man appears only in the

form of mind — all the elements of criticism are concealed within it (1992:385).
Hence Marx’s need to ‘turn Hegel on his feet’, and to use his philosophy in the material, sensuous
world of actually existing struggle. This is also, of course, the space from which Fanon thinks and
seeks a ‘process which begets and traverses its own movements’. His studies of the black
consciousness confronting metropolitian racism in Black Skin, White Masks; the changing
meaning of the radio and the veil in A4 Dying Colonialism, and the adventures and misadventures

of national consciousness in The Wretched of the Earth all seek to examine the truths that emerge

from self-movement. Fanon is concerned with reflection on action rather than idealist logic or

rationalist empiricism.

When confronted with the Heraclitian dynamism and particularity of actual experience, the

borders that fix conceptions of difference and sameness - both of which are essential to
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mathematical reasoning - become porous. This begins to explain why so many anti-colonial and
anti-racist thinkers, with is to say anti-Manichean thinkers, have been drawn to Hegelian
philosophy. But there is a vast difference between Hegelian thinking of anti-Manicheanism and

that of most postmodern or postcolonial thinkers.

Michael Harde and Antonio Negri argue that “Reality is not dialectical, colonialism is”
(2000:128). They defend this proposition by arguing, with reference to the example of colonial
Haiti, that lived reality was far more diverse than colonialism’s absolute racial binary could admit'’
— 1.e. there were blacks who were enslaved, blacks who were free and rich, blacks who were free and
poor, blacks who had escaped slavery, mulattoes, slave owning whites, poor whites etc. For Hardt
and Negri “Reality and history, however, are not dialectical, and no idealist rhetorical gymnastics
can make them conform to the dialect” (2000:131). But their opposition to dialectical thought is

strategic as well as epistemological:

Once we recognize postmodernist discourses as an artack on the dialectical form of
modern sovereignty, then we can see more clearly how they contest systems of
domunation such as racism and sexism by deconstructing the boundaries that maintain

the hierarchies between black and white, masculine and feminine, and so forth
(2000:140).

Hardr and Negri herald Homi Bhabha's vision of metropolitan cosmopolitanism (which offers

nothing to the wretched of the earth'® but does offer a route — co-option of diasporic elites — for

" Asif slavery in Haiti was not a reality for the enslaved or, for that matter, for the bourgeoisie in
Marseilles.... As ifit were not the case, under settler colonialism in Africa, that “The zone where the
natives live is not complementary to the zone inhabited by the settlers” (Fanon 1976:30).

18 . .
Very few of whom can make it to the metropole. Not to mention the fact that most of those that can will
endure an existence far too precarious to partake in the pleasures of metropolitan cosmopolitanism.
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the self-legitimation of various pseudo-radicalisms complicit with metropolitian domination) and
state that “postcolonial theory...is, along with postmodernist theories, defined above all by its
being nondialectical” (2000:144)."° Although much postmodern theory is well described as an
intellectual accommodation with defeat, its reduction of human agency to, in Bhabha’s terms,
“demand and desire” (cited in Gibson 1999b:102) is highly influential in contemporary

metropolitan theory.

Against the postmodern commitment to seek to discursively dissolve, rather than to work (in the
symbolic and material realms) through the categories of objectification, in order to move beyond
their constraints, a broadly Hegelian thinker like Steven Biko argues that:

The thesis is in fact a strong white racism and therefore, the antithesis to this must,

ipso facto, be a strong solidarity amongst the blacks on whom this white racism seeks
to prey. Out of these two situations we can therefore hope to reach some kind of

balance — a true humanity (1996:90).
This argument can be called Hegelian because for Hegel the conceptual structuring of
objectification is not challenged by “the non-method of presentiment and inspiration, or by the
arbitrariness of prophetic utterance” (1977:29). On the contrary “negativity is the differentiating
and positing of existence; in this return into self, it is the becoming of the determinate simplicity”
(1977:32)2 So Eugene Gogol writes that “a liberating, negating power of Other emerges in the

Hegelian dialectic” (2002:14) and explains that:

' If we accept their description of postcolonial theory then is it not the case that postcolonial theory will
have to be opposed in the name of anti-neocolonial or anti-imperialist theory?

