FRANTZ FANON

from 1 HE WRETCHED OF THE EARTH!'

Born to middle-class parents on the island of Martinique (then
a French colony), Frantz Fanon is one of the twentieth centurys
most influential thinkers on the subjects of colonialism and racial
oppression. His work builds upon that of European political
philosophers such as Karl Marx and G.W.F. Hegel and that of
Black Francophone intellectuals such as Aimé Césaire; it also
draws upon Fanon's own experiences as a psychologist in Algeria,
where many of his patients were traumatized by fighting for or
against the colony s independence from France. His work has had
a global influence on anticolonial activists and intellectuals, and is
particularly important in the scholarly realms of postcolonial and
critical race theory, where his works such as Black Skin, White
Masks (1952) and The Wretched of the Earth (1961) are considered
foundational texts. The following selection is from the opening
pages of the latter, which is perhaps his best-known work.

S

ON VIOLENCE

National liberation, national reawakening, restoration of the nation to the
people or Commonwealth, whatever the name used, whatever the latest
expression, decolonization is always a violent event. At whatever level we
study it—individual encounters, a change of name for a sports club, the guest
list at a cocktail party, members of a police force or the board of directors of
a state or private bank—decolonization is quite simply the substitution of one
“species” of mankind by another. The substitution is unconditional, absolute,
total, and seamless. We could go on to portray the rise of a new nation, the es-
tablishment of a new state, its diplomatic relations and its economic and politi-
cal orientation. But instead we have decided to describe the kind of tabula rasa?
which from the outset defines any decolonization. What is singularly important

| The Wretched of the Earth Translated from the French by Richard Philcox, 2004.
2 tabula rasa Latin: blank (or erased) slate.
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is that it starts from the very first day with the basic claims of the colonized. In
actual fact, proof of success lies in a social fabric that has been changed inside
out. This change 1s extraordinarily important because it 1s desired, clamored
for, and demanded. The need for this change exists in a raw, repressed, and
reckless state in the lives and consciousness of colonized men and women.
But the eventuality of such a change is also experienced as a terrifying future
in the consciousness of another “species” of men and women: the colons, the
colonists.

Decolonization, which sets out to change the order of the world, is clearly an
agenda for total disorder. But it cannot be accomplished by the wave of a magic
wand, a natural cataclysm, or a gentleman’s agreement. Decolonization, we
know, is an historical process: In other words, 1t can only be understood, it can
only find its significance and become self coherent insofar as we can discern the
history-making movement which gives it form and substance. Decolonization
1s the encounter between two congenitally antagonistic forces that in fact owe
their singularity to the kind of reification secreted and nurtured by the colonial
situation. Their first confrontation was colored by violence and their cohabita-
tion—or rather the exploitation of the colonized by the colonizer—continued at
the point of the bayonet and under cannon fire. The colonist and the colonized
are old acquaintances. And consequently, the colonist 1s right when he says he
“knows” them. It is the colonist who fabricated and continues to fabricate the
colonized subject. The colonist derives his validity, i.e., his wealth, from the
colonial system.

Decolonization never goes unnoticed, for it focuses on and fundamentally
alters being, and transforms the spectator crushed to a nonessential state into
a privileged actor, captured in a virtually grandiose fashion by the spotlight of
History. It infuses a new rhythm, specific to a new generation of men, with a
new language and a new humanity. Decolonization is truly the creation of new
men. But such a creation cannot be attributed to a supernatural power: The
“thing” colonized becomes a man through the very process of liberation.

Decolonization, therefore, implies the urgent need to thoroughly challenge
the colonial situation. Its definition can, if we want to describe it accurately, be
summed up in the well-known words: “The last shall be first.” Decolonization
is verification of this. At a descriptive level, therefore, any decolonization is a
success.

In its bare reality, decolonization reeks of red-hot cannonballs and bloody
knives. For the last can be the first only after a murderous and decisive con-
frontation between the two protagonists. This determination to have the last
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move up to the front, to have them clamber up (too quickly, say some) the
famous echelons of an organized society, can only succeed by resorting to
every means, including, of course, violence.

You do not disorganize a society, however primitive it may be, with such an
agenda if you are not determined from the very start to smash every obstacle
encountered. The colonized, who have made up their mind to make such an
agenda into a driving force, have been prepared for violence from time imme-
morial. As soon as they are born it is obvious to them that their cramped world,
riddled with taboos, can only be challenged by out and out violence.