%% Although of course the transformative negativity advocated and lived by Biko is in the material realm as

much as in the realm of consciousness whereas for Hegel “consciousness suffers this violence at its own
hands™ (1977:51). Biko’s On Death is not only a moment in the drama of consciousness.
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The dialectic of negativity 1s not a flight into abstraction. It 1s saturated with

experience, with the here and now. But it refuses to accept experience as a given, fixed

state of affairs. Such experience has movement, has deep contradictions within. The

dialectic of negativity seizes upon contradiction as its lifeblood. It is not only a

critique of the status quo, but of any philosophic system which accepts that given

state of affairs as reality. It is a critique that strives to break down the division

between reality and thought (2002:15).
Hegelian philosophy recommends that, in thought and action, the negative should be asserted
rather than denied, diluted or fled. Spirit (collective consciousness) is challenged and then changed
via its encounter with Otherness as hostility which is escalated to crisis before giving way to
mutuality. Hence C. L. R. James argues that the “complete secret of Hegelian dialectic” is that
“The two, the actual and the potental, are always inseparably linked; one is always giving way to
the other. At a certain stage a crisis takes place and a complete change is the result” (2000:27).
But, as Dunayevskaya points out, this process, captured with characteristic elegance by James, has
often been misread as a teleological development leading to an absolute conclusion. Dunayevskaya
marshals persuasive evidence to show that Hegel postulates no final synthesis — no end of history™
- but rather a negation of each negation — “a ceaseless movement, a veritable continuous
revolution” (1989:13). This doesn’t mean that the dialectic of action and reflection swings like a
pendulum — moving, to use Biko’s example, from white racism to black solidarity and then back to
white ractsm — but rather that new negations, e.g. the challenges of gender, class and so on -
constitute themselves into new challenges. As Dunayevskaya explains the negation of negation is
not a ‘nullity’ — “The positive is contained within the negative, which is the path to a new
beginning” (1989:13). But no teleology is guaranteed. As Dunayavskaya shows:

Far from expressing a sequence of never-ending progression, the Hegelian dialectic

lets retrogression appear as translucent as progression and indeed makes it very
nearly inevitable if one ever tries to escape it by mere faith (Cited in Gibson

2004:4).

*! “When self-conscious individuality arises, the bond of trust which links it with the social unity is
destroyed. The individual opposes himself to social laws and customs.” (Hegel 1977:541)
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But although Hegel, contrary to most readings, proposes a perpetual dialectic, he closes off
dialectical movement in so far as he does not propose an absolute commitment to the negative. His
commitment to the negative is not absolute because the negative is constituted not in itself, but as a
relation, as what is required to move from thesis to synthesis. The shadow of the synthesis to come

falls heavily on the negative moment. I'll return to this point.

Sekyi-Otu and Gibson both read Fanon as a radical innovator in the Hegelian tradition. Sekyi-Otu
explains that he discerns “resonances of the narrative structure of Hegel's Phenomenology of
Spirie” with The Wretched of the Earch which he reads “as coquetting with Hegel” (1996:24) and
he describes Fanon as a “deviant Hegelian” (1996:34). Sekyi-Otu notes that while the Hegelian
dialectic “is an operation which consciousness exercises on itself” and is thus able to achieve

“narrative resolution” (1996:29),

[s]uch a narrative resolution is impossible in Fanon’s universe of discourse. For the
occasion of the journey of experience in that universe is compellingly political, all too
implicated in the contingent textures of power relations and contestations to savor the
consummation of absolute knowledge (Sekyi-Otu,1996:29).
Gibson, citing Dunayevskaya, explains that “Hegel’s absolutes end in synthesis, whereas, like Marx,
Fanon's absolute ends in ‘total diremptions — absolute, irreconcilable contradictions”
(Dunayevskaya cited in Gibson, 1999:340) and argues that “Fanon’s dialectic is a movement

through absolute, irreconcilable contradiction, and not simply an inversion of the static inert

Manicheanism that characterizes colonialism” (Gibson, 2002:43).
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