The colonial world i1s a compartmentalized world. It 1s obviously as
superfluous to recall the existence of “native” towns and European towns, of
schools for “natives” and schools for Europeans, as it is to recall apartheid in
South Africa. Yet if we penetrate inside this compartmentalization we shall at
least bring to light some of its key aspects. By penetrating its geographical
configuration and classification we shall be able to delineate the backbone on
which the decolonized society is reorganized.

The colonized world is a world divided in two. The dividing line, the bor-
der, 1s represented by the barracks and the police stations. In the colonies, the
official, legitimate agent, the spokesperson for the colonizer and the regime of
oppression, is the police officer or the soldier. In capitalist societies, education,
whether secular or religious, the teaching of moral reflexes handed down from
father to son, the exemplary integrity of workers decorated after fifty years of
loyal and faithful service, the fostering of love for harmony and wisdom, those
aesthetic forms of respect for the status quo, instill in the exploited a mood of
submission and inhibition which considerably eases the task of the agents of
law and order. In capitalist countries a multitude of sermonizers, counselors,
and “confusion-mongers” intervene between the exploited and the authorities.
In colonial regions, however, the proximity and frequent, direct intervention by
the police and the military ensure the colonized are kept under close scrutiny,
and contained by rifle butts and napalm.?> We have seen how the government’s
agent uses a language of pure violence. The agent does not alleviate oppres-
sion or mask domination. He displays and demonstrates them with the clear
conscience of the law enforcer, and brings violence into the homes and minds
of the colonized subject.

3 napalm Flammable liquid treated with a gelling agent that causes it to stick to
human skin. It was used by French forces to combat independence movements in Algeria
(Algerian War of Independence, 1954-62) and Vietnam (First Indochina War, 1946-54);
it would later become infamous in association with the Vietnam War (1955-75), where it
was used extensively by American forces.
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The “native” sector is not complementary to the European sector. The two
confront each other, but not in the service of a higher unity. Governed by a
purely Aristotelian logic,* they follow the dictates of mutual exclusion: There
is no conciliation possible, one of them is superfluous. The colonist’s sector is
a sector built to last, all stone and steel. It’s a sector of lights and paved roads,
where the trash cans constantly overflow with strange and wonderful garbage,
undreamed-of leftovers. The colonist’s feet can never be glimpsed, except
perhaps in the sea, but then you can never get close enough. They are protected
by solid shoes in a sector where the streets are clean and smooth, without a
pothole, without a stone. The colonist’s sector is a sated, sluggish sector, its
belly is permanently full of good things. The colonist’s sector is a white folks’
sector, a sector of foreigners.

The colonized’s sector, or at least the “native” quarters, the shanty town,
the Medina,’ the reservation, is a disreputable place inhabited by disreputable
people. You are born anywhere, anyhow. You die anywhere, from anything.
It’s a world with no space, people are piled one on top of the other, the shacks
squeezed tightly together. The colonized’s sector is a famished sector, hungry
for bread, meat, shoes, coal, and light. The colonized’s sector is a sector that
crouches and cowers, a sector on its knees, a sector that is prostrate. It’s a sector
of niggers,* a sector of towelheads.* The gaze that the colonized subject casts
at the colonist’s sector is a look of lust, a look of envy. Dreams of posses-
sion. Every type of possession: of sitting at the colonist’s table and sleeping in
his bed, preferably with his wife. The colonized man is an envious man. The
colonist is aware of this as he catches the furtive glance, and constantly on his
guard, realizes bitterly that: “They want to take our place.” And it’s true there
is not one colonized subject who at least once a day does not dream of taking
the place of the colonist.

This compartmentalized world, this world divided in two, is inhabited by
different species. The singularity of the colonial context lies in the fact that
economic reality, inequality, and enormous disparities in lifestyles never man-
age to mask the human reality. Looking at the immediacies of the colonial con-
text, it is clear that what divides this world is first and foremost what species,

4  Aristotelian logic A western form of logic in which certain types of statements taken
together lead to a logically necessary conclusion. Basic principles of this form of logic
include that no mutually contradictory statements can be true at the same time (it cannot be
true both that “it is raining” and that “it is not raining”) and that, for any statement, either
it is true or the negation of it is true (for example, it must be true either that “it is raining”
or that “it is not raining”).

5 Medina Name historically given to the portion of a colonized North African city
where the country’s native inhabitants lived.